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Abstract

This thesis examines how sustainability ambitions are integrated into organisational
decision-making in a project-based real estate development company. While sus-
tainability is often expressed as a strategic priority, its influence in practice depends
on how it is translated into business-relevant and decision-relevant value. The study
is based on a qualitative single-case study of a Swedish real estate developer, using
semi-structured interviews and document analysis. The findings show that sustain-
ability ambitions are shaped by external requirements, internal priorities, business
model alignment, and project-level conditions. Sustainability gains influence when
it can be connected to customer value, competitiveness, regulation, risk reduction,
or measurable outcomes such as certifications, climate targets, and KPIs. However,
financial constraints, project budgets, and uncertainty often limit how far sustain-
ability ambitions are implemented. The thesis concludes that sustainability integra-
tion is a conditional process in which ambitions must be translated, justified, and
supported by organisational structures, management direction, competence, collab-
oration, and individual engagement in order to influence decisions in practice.

Keywords: sustainability integration, decision-making, real estate development, fi-
nancial rationality, project-based organisations
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1

Introduction

The introduction chapter outlines the relevance of sustainability in the real estate
sector and highlights the challenge of translating sustainability ambitions into or-
ganisational decision-making. The chapter study focuses on the Swedish operations
of a real estate developer and presents the aim and research questions of analysing
how sustainability targets move from strategic ambition or external demand into
practical decision-making.

1.1 Background

Sustainability has influenced global development for many years and continues to
shape the way we approach future challenges and opportunities. In 2015, the United
Nations adopted Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development establishing a global
framework to address environmental, social and economic challenges by 2030 (United
Nations (UN), n.d.). It provides a common direction for sustainability efforts across
industries and countries. The buildings and construction sector remain a key driver
of the climate crisis, accounting for 32% of global energy consumption and 34% of
global CO, emissions, while also depending heavily on materials such as cement and
steel and generating substantial construction waste (UN Environment Programme,
2025).

Real estate companies are closely embedded in this sector, as they develop, own,
manage and operate buildings throughout their life cycle. Given the large scale and
influence of the built environment, real estate companies therefore play an impor-
tant role in contributing to global sustainability goals. This role is closely connected
to the project-based nature of the industry. Project-based work refers to temporary
and goal-oriented activities undertaken to create a unique outcome, rather than
continuous routine operations (Project Management Institute, n.d). Real estate de-
velopment follows this logic, as development activities are typically organised around
individual projects that move through phases such as preliminary assessment, finan-
cial feasibility, approvals, construction procurement, financing, and management
(Real Estate Institute of British Columbia, 2021).

Agenda 2030 has defined overarching goals and a shared global vision, presented
in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), providing a comprehensive under-
standing of sustainability by linking climate action, social equity, and economic
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development (UN, n.d). Previous research highlights that the construction indus-
try is directly or indirectly connected to most of the SDGs, underlining its sig-
nificant role in achieving global sustainability objectives (Fei et al., 2021). It is
further explained by the authors that these goals do not specify how sustainability
should be measured or implemented at the organisational level. The EU Taxonomy
for Sustainable Activities functions as a classification system that clarifies which
economic activities can be considered environmentally sustainable, thereby guid-
ing investment decisions (European Commission, n.d.). Complementing this, the
Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) aims to make sustainability
reporting more aligned, comparable and closely connected to financial reporting,
thereby strengthening the integration of sustainability into corporate management
and decision-making (Finansinspektionen, 2025). The directive is complemented by
the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS), which regulate the de-
tailed content of sustainability reports for companies covered by CSRD.

Sustainability is often incorporated into corporate strategy, but its reach into oper-
ational decision-making often remains limited (Pasamar et al., 2025). This creates a
gap between sustainability as a strategic ambition and sustainability as a practical
consideration in everyday project decisions. They also discuss this gap in relation
to project-based industries such as real estate, where it becomes particularly impor-
tant, as sustainability ambitions must be translated into concrete decisions within
individual projects, often under constraints related to budget, time, regulations, and
expected returns.

This also connects to the business model of real estate companies. A business model
explains how an organisation creates, delivers, and captures value, meaning that
ambitions must be understood not only as a strategic goal, but also in relation
to how value is generated and secured in practice (Teece, 2010). However, in the
context of sustainability, value is difficult to define because it extends beyond direct
financial returns (Bocken et al., 2014). The authors further explains how sustainable
business models require companies to consider environmental, social, and financial
value simultaneously, including value created for multiple stakeholders rather than
only for the firm.

The construction and building industry have historically been shaped by financial
logics that make established practices more attractive than investments in sustain-
able alternatives (Shen et al., 2010). The authors further suggest that barriers to
sustainability are not only technical or regulatory, but also structural and organisa-
tional, as conventional financial approaches often remain more advantageous within
existing decision-making systems. Therefore, the limited integration of sustainabil-
ity in construction projects cannot be explained solely by a lack of goals, frameworks,
or sustainability ambitions (Moshood et al., 2024). Rather, the authors explain how
it must be understood in relation to how organisations are governed, how value is as-
sessed, and how decisions are structured in practice. Although climate targets may
be incorporated at a strategic and conceptual level, potentially reframing financial
rationality and broadening the understanding of value creation, less attention has
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been paid to how such logics are translated into everyday project-level decision-
making (Ludeke-Freund et al., 2024).

While previous research has addressed sustainability frameworks, business models,
and value creation in the built environment, there is still limited understanding of
how sustainability targets are translated into decision-making within project-based
real estate organisations. Less is known about how such targets become relevant in
projects and are balanced against financial, managerial, and project-level conditions.
This study addresses this gap by analysing how sustainability targets are integrated
into organisational decision-making in a project-based real estate organisation.

1.2 Scope, Aim and Research Questions

This study examines how a real estate developer creates long-term sustainable value
through the development of housing and residential areas. The scope is limited to
the case company’s Swedish operations, with the aim of gaining a deeper under-
standing of its project-specific conditions, strategic priorities, and market context.
The study places particular emphasis on the factors most relevant to the company’s
development, competitiveness, and future prospects. The construction and built
environment industry as a whole is therefore not analysed in depth but is addressed
only insofar as industry-specific conditions and developments influence the case com-

pany.

The aim of this study is to analyse how sustainability targets move from strategic
ambition or external demand into organisational decision-making in a project-based
real estate organisation. The study focuses on how sustainability is aligned with the
business model, translated into decision-relevant value, and filtered through finan-
cial, managerial, and project-level conditions. It further examines the organisational
enablers and moderators that strengthen or weaken sustainability integration across
this process.

The following research question and sub-questions has been established:
How are sustainability ambitions integrated into organisational decision-
making in a project-based real estate organisation?
o What factors enable sustainability ambitions to enter the organisation and
gain relevance in a project-based real estate context?
o What forms of business-relevant and decision-relevant value are sustainability
ambitions translated into?
o Which financial and project-level conditions shape the influence of sustainabil-
ity ambitions in decision-making?
o What organisational and managerial conditions enable or constrain sustain-
ability integration across the decision-making process?
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Theoretical Background

This chapter presents the theoretical foundation for analysing how sustainability is
integrated into decision-making in project-based construction and real estate devel-
opment. It first situates sustainability integration within the specific conditions of
the sector, where temporary project organisations, stakeholder demands, investment
logics, and financial constraints shape how sustainability ambitions are interpreted
and implemented. The chapter then discusses financial rationality, management
control systems, sustainable business models, organisational practices, and internal
enablers such as management, sustainability champions, knowledge sharing, and dy-
namic capabilities. Together, these perspectives form the basis for the theoretical
framework used to analyse how sustainability ambitions gain, retain, or lose influ-
ence in organisational decision-making.

2.1 Sustainability in Real Estate Development

The real estate sector provides a particularly relevant context for studying sus-
tainability integration because sustainability ambitions are shaped not only in con-
struction processes, but also through investment, valuation, ownership, and asset
management decisions. In real estate investment sustainability considerations have
become increasingly important, yet their implementation remains constrained by
valuation practices, uncertain performance data, capital expenditure requirements,
and financial viability assessments (Jackson & Orr, 2021). Construction projects are
therefore embedded in a broader real estate value chain, where sustainability objec-
tives must pass through both project-based production systems and investment-
oriented decision-making routines.

Unlike sectors with stable production systems, the building sector relies on tempo-
rary constellations of independent actors assembled for specific projects (Herazo &
Lizarralde, 2016; Mokhlesian & Holmén, 2012). In this context, sustainability rarely
operates as a frictionless corporate directive. Instead, ambitions are shaped through
negotiations among actors, contract structures, and financial constraints. Although
clients, contractors, consultants, and regulators may formally endorse sustainabil-
ity objectives their interpretations and priorities often differ (Herazo & Lizarralde,
2016). Furthermore, it is argued that as projects evolve, sustainability ambitions
are renegotiated in response to shifting stakeholder priorities and conditions. Cer-
tification systems can function as tools for promoting sustainable construction by
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defining environmental criteria and guiding decisions across the building life cycle,
from design and production to use and end-of-life management (Moshood et al.,

2024).

Real estate developers often perceive municipal sustainability requirements as diffi-
cult to integrate as they can increase financial risk and create conflicting objectives
(Candel & To6rna, 2022). The authors go onto explain that through land allocation
agreements, municipalities can introduce project-specific sustainability requirements
that shape the preconditions for housing development. However, these requirements
may become particularly challenging when unexpected changes occur, such as tech-
nical issues, revised municipal requirements, or weaker market conditions. As such
changes place pressure on project budgets, they can make developers more cautious
about investing in sustainable solutions, particularly when the expected customer
value or financial returns are unclear.

At the firm level, sustainability is often framed as strategic positioning and reputa-
tion building (de Paula et al., 2017). Leadership and organisational climate influence
internal commitment (Opoku et al., 2015; Phua, 2018), yet these mechanisms op-
erate within competitive markets dominated by tendering and cost considerations
(Mokhlesian & Holmén, 2012). Consequently, project-level decisions remain closely
tied to financial evaluation and cost efficiency.

Competitive tendering and cost-focused procurement further shape firms’ incentives
and limit the extent of sustainability integration (Mokhlesian & Holmén, 2012).
While sustainability may enhance legitimacy it does not necessarily produce short-
term financial returns (de Paula et al., 2017). Thus, as explained by the authors,
sustainability is continuously balanced against profitability and risk within project
structures. The temporary nature of projects also requires sustainability practices
and shared understandings to be re-established in each new constellation (Herazo &
Lizarralde, 2016). Recent empirical research confirms persistent organisational and
financial barriers, including limited awareness and difficulties in applying sustain-
ability guidelines in practice (Moshood et al., 2024).

These challenges are further reinforced by the project-based nature of construction
and real estate development, where knowledge, sustainability practices, and inno-
vation often remain tied to specific projects, actors, or individuals. Sustainable
innovation has increased within the industry, new solutions are often developed,
tested, and improved in small-scale projects, while only a limited number are later
adopted by larger established companies and applied on a larger scale (Bossink,
2018). The author state that this shows that the processes for sharing, standardis-
ing, and scaling innovative solutions are often insufficient.

A key challenge in project-based organisations is that knowledge is frequently tied
to individual experts or project managers (Nyallu et al., 2025). It is further ex-
plained by the authors that due to limited project timeframes, temporary teams,
and high-performance requirements, employees may feel pressure to protect their
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own cognitive and individual resources, which can lead to knowledge hiding and
knowledge loss. These challenges can be reduced through stronger social interac-
tion, better collaboration, and more effective knowledge governance.

2.2 Financial Rationality and Control Systems

Sustainability integration depends on capital allocation and investment decisions,
where financial rationality often dominates (Alkaraan et al., 2023). In profit-driven
organisations financial metrics take precedence, meaning that profitability tends to
override social and environmental objectives (Narayanan & Boyce, 2019). Early
screening based on short-term financial thresholds may exclude sustainability con-
cerns lacking comparable metrics (Alkaraan et al., 2023). Board-level Environmen-
tal, Social and Governance (ESG) commitment, stakeholder-oriented management,
and early stakeholder involvement are therefore crucial for aligning investments with
sustainability targets, according to the authors. Sustainability considerations are of-
ten treated through remedial costs and risk management rather than as direct value
drivers (Jackson & Orr, 2021). Implementation, as further explained by the authors,
is constrained by limited market evidence, uncertain valuation effects, and difficul-
ties in justifying capital expenditure when financial returns are unclear.

Green or sustainable finance may support sustainability performance by linking en-
vironmental ambition to financial decision-making (Mocharref et al., 2025). Since
sustainable finance concerns the integration of ESG considerations into financial
decisions such mechanisms may help bridge organisational ambition and impact
(Edmans & Kacperczyk, 2022). However, they do not automatically resolve the
tension between sustainability and profitability. The authors states that their im-
pact depends on whether management embeds sustainability criteria into investment
screening, valuation, and control processes.

To align organisational operations with strategic objectives, management control
systems (MCS) are central mechanisms for enabling strategic change (Narayanan
& Boyce, 2019). However, the authors suggest that because traditional MCS are
primarily oriented toward financial objectives, they are often insufficient for address-
ing sustainability. Sustainability control systems (SCS) have therefore emerged to
support sustainability strategies, yet they risk remaining peripheral or decoupled
from core business activities (Beusch et al., 2022). Strategy alone does not im-
prove environmental performance; its effectiveness depends on how it is embedded
in management control systems (Rotzel et al., 2019). Meaning MCS-SCS integra-
tion extends beyond measurement systems to the interactive use of controls and
their linkage to external value creation, offering a micro-level explanation of how
integrated thinking is enacted through MCS (Beusch et al., 2022; Narayanan &
Boyce, 2019).

MCS are not neutral instruments; their effects depend on contextual embedding
and alignment with sustainability strategy (Narayanan & Boyce, 2019). The au-

6
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thors therefore state that understanding them requires recognising the structural
tension between sustainability objectives and profit maximisation. It is further em-
phasized that clear integration into core management systems is critical to avoid
marginalisation. Effective control systems require both technical mechanisms, e.g.
Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), reporting structures, and alignment with organ-
isational culture and values (Rotzel et al., 2019). In addition, the authors point out
that administrative and cultural controls appear more influential than incentives,
while separate sustainability and financial plans may formalise strategy without en-
suring substantive change.

Although MCS and financial management are essential for sustainability objectives
they often subordinate sustainability to profit imperatives (Narayanan & Boyce,
2019). Their framework distinguishes between three approaches to integration: sta-
tus quo, reform, and transformation. The status quo approach prioritises financial
capital; reform involves incremental change within existing systems; and transfor-
mation requires a fundamental restructuring of financial and social power relations.
This suggests that when integration remains weak and financial metrics dominate,
profitability tends to override social and environmental objectives, reinforcing a sta-
tus quo orientation. The discussion therefore shifts attention from internal control
mechanisms to the broader organisational logic through which firms create, deliver,
and capture value.

2.3 Business Models and Value Creation

An organisations business model is central to assessing whether sustainability inte-
gration remains incremental or enables more transformative change. The business
model explains how firms create, deliver, and capture value, forming the architecture
through which customer needs are identified, value is delivered, and payments are
converted into profit (Teece, 2010). Positioned between strategy and performance,
the business model translates strategic intent into financial logic. Although its core
definition remains stable, interpretation of value creation and capture have evolved
and are often adapted to specific organisational contexts (Massa et al., 2017; Geiss-
doerfer et al., 2018).

Business strategy complements the business model by sustaining competitive advan-
tage through market segmentation, differentiated value propositions, and isolation
mechanisms (Teece, 2010). However, traditional approaches rest on anthropocen-
tric assumptions and a linear cradle-to-grave logic, in which products ultimately
become waste (Borland et al., 2019). As conceptions of value broadened attention
shifted toward the firm-environment relationship as a source of competitive ad-
vantage (Hart, 1995). Transitional and transformational approaches emerged, and
transitional approaches mitigate environmental harm within largely linear systems,
whereas transformational approaches seek to reconfigure the business—environment
relationship through circular, closed-loop models that embed sustainability in the
core business model (Borland et al., 2019).
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These developments extend value creation beyond financial outcomes to environ-
mental and social dimensions. Early sustainable business models (SBM) research
emphasised integrating sustainability into organisational structures, culture, and
governance, highlighting stakeholders, nature-based value, leadership, and systems
thinking (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). Subsequent work defined SBM in terms of sus-
tainable value propositions and the simultaneous creation, delivery, and capture of
financial value while maintaining or regenerating natural, social, and economic cap-
ital (Schaltegger et al., 2016).

Although value-oriented SBM definitions have reached broad conceptual conver-
gence, debate persists regarding how value should be understood (Evans et al.,
2017; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Bocken et al., 2014). Value can emerge through
stakeholders’ interpretations of meaningful change and therefore varies across groups
as sustainability comes with intangible, nonmaterial forms of value (Neesham et al.,
2023). The process of sustainable business model innovation (SBMI) creates value
by reconfiguring how firms create, deliver, and capture economic, social, and en-
vironmental benefits (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). However, it is explained by the
authors how the implementation of sustainable business models is difficult because
sustainability-oriented value propositions often conflict with existing financial met-
rics, resource allocations, and organisational routines that guide decision-making in
practice.

For SBMI to succeed, companies must not only express an ambition to become
sustainable, but also organise themselves in ways that enable sustainable business
models to be identified, implemented, and embedded in practice (Bocken & Geradts,
2020). This requires dynamic capabilities, understood as an organisation’s ability
to “integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competences to address
rapidly changing environments” (Teece et al., 1997). In relation to SBMI, dynamic
capabilities allow organisations to sense sustainability-related opportunities, seize
these opportunities by mobilising resources, and transform existing organisational
structures, processes, and business models through continuous renewal (Bocken &
Geradts, 2020). Thus, they state that dynamic capabilities are central because they
enable organisations to move beyond maintaining their current business model and
instead adapt, recombine, and reconfigure organisational practices in response to
sustainability challenges.

However, companies need to identify the dynamic capabilities that are most rele-
vant to their specific mode of adaptation and the challenges they face (Birkinshaw
et al., 2016). Furthermore, it is explained how these capabilities must be anchored
at the appropriate levels within the organisation and aligned with the company’s
culture, structure, and historical conditions. When developed and implemented
effectively, dynamic capabilities can improve flexibility in project planning and pro-
curement, enhance collaboration across departments and with suppliers, support
strategic learning from previous projects, and encourage open innovation and adap-
tive leadership, even within bureaucratic organisational settings (Adam & Lindahl.,
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2017).

Consequently, the challenges associated with implementing SBM suggest that the
issue may not primarily lie in the conceptualisation of value or business model de-
sign. Rather, it points to a structural gap in how sustainability-oriented value is
translated into organisational decision-making. For sustainability to influence deci-
sions, it must be expressed in forms that are compatible with existing organisational
structures, routines, and responsibilities. When such value remains intangible, diffi-
cult to interpret, or weakly integrated into everyday practices, it risks remaining at
a strategic level rather than becoming embedded in decision-making processes.

2.4 Organisational Practices and Change

Organisational embedding of sustainability refers to the integration of environmen-
tal, social, and economic considerations into organisational management, structures,
and everyday practices (Tipu, 2022). Further, they emphasize that research on or-
ganisational change for sustainability argues that sustainability cannot be effectively
implemented through isolated initiatives or strategic intentions alone but instead
requires the integration of sustainability related considerations into organisational
management and practice. Commitment to sustainability requires a strategic ap-
proach in which sustainability becomes integrated into business strategy and organ-
isational processes (Pasamar et al., 2025).

In practice, many organisations initiate sustainability efforts primarily at an opera-
tional level rather than integrating sustainability across all business levels (Pasamar
et al., 2025). As a result, it is argued further that existing profit-seeking and finan-
cial logics may continue to dominate organisational priorities. When organisational
priorities are dominated by financial objectives sustainability issues may receive
less attention (Tipu, 2022). Compliance-oriented sustainability strategies further
reinforce this tendency by focusing on maximising shareholder returns and meet-
ing minimum legal requirements rather than pursuing broader sustainability goals
(Pasamar et al., 2025).

From this perspective, sustainability must become embedded within organisational
culture, strategy, and decision-making processes rather than remaining a separate or
symbolic objective. Achieving such integration requires more than leadership com-
mitment alone as sustainability-related changes need to become embedded within
organisational culture (Tipu, 2022). The way sustainability becomes integrated into
organisational behaviour and everyday practices is further shaped by the sustain-
ability strategies organisations adopt (Pasamar et al., 2025). Proactive sustainabil-
ity strategies, as further explained by the authors, integrate sustainability-related
actions into both organisational culture and competitive strategy, allowing sustain-
ability to become part of the organisation’s broader way of operating.

For strategies to have real impact employees must perceive sustainability goals as au-
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thentic, relevant, and aligned with everyday practices (Phua, 2018). Organisational
climate is therefore emphasized as important, as shared norms, behaviours, and ac-
tions reveal whether sustainability is integrated in practice or merely formulated as
policy. Organisational leadership plays a central role in driving sustainability work
(Opoku et al., 2015). In their view, leaders contribute by formulating visions, devel-
oping strategies, policies, and routines, and disseminating best practices throughout
the organisation. Furthermore, leaders can also act as catalysts for increased aware-
ness and behavioural change among employees, emphasising the need for active
leadership that translates sustainability strategies into organisational practice.

2.5 Management and Sustainability Champions

To understand how sustainability becomes embedded in organisational practice, it
is necessary to examine the internal mechanisms that shape this process. Leader-
ship and management are central in this regard, but the two concepts should be
distinguished. Management refers more directly (Tengblad, 2006) to the practical
coordination of work, communication, and administrative tasks. At the same time,
contemporary managers may also exercise forms of institutional leadership when
they act not only as administrators, but also as visionaries who help translate sus-
tainability ambitions into organisational routines and practices. Leadership, on the
other hand (Antonakis & Day, 2012), can be understood as a social and contextual
process of influence rather than simply a personal trait or formal position. From
this perspective, leadership depends not only on leaders’ actions, but also on how
followers interpret these actions and how the organisational context shapes the in-
fluence process. Leadership is therefore both relational and situational.

This understanding is particularly relevant in sustainability work, where organisa-
tional change depends on whether sustainability goals are interpreted as meaningful,
legitimate, and actionable by members of the organisation. Therefore, individuals
who drive sustainable innovation and change within an organisation become key
actors. These individuals can be called “innovation champions” (Sergeeva, 2016)
and are described as an individual who actively promotes and drives innovation by
influencing others, creating support for new ideas and helping innovations become
implemented and accepted in practice. These actors are often recognised as leaders
or managers within the organisation.

Environmental managers (Gluch & Mansson, 2021), can be understood as actors
who drive sustainability initiatives and organisational change. Their role extends
beyond technical environmental expertise as they also function as communicators,
strategists and leaders, who work to integrate sustainability into organisational prac-
tices and decision-making. Environmental managers often face resistance because
sustainability work may be perceived as secondary or disruptive to established or-
ganisational routines. To create legitimacy and facilitate change, they therefore
adopt several strategic approaches, such as building networks, engaging supportive
colleagues and implementing sustainability reporting systems and environmental as-

10
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sessment tools.

However, reliance on individual actors can also create vulnerabilities. Individual
sustainability champions (Pekaar et al., 2024) are shaped by broader contextual
factors, including regulations, technological development, organisational strategies,
leadership, and social norms. These factors influence which sustainability actions
are expected, prioritised, and proactively supported. At the same time, external
disruptions, such as pandemics, technological change, or new regulations, can create
imbalances between sustainability-related demands and available resources. This
places pressure on individuals’ adaptive capabilities and highlights the importance
of understanding how such micro-processes interact with individual agency in prac-
tice. Heavy reliance on individual actors may therefore make sustainability work
vulnerable.

Additionally, organisational boundaries between actors (Pemsel & Widén, 2011),
such as municipalities and real estate companies, can hinder knowledge sharing in
collaborative projects. To reduce conflicts, improve collaboration, and create com-
mon understanding, these boundaries need to be bridged through context-specific
strategies such as translating, educating, evaluating, and supporting. Overall, project-
based organisations need situation-based approaches that strengthen knowledge
sharing both within and between projects and organisations.

2.6 Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework model presented in Figure 2.1, is developed based on the
previous literature to aid in the analysis and discussion of the empirical findings.
The model is not a chronological process but rather an analytical logic, it shows
from how sustainability is put on the agenda to the mechanisms that determines if
sustainability have or have not gained influence in decisions. It is structured from
the context of the literature review where the main process shows how an idea,
ambition or demand moves through the organisation before it becomes an actual
decision. This path is then influenced and shaped by organisational capabilities
that can moderate or enable decision-making.

The core sustainability influence pathway is shaped by a set of enabling and mod-
erating organisational conditions, which is labelled as Moderators / Enablers in
the model. These conditions are identified from the literature review. Management
control influences whether sustainability is embedded in formal routines, decision
criteria and follow-up systems. Organisational culture shapes whether sustainabil-
ity is perceived as a natural part of everyday work or as an additional requirement.
Knowledge sharing affects the organisation’s ability to transfer sustainability-related
learning across projects, functions and external actors. Sustainability champions
contribute by promoting, translating and legitimising sustainability within the or-
ganisation, although reliance on individual champions may also indicate weak struc-
tural embedding. Finally, dynamic capabilities influence the organisation’s ability
to adapt, mobilise resources and reconfigure routines in response to sustainability-
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2. Theoretical Background

related challenges. Together, these conditions determine whether sustainability am-
bitions are strengthened, weakened or lost as they move through the decision-making
process.

The first element in the process is Sustainability Pressures and Ambitions,
which focuses on the origins of sustainability-related concerns and how sustainabil-
ity becomes prioritised within the organisation. As discussed in the literature review,
these pressures and ambitions may arise from both external and internal sources.
External pressures include demands from municipalities, customers, investors, and
broader regulatory frameworks and policy developments. Internal pressures and am-
bitions may instead stem from organisational strategy, sustainability targets, leader-
ship priorities, organisational culture, or individual initiatives within the company.
Ultimately, this step identifies how sustainability-related issues are introduced, com-
municated, and placed on the organisational agenda.

The second element, Business Model Alignment, focuses on how sustainability is
positioned at the organisational level. This includes how sustainability is reflected
in organisational strategy, sustainability targets, business model orientation, and
market positioning. In this step, the model highlights how sustainability aligns with
the ways in which the company creates, delivers, and captures value. Sustainabil-
ity becomes easier to integrate into the organisation’s core business logic when it
contributes to customer value, competitive advantage, long-term profitability, or
broader strategic objectives. When sustainability supports market differentiation,
strengthens the company’s value proposition, or enables new business opportunities,
it becomes more aligned with the organisation’s value creation logic and strategic
direction.

The next element, Translation into Decision-Relevant Value, focuses on how
sustainability is translated into measurable and decision-relevant forms of value
within the organisation. As discussed in the literature review, sustainability often
involves forms of value that are difficult to interpret within existing organisational
and financial decision-making logics, making sustainability challenging to integrate
into everyday decision-making processes. For sustainability to move beyond the
strategic level, it needs to be translated into forms that fit organisational practices,
routines, and management systems. A clear example is the market demand for
higher energy efficiency, where sustainability becomes easier to justify because it
contributes to lower operational costs and therefore creates measurable and finan-
cially understandable value. In this step, sustainability is translated into metrics,
calculations, risk assessments, business arguments, and other decision-making mate-
rials that make sustainability-related considerations understandable and actionable
within organisational decision-making processes.

The next element, Financial Rationality and Project-Level Filtering, de-
scribes the mechanisms that determine whether sustainability gains or loses influ-
ence in final organisational decisions. At this stage, sustainability-related consid-
erations are evaluated within existing financial and project-based decision-making
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logics, where budgets, profitability requirements, risk assessments, and project con-
straints strongly influence decision outcomes. Even when sustainability ambitions
or solutions are introduced early in a project, financial considerations are often given
greater priority as projects move closer to implementation and final investment deci-
sions. For sustainability to gain influence at this stage, it must therefore survive the
filtering processes through which organisational actors evaluate costs, risks, feasi-
bility, and expected returns, ultimately determining which sustainability initiatives
are implemented and which are excluded from the final project outcome.

In this final element, Actual Influence into Decision-Making, the outcome be-
comes visible. Has sustainability gained influence, partial influence or loss influence?
The final step represents the outcome of the sustainability influence pathway. It cap-
tures the degree to which sustainability targets actually shape decision-making after
being translated and filtered through business model, financial, and project-level
conditions. Sustainability may gain strong influence, remain partially influential
through compromise or adaptation, or lose influence when it cannot be justified
within the prevailing decision logic. If sustainability strong influence, it clearly af-
fects or govern decision, where solutions are prioritised, budgeted and implemented.
Gaining influence can therefore be done by clear demands, business relevance, mea-
surable metric and financial allocation/budgeting for extra costs. Partial influence
means that sustainability gets some break though, buts is adjusted, compromised
and limited by finance, risk and project demands. By retaining influence, sustain-
ability is still there but only because it survives the project financial and practical
limitations. Lastly, sustainability can lose influence by being discarded or reduced
to minimum level, this happens when it is not motivated through customer value,
finance, risk mitigating and formal demands.
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Figure 2.1: Theoretical framework for analysing sustainability influence in organ-
isational decision-making.
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Methods

This chapter presents the methodological framework of the study and explains how
the research was designed and conducted. It begins by outlining the chosen research
approach, followed by a description of the methods used for data collection, includ-
ing semi-structured interviews and complementary documentary data. Thereafter,
the analytical procedure is described, with particular attention to the thematic anal-
ysis and coding process. The chapter concludes by addressing issues of credibility,
trustworthiness, and ethical considerations.

3.1 Research Design and Research Methods

The study was conducted using a qualitative research design with an inductive re-
search approach. An exploratory single-case study was employed to investigate how
sustainability goals are integrated into organisational decision-making shaped by
financial considerations. The research methods consisted of semi-structured inter-
views and document analysis. This design was considered suitable as the study aims
to develop a deeper understanding of organisational processes, perceptions and prac-
tices, and how these relate to theoretical concepts (Bell et al., 2019).

By focusing on one organisation, the study enables an in-depth analysis of how
sustainability and financial targets are balanced in the specific context in which
decision-making takes place. While the establishment of environmental and sustain-
ability targets has been widely studied at a conceptual and general level, this case
study allows the issue to be examined from a contextual and practical perspective.
This makes it possible to analyse how sustainability ambitions are interpreted, ne-
gotiated and limited within organisational and financial decision-making processes.
It also enables a deeper understanding of the relationships and processes shaped by
the organisation’s social and business-oriented complexities (Denscombe, 2014).

A qualitative approach was chosen because the study seeks to understand the per-
spectives, experiences and interpretations of individuals involved in sustainability-
related and financial decision-making (Bell et al., 2019). Semi-structured interviews
were therefore used as the main method for data collection, as they allow respon-
dents to elaborate on their experiences while still providing enough structure to
ensure relevance to the research aim (Bell et al., 2019). This approach made it
possible to capture the dynamics between sustainability ambitions, financial consid-
erations and organisational practices in a real organisational setting.
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To strengthen the credibility of the empirical findings, the interview material was
complemented with documentary data. This facilitated triangulation of data, where
documents served as an additional source of information that could support, con-
textualise or nuance the interview data (Denscombe, 2014). Rather than treating
the interview responses on their own, the use of documents enabled the findings to
be compared with alternative sources, thereby increasing the robustness of the anal-
ysis. Documentary data were also considered valuable due to their accessibility and
relative permanence, as they provide material that can be revisited and scrutinised.

Given that the topic has been extensively addressed in previous research (Bell et
al., 2019), an inductive approach was considered appropriate. The study developed
through a continuous movement between theory and empirical findings. Previous
literature was used to develop the theoretical framework and guide the initial un-
derstanding of the research problem. At the same time, the interview material
contributed to shaping the analysis by identifying recurring themes and patterns in
the empirical data. Theory was therefore not only applied to the findings but also
revisited and interpreted in relation to the empirical material.

3.2 Case Company

The case company is a Swedish real estate developer that develops and sells differ-
ent types of housing, including apartment buildings, detached houses and terraced
houses, with various forms of tenure. With around 900 employees, the company
operates in six European countries and focuses primarily on metropolitan regions
with potential for long-term value creation. Its project portfolio is diversified across
customer segments, product types and geographies, which provides flexibility and
helps reduce risk as demand varies between markets and housing types.

The company’s core activity is the development and sale of homes to consumers,
while rental housing projects sold to property investors serve as a complementary
part of the business model. This combination of consumer and investor projects
contributes to a more balanced risk and cash-flow profile. Through its presence in
several submarkets across Europe, the company aims to respond to local market
conditions, changing demand and long-term business opportunities.

The company positions itself as a sustainability-oriented housing developer, with
clear sustainability ambitions and formal sustainability targets at the corporate
level. These ambitions are reflected in strategies such as climate budgets, envi-
ronmental certifications and internal sustainability initiatives. The company also
participates in several international organisations and initiatives related to sustain-
ability, responsible business and transparency, including the UN Global Compact,
the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, the Science Based Targets ini-
tiative (SBTi), Transparency International Sweden and the Global Reporting Ini-
tiative (GRI).
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In 2020, the company became the first real estate developer in Europe to have its cli-
mate targets approved by the SBTi. In 2025, its SBTi climate targets were updated
and approved again, indicating continued work in this area. The company has also
been included in the Financial Times’ 2025 list of Europe’s Climate Leaders. The
ranking, developed in collaboration with Statista, highlights companies that have
reduced their climate impact.

The company’s strong sustainability profile makes it a relevant case for this study.
Since sustainability is presented as a central part of its strategic identity, the com-
pany provides an opportunity to examine how such ambitions are translated into
organizational decision-making in practice, and how they are shaped by financial,
managerial and project-level conditions.

Figure 3.1 presents the internal company structure as a simplified map of the relevant
professional roles encountered in this study and illustrates how these roles relate to
one another. The group level is included only to indicate the existence of a higher
organizational level, while the roles mapped in detail are limited to the Swedish
organization under the Sweden CEQO, who reports to the group level.

‘ CEO (Sweden) ’
I
| |
N
Regional Marketing / Sales
Management Management
|
| |
Project Development Businsss Develoosr Sustainability
Manager P Manager
\ \ N
Sustainability
L Project Managers L Development Specialist
Managers

Figure 3.1: Simplified internal company structure map of relevant professional
roles.

3.3 Literature Review

Bell et al. (2019) emphasise that existing literature is an important element of all
research, as it helps identify what is already known about a topic, which theories and
methods have been applied, and how the study may contribute to existing knowl-
edge. Therefore, the literature search in this study was conducted systematically in
order to identify relevant previous research and build a theoretical foundation for
the study.
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The initial collection of literature was conducted through database searches in Sco-
pus and Google Scholar, using combinations of keywords related to the research
topic. These keywords included, for example, sustainability, decision-making, fi-
nancial decision-making, organisational responsibility, management control systems,
business model, and strategy implementation. The keywords were combined using
Boolean operators such as AND/OR. In addition to direct database searches, a
snowballing approach was used by reviewing the reference lists of relevant articles
to identify further sources. To support this process, ResearchRabbit, an Al-powered
literature mapping tool that helps discover academic papers, visualize citation net-
works, and track new publications, was used to explore connections between sources
and discover additional literature relevant to the research area.

All identified articles were imported into the reference management software Zotero,
which was used to organise and manage the sources. The review process was con-
ducted in several stages. First, articles were selected based on their titles and ab-
stracts in order to assess their relevance to the research aim. Thereafter, selected
articles were read in full. During the full-text review, papers were tagged and anno-
tated in Zotero, allowing for a structured organisation of the material. The tagging
process was used to group articles according to themes, concepts and their potential
contribution to different parts of the literature review. As new themes emerged,
additional literature was added, making the review process iterative.

Finally, the categorised and tagged literature formed the basis for the writing of the
literature review. The review was structured around the identified themes, where
insights from different studies were compared and combined to build a well-grounded
understanding of the research area.

Based on the literature review, a theoretical framework model was developed to
structure the analytical focus of the study. The model brings together central con-
cepts from the reviewed literature, including sustainability pressures, business model
alignment, decision-relevant value, financial rationality, project-level filtering and or-
ganisational enablers. These concepts were organised to illustrate how sustainability
targets may move from strategic ambition or external demand into organisational
decision-making, and how this process may be strengthened or weakened by organ-
isational conditions such as management control, organisational culture, knowledge
sharing, sustainability champions and dynamic capabilities.

The model was not intended to represent a strictly chronological process. Instead, it
was developed as an analytical structure for interpreting the empirical material and
for examining how sustainability targets gain, retain, or lose influence in decision-
making. In this way, the literature review informed both the development of the
interview guide and the analytical categories used in the empirical analysis.
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3.4 Document Data Collection and Analysis

Documents, such as annual reports and organisational descriptions, used for the
study were collected from the company website and through communication with
the company representative. The annual reports were collected from the company’s
official website and initially included the years 2016-2024. During the later stages of
the research process, the 2025 annual report was published and was therefore added
to the dataset before the document analysis was finalised.

To structure the document review, four analytical dimensions were identified based
on concepts derived from the literature review: business model, business strategy,
traditional /transitional /transformational strategy and environmental strategy. Def-
initions for each dimension were developed prior to the review process to create a
more systematic and consistent interpretation of the reports. The definitions all
derive from the literature review.

Following this, all annual reports were read and reviewed by the two authors. Rel-
evant sections and descriptions related to the four dimensions were identified and
interpreted based on the established definitions. The collected material was subse-
quently compiled into a comparative table (see Appendix A), allowing the content
of the reports to be organised and compared across reporting years in a structured
manner.

The completed table then formed the basis for the document analysis. The analysis
focused on identifying patterns of continuity and change over time. By comparing
the dimensions across the different years, it was possible to identify shifts in how
sustainability was communicated, structured and connected to the company’s busi-
ness model. This comparison formed the basis for identifying the different phases
presented in the findings chapter.

After the phases had been identified, the results from the document analysis were
compared with the interview coding related to the business model and sustainable
business model. This was done to examine how the formal development described
in the annual reports related to the interviewees’ internal understandings of sustain-
ability integration. In this way, the document analysis supported the development
of the findings section 4.1 “Business Model Continuity and Integration” by combin-
ing the company’s formal reporting over time with respondents’ descriptions of how
sustainability is understood and integrated in practice.

The purpose of the document analysis was therefore not only to describe the content
of the annual reports, but to analyse how changes in sustainability communication
and business model orientation developed over time and how these changes related
to the empirical interview findings.
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3.5 Interview Data Collection and Analysis

Empirical data were gathered through semi-structured interviews to allow for flex-
ibility and the possibility of follow-up questions. This approach enabled an open
dialogue, allowing interviewees to elaborate on their experiences in relation to the
research topic. Respondents were selected using purposive sampling to ensure that
participants were relevant to the study’s purpose (Bell et al., 2019).

Two initial interviews were conducted at the beginning of the research. These in-
terviews were carried out in a more conversational manner to develop an overall
understanding of the company’s current situation and to support the structuring of
the study, as well as the development of the interview guide. These initial interviews
were exploratory in nature and were therefore not included in the formal analysis
or coding process. The individuals who participated in these interviews were sub-
sequently interviewed again using the finalised interview guide, and only the data
from these later interviews were included in the analysis. This approach ensured
consistency across the dataset and strengthened the reliability of the analysis.

The sampling strategy was based on the respondents’ organisational roles and their
involvement in financial decision-making and sustainability work within the com-
pany. Additionally, the initial interviews included a question about other relevant
individuals within the organisation, ensuring that all suitable participants had the
opportunity to be included in the study.

All respondents were contacted and interviews were scheduled via email. An overview
of the interviewees, their roles, and the duration of each interview is presented in
Table 3.1. The interviews were conducted using an interview guide (see Appendix
B). Each interview began with respondents describing their role and the types of
decisions they are primarily involved in. This was done to assess their experience
with decision-making processes and their opportunities to make sustainable choices.

Table 3.1: Interviewees and their professional role

Professional Role Time
Project Manager 1 40 min
Project Manager 2 35 min
Project Manager 3 55 min
Project Development Manager® 25 min
Business Developer 30 min
Sustainability Manager* 30 min
Sustainability Specialist 25 min
Development Manager 1 40 min
Development Manager 2 30 min

*Participated in the initial interviews.
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All interviews were conducted in Swedish and were recorded and transcribed using
digital tools such as Microsoft Teams and Microsoft Word. The transcriptions were
subsequently reviewed manually by the authors by listening to the recordings and
correcting any inaccuracies in the automated transcripts. All quotations included
in the study were translated into English by the authors.

The empirical findings from the interviews were analysed through thematic anal-
ysis, which enabled the identification of recurring patterns and themes across the
qualitative data. Throughout the process, initial reflections and observations were
continuously noted, providing a foundation for understanding the empirical material
and guiding the subsequent stages of coding and analysis. The empirical material
was then coded and organised into five overarching groups. The final three stages
of this analytical process are presented in Figure 3.2.

To structure and analyse the empirical interview material, the first round of coding
was conducted using the online coding software Taguette. The interview transcripts
were read through carefully, and relevant passages were manually highlighted in the
text. Each highlighted segment was assigned a tag and a short summary that cap-
tured the meaning of the passage. This first stage resulted in a set of first-order
codes, consisting of concepts, key terms and empirical observations that remained
close to the respondents’ own descriptions. The purpose of this step was to pre-
serve the interviewees’ perspectives and experiences while structuring the material
for further analysis.

After the first round of coding, the codes and summaries were transferred to Miro,
a digital post-it and visual collaboration tool. In Miro, the material was organised
manually by moving the digital notes into different groups. This visual grouping
process made it possible to compare codes across interviews and identify similari-
ties, differences and recurring topics in the empirical material. In the second stage of
analysis, the first-order codes were grouped into second-order codes. This involved
identifying recurring topics and patterns across the interviews and organising them
in relation to the perspectives and understandings expressed by the respondents. By
manually arranging and rearranging the notes in Miro, the analysis gradually moved
from descriptive coding towards a more interpretative understanding of the material.

In the third stage, the second-order codes were further analysed in relation to each
other. This involved an iterative process of comparison, where connections, over-
laps and tensions between themes were examined. The purpose of this stage was
to identify broader patterns and relationships within the data, rather than treating
each theme as separate. Finally, five overarching empirical themes were identified.
These themes were developed by grouping together third-level codes based on their
shared characteristics, commonalities and relationships. This helped synthesise the
empirical findings and connect them to the theoretical framework. In the writing of
the findings chapter, the themes were analytically reorganised to better reflect the
relationships identified in the data, particularly how external requirements, finan-
cial constraints, management direction, collaboration and individual agency shaped

21



3. Methods

the integration of sustainability targets in practice.

This reorganisation did not

introduce new themes independent of the coding process but structured the coded
material in a way that more clearly represented the empirical logic emerging from

the data.

Second-order codes

Financial monitoring is prioritized
Financial frameworks limit sustainability
Flexibility within financial frameworks
Economy as a limiting factor

A financially driven level of sustainability

Third-order codes

Final Themes

Financially driven
sustainability

Y

Time and resources as enabling factors
Profitability as the primary driving force
External requirements as project barriers

Unproven solutions create practical and financial risks
Preference for proven working methods

Strict sustainability requirements may lead to nisky,
untested solutions

Resources, profitability,
and balancing
requirements

Economy and risk as

governing factors

-

Uncertainty and risk in
new solutions

Yy

- Unclear communication & trust gap

- Group governance limits sustainability funding

- Clear governance & accountability in decision-making

- Leadership communication & sustamability prioritization

-

Y

- Central sustainability monitoring & governance
- Clearer goals & internal sustainability communication

Business-driven sustainability & competitiveness
- External demands drive sustainability
- Certification as a market standard & selling point

- Limited influence in decision-making

- Market pressure & cost uncertainty

- Early-stage decision focus & limited flexibility

- Requirements and constraints limit project selection

- Early involvement of internal sustamability specialists
- Increased maturity and integration
- Finding synergy between economy and sustainability

- Collaboration and consultant support

- Contractors contribute innovative, cost-neutral solutions
- External knowledge gaps hinder collaboration
Knowledge sharing drives development

- Sustainability requires trust and collaboration

- Social sustainability discussed more than implemented
- Social sustainability treated as standard practice

- Individual-driven local sustainability imtiatives
- Sustainability culture requires employee engagement &
motivation

YYYYYYY

Leadership, governance,
and clarity

Leadership, control
and communication

s

Central governance and
clear communication

Market- and
business-driven

sustainability

External pressures on

sustainability
decisions

.

Decision constraints and
external influence

")

Competence and

development
Competence and
collaboration
Collaboration,

knowledge, and learning

s

Social sustainability —
rhetoric vs. practice

Culture and
individual-driven
sustainability

")

Individually driven
engagement and culture

Figure 3.2: Owverview of the coding process, from second-order codes to final themes,

for the interview analysis.
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3.6 Research Quality and Limitations

As the study adopts a qualitative case study design, research quality is assessed in
relation to credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Bell et al.,
2019). Rather than aiming for statistical generalisation, the study seeks to provide
an in-depth and context-specific understanding of how sustainability targets are in-
tegrated into organisational decision-making. The purpose is therefore to contribute
analytical insights into how sustainability integration may be shaped by financial,
managerial and project-level conditions in a project-based real estate organisation.
This requires a detailed description of the research context, creating a thick descrip-
tion that can serve as a basis for assessing the possible transferability of the findings
(Bell et al., 2019).

Credibility was strengthened through the use of multiple data sources and trian-
gulation of methods and empirical material (Bell et al., 2019; Seale et al., 1999).
The study combines semi-structured interviews with document analysis, allowing
formal sustainability ambitions to be compared with respondents’ descriptions of
decision-making in practice. The interviews provided insight into individual expe-
riences, perceptions and organisational processes, while the annual reports and in-
ternal documents helped contextualise the company’s formal sustainability strategy
and business model development. The use of different empirical sources therefore
contributed to a more nuanced understanding of the case.

The interview process also contributed to the quality of the study. Respondents were
selected through purposive sampling on the basis of their relevance and knowledge
(Denscombe, 2014), particularly in relation to their involvement in sustainability-
related and financial decision-making and their position within the organisation.
This enabled a broader coverage of relevant perspectives within the company and
ensured that the participants had knowledge of the processes being studied. In
addition, the interviews were recorded, transcribed and manually reviewed by the
authors, which reduced the risk of transcription errors and strengthened the reliabil-
ity of the empirical material. The initial exploratory interviews were not included in
the formal coding process but were used to support the development of the interview
guide, inform participant selection and improve the relevance of the later interviews.

Dependability was addressed by documenting the research process, including the se-
lection of respondents, the use of an interview guide, the transcription process and
the coding procedure. The empirical material was analysed through coding and the-
matic analysis, where recurring patterns were identified and later reorganised into
themes that reflected the relationships found in the data. This made the analytical
process more systematic and transparent, supporting the credibility, transparency
and rigour of the research (Bell et al., 2019).

Confirmability was strengthened by grounding the analysis in the empirical material

and relating the findings to previous research and the theoretical framework (Bell
et al., 2019). However, as qualitative research involves interpretation, the findings

23



3. Methods

are influenced by the researchers’ analytical choices. Given the authors’ educa-
tional background and knowledge of the construction industry, there was also a risk
that pre-understandings could shape the interpretation of the data. To reduce this
limitation, the analysis was discussed between the authors and developed through
several rounds of reflection. Additionally, the study was reviewed by the supervisor
and peers through opposition seminars and discussions, which helped foster a more
critical and reflexive approach to the interpretation of the empirical material (Den-
scombe, 2014).

Despite these measures, the study has some limitations. First, the findings are based
on a single case company, which limits the possibility of generalising the results to
all real estate developers or project-based organisations. However, the purpose of
the study is not statistical generalisation, but analytical generalisation. The findings
may therefore be relevant for understanding similar organisational contexts where
sustainability targets must be balanced against financial and project-level conditions.

Second, the study is context specific. The case company’s organisational struc-
ture, sustainability maturity, governance systems and market conditions influence
the findings. Other organisations, or the same organisation in another national or
market context, may show different patterns of sustainability integration.

Third, the sampling strategy may have limited the perspectives included in the
study. Since respondents were mainly selected based on their involvement in project-
related, financial and sustainability-related decision-making, other relevant perspec-
tives may be underrepresented. For example, board members, external consultants,
contractors, municipalities or customers could have provided additional insights into
how sustainability requirements are shaped and interpreted.

Fourth, the study relies on interview data, which means that the findings are based
on respondents’ own descriptions and interpretations of organisational processes.
These accounts may be influenced by personal experiences, roles, interests or ret-
rospective interpretations. Although document analysis was used to complement
the interviews, available documents mainly reflect formal ambitions and reporting
structures rather than all aspects of decision-making in practice.

Finally, the inductive research approach means that the analysis developed through
a continuous movement between theory and empirical material. While this strength-
ened the connection between the findings and existing research, it also means that
the interpretation of the empirical material was shaped by the theoretical concepts
used in the study.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

According to Bell et al. (2019), ethical considerations in business research are com-
monly related to avoiding harm to participants, ensuring informed consent, protect-
ing privacy, and avoiding deception. These principles highlight the importance of
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conducting research in a way that safeguards participants’ anonymity, integrity, and
security. In addition, careful handling of empirical material is important to protect
participants’ confidentiality and ensure that data is only used for the stated purpose
of the study.

In this study, these ethical principles were addressed throughout the research pro-
cess. In accordance with GDPR and Chalmers’ guidelines for the handling of per-
sonal data, personal data were processed only to the extent necessary to conduct
and report the study. The purpose of processing personal data was to carry out the
research project, including collecting, analysing and presenting empirical material.
The personal data processed mainly consisted of respondents’ names, professional
roles, contact details and interview data. No sensitive personal data, such as in-
formation concerning health, ethnicity, political opinions or religious beliefs, were
intentionally collected.

Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, how the material would
be used, that the interview would be recorded, and that participation was volun-
tary. The interview material was handled with care and used only for the purposes
of the thesis. To reduce the risk of identification, respondents were not referred to
by name in the thesis. Instead, they were described through their professional roles
or broader organizational positions. However, as the study focuses on a single case
company, complete anonymity cannot be guaranteed, particularly for respondents
with specific or unique roles.

The collected material was stored securely and was only accessible to the authors
during the research process. Personal data and interview material were not shared
with unauthorized persons. In line with the principle of data minimisation, only in-
formation relevant to the research aim was included in the thesis. Internal company
documents and interview data were also handled with confidentiality, and infor-
mation considered sensitive or commercially relevant was excluded or anonymised
where necessary.

The study also involved company documents, including annual reports and orga-
nizational descriptions. Publicly available documents were used as formal sources,
while internal documents were treated as confidential and used only in ways rele-
vant to the research aim. Care was taken not to disclose information that could be
considered commercially sensitive or outside the scope of the study.

3.8 The Use of Al

Artificial intelligence (AI) tools were used as support during the research and writ-
ing process. The interviews were recorded and transcribed using Microsoft’s Al-
supported tools integrated in Teams and Word. These tools were used solely to
facilitate the transcription process and did not replace the researchers’ own inter-
pretation or analysis of the empirical material.
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ChatGPT was also used as a supporting tool during the writing process, mainly to
improve language, formulation, structure, and clarity. However, Al was not used as a
substitute for empirical analysis or academic judgement. The coding, interpretation
of interview material, document analysis, and final analytical decisions were carried
out by the authors. Any Al-generated suggestions were critically reviewed, edited,
and verified before being included in the thesis. Additionally, ResearchRabbit, an
Al tool, was used to aid in the gathering of literature.

AT was also used with caution in relation to the empirical material. No confidential
or sensitive information from interviews or internal company documents was used
in ways that could compromise the participants’ privacy or the case company’s con-
fidentiality. The authors remain fully responsible for the content, interpretations,
and conclusions presented in the thesis.
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4

Emperical Findings

This chapter presents the empirical findings from the document analysis and inter-
views. It begins by examining how the company’s business model and sustainability
communication have developed over time, before analysing how sustainability is un-
derstood and integrated within the organisation. The chapter then presents the
main themes identified in the interview analysis, including external pressures, finan-
cial constraints, management direction, shared competence, organisational culture,
and individual sustainability champions.

4.1 Business Model Continuity and Integration

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4
2016 | 2017 | 2018 —1 2019 2020 2021 1 2022 | 2023 I 2024 ™1 2025 ‘—’
* Stable business model. * Increased climate focus. * Strong social framing. * More instutionalized.
* Beginning of sustainability * Remains instrumental. * Environmentally more * Formalized sustaianbility
integration. technical. governance.

Figure 4.1: Phases of sustainability integration in the company’s annual reports,
2016-2025.

As shown in Figure 4.1, the development and changes within the company’s an-
nual reports can be divided into four phases. In phase one, sustainability is mainly
used to establish the company’s identity, purpose and market position. Between
2016 and 2018, the company builds its sustainability agenda around “Happy neigh-
bourhoods”, affordable housing, environmental responsibility, workplace safety and
reliable business. The phrase “Happy neighbourhoods” refers to the idea that where
people live has a significant impact on their overall wellbeing. According to in-
terviews, around 30% of a person’s happiness may be influenced by their home,
their relationships with neighbours, and how safe they feel in their residential area.
The focus is still largely communicative and brand-oriented, but by 2018 the com-
pany begins to make the agenda more operational through customer insights, the
“Happy Neighbourhood” phrase, eco-labelling, circular production and preparations
for science-based climate targets.

In phase two, sustainability becomes more climate-focused and more strategically
structured, but it is still mainly framed as a tool for achieving business goals. Be-
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tween 2019 and 2021, the company moves from sustainability as identity and am-
bition towards sustainability as part of strategy and governance. The reporting
develops from communicating ambition, to formalising a sustainability agenda, and
finally to connecting sustainability with governance and profitable growth.

Phase three represents a consolidation of sustainability integration, where it becomes
more embedded in strategy and operations, yet remains aligned with the existing
business logic, reinforcing a transitional trajectory. From 2022, reporting aligned
with updated GRI Universal Standards and incorporated EU Taxonomy disclosures
on turnover, capital expenditure, and operational expenditure. In 2023-2024, re-
porting further adapted to regulatory expectations through gap analyses, taxonomy
alignment work, and double materiality assessments in preparation for the CSRD.
The company will formally fall under CSRD requirements from the 2025 financial
year.

From 2025 a new phase appears to emerge. Phase four is characterised by a more
foundational integration of sustainability into strategic frameworks, operational sys-
tems and governance structures. This gives sustainability a more institutional char-
acter, as it becomes increasingly connected to regulations, standards and external
expectations, and is therefore perceived as less optional. In 2025, sustainability is
still presented as a dedicated section, but its role in the report has changed. In
2024, sustainability is presented as a separate “In-depth sustainability information”
section, with a more storytelling- and positioning-oriented approach. The company
describes sustainability as part of its customer offering, brand identity and purpose
of creating “Happy neighbourhoods”. In 2025, however, sustainability is presented
as a “Sustainability Statement” within the Report of the Board of Directors, mak-
ing it more closely connected to management reporting, governance and regulatory
compliance.

This marks a shift in how the company communicates sustainability. The 2025 re-
port takes a more formalised, data-driven and regulation-oriented approach. This
development was already indicated in the 2024 report, where the company stated
that it would update its baseline and climate targets in 2025 in line with the SBTi
Building Sector Guidance. In 2025, the updated climate targets have been validated
by SBTi and are based on life cycle assessment (LCA) data, with goals reported in
more detail through the CSRD/ESRS framework. Climate actions therefore appear
more mature in 2025, particularly through their connection to LCA and square
metre-based measures.

Overall, the 2025 report marks a new phase in the company’s sustainability commu-
nication. Sustainability has not disappeared as a separate topic, but it has moved
from being mainly a strategic agenda and value proposition towards becoming a for-
malised, data-heavy and methodology-governed reporting area. It is now structured
into environmental, social and governance information, following the CSRD/ESRS
logic, whereas in 2024 these topics were more often combined under the broader
heading of the sustainability agenda. In this sense, the 2025 report does not only
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describe the company’s sustainability ambitions, but more clearly reports on, gov-
erns and measures the sustainability agenda.

The analysis of the company’s annual reports (2016-2025) reveals a degree of stability
in both the business model and the core business strategy over time. While sustain-
ability is increasingly integrated into strategic narratives, particularly through the
concept of “Happy neighbourhoods”, this integration appears primarily rhetorical
rather than structural. Environmental sustainability has developed into a highly
formalised and measurable domain, driven by regulatory frameworks and reporting
standards, whereas social sustainability has become more embedded in the com-
pany’s value proposition.

The interview findings both support and nuance the development identified in the
annual reports. While the annual reports indicate that sustainability has become in-
creasingly integrated into the company’s strategic narratives, the interviews suggest
that this integration is understood internally as taking place within, rather than
transforming, the existing business model. Across the interviews, the company’s
business model is consistently described as developing and selling real estate, which
closely aligns with the continuity identified in the annual reports. Similarly, when
asked about the integration of sustainability into the business model, the intervie-
wees described sustainability as increasingly becoming part of the existing model,
rather than changing its fundamental logic.

A recurring theme is that sustainability must have a financial value or client value
to be valid for the business. Project Manager 1 clearly expresses this when saying:
“What the customer does not gain any value from is not really very sustainable in
the business model, since the business model is ultimately about selling and mak-
ing money.” This reveals a view of sustainability that is dependent on the client’s
willingness to pay and where, in this context for example, lower energy costs are
easier to motivate than sustainable materials that has no direct impact for the client.

At the same time, other interviewees recount how sustainability no longer solely
can be understood as a voluntary added value but as a prerequisite to operate on
the market. Project Manager 2 links this to municipal demands and land alloca-
tion agreements: “If we are to obtain a land allocation from Uppsala Municipality,
then we must be able to meet their [...] climate requirements ladder” Similarly, The
Sustainability Manager emphasises that the company has to have control over the
sustainability matters “in order to remain competitive”. Sustainability is therefore
portrayed as a strategic resource connected to land access, legitimacy, financing and
competitiveness suggesting that sustainability is conditional and must prove itself
useful for business to be integrated.

Many interviewees also mention a change over time regarding how sustainability is
valued internally in the organisation. Project Manager 3 implies that earlier, the
company, as well as the industry, viewed sustainability as a cost but that this view
has changed: “The company has realised that working with sustainability is benefi-
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cial [...] whereas the entire industry used to view sustainability purely as a cost.”
This shows how sustainability gradually has gone from being viewed as expensive
demands to being viewed as something that creates business, for example through
more effective material use, increasing appeal or new investment opportunities.

On the other hand, there is a distinct tension described, between sustainability am-
bitions and financial constraints. The Business Developer expresses this by saying:
“You can’t invest unlimited amounts [...] You still have to deliver results.” The
quote shows that sustainability still must be balanced against margins, competition
and the financial constraints of the project. Taken together, the interviews show
that sustainability is integrated in the business model, but not as an isolated goal.
Rather, sustainability becomes relevant for the business when it can contribute client
value, meet external demands, raise competitiveness or secure financing.

4.2 External Pressures and Requirements

This broader discussion of sustainability integration also points toward the con-
ditions shaping how sustainability is prioritised and implemented in practice. The
interviews reveal that this integration is strongly influenced by external expectations
and market conditions. These external pressures act as main drivers influencing sus-
tainability decisions within the organisation. In particular, requirements and expec-
tations from authorities, investors, and customers are highlighted as shaping both
the level of ambition and how sustainability is prioritised in projects. Municipalities
are described as especially influential in this regard, where increasing requirements
are reflected in project processes, as explained by Development Manager 2:

“In recent years, there has been a clear increase in requirements, with
more checklists, reporting, and sustainability workshops in projects. Much
of this is driven by municipalities, where land allocations often include
demands on energy use and sustainability aspects. As these requirements
become more widespread, they gradually become a standard expectation.”

Several interviewees describe how sustainability has become increasingly important
for maintaining competitiveness, strengthening the brand, and attracting both cus-
tomers and employees. When external demands are introduced, companies are ul-
timately required to examine potential solutions to meet the new expectations and
requirements placed upon them. If the necessary knowledge and capabilities already
exist in-house, the company may gain a head start in responding to new requirements
that competitors may not yet be prepared to address. In this sense, sustainability is
framed not only as a responsibility, but also as a business opportunity. As Project
Manager 2 explains: “If you’re good at it, you can manage and take on deals that
others might not be able to.”

When external demands are clearly defined by customers, investors, or authorities,
sustainability is more likely to be prioritised. In their absence, however, other con-
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siderations may take precedence, particularly financial and project-specific factors.
While external demands may pressure the company to integrate sustainability into
its projects, market conditions affect its ability to meet higher sustainability require-
ments, as these are often associated with additional costs. The Business Developer
describes the market as having been “wvery tough for a long time”. In periods of un-
certainty or weaker demand, higher costs and unclear returns can make sustainable
solutions more difficult to justify, potentially resulting in projects being rejected.
Project Manager 3 similarly notes that: “In recent years, given the market condi-
tions, many people working with sustainability have unfortunately had to leave their
positions.” This refers to an organizational restructuring in which the responsibil-
ity for environmental coordination has shifted from the company to external con-
tractors. Whereas environmental coordinators were previously employed internally,
contractors are now required to provide their own environmental coordinators. As
a result, external demands do not automatically lead to implementation. Rather,
they interact with internal requirements, budgetary limitations and project-specific
constraints, which may limit project selection or lead to projects being reconsidered
or rejected at an early stage.

This raises the question of how sustainability can be made sufficiently tangible to be
justified within project and market logics. In the interviews, certifications emerge as
one important answer to this challenge. When sustainable solutions are associated
with higher costs or uncertain returns, certifications can provide a recognisable and
communicable form of value. They help translate sustainability from a broad am-
bition into something that can be measured, compared and used in dialogue with
customers, investors and other stakeholders.

One certification frequently discussed by the interviewees is the Nordic Swan Ecola-
bel (NSE). In the Swedish market, NSE is described as having positive value because
it is recognised by customers and can therefore function as a selling point. However,
the interviewees also note that NSE is no longer a strong differentiator, as many real
estate companies now use it as a baseline certification. In this sense, certifications
can contribute to company image by providing a visible and recognisable symbol of
sustainability work, but their ability to create competitive advantage may decrease
as they become standardised across the market.

The interviews also point to a second limitation: certifications only make certain
aspects of sustainability visible. Development Manager 2 describes NSE as relatively
narrow, stating that:

“There are many people who might argue that it is somewhat timid that,
so far, we have only adhered to NSE standards, since NSE is not partic-
ularly — or really at all — focused on COy emissions. [...] NSE has
traditionally focused more on, how should I put it, personal health and
indoor environmental quality.”

This indicates that NSE may create tangible value by signalling sustainability to
the market, but that the type of sustainability it represents is limited. While it
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supports aspects such as health and indoor environmental quality, it is perceived as
less useful for addressing climate-related concerns, especially CO, emissions.

Thus, even when certifications are imperfect or no longer provide strong differentia-
tion, they can still become important internal governance tools. This is particularly
visible in the case company, where certification has become mandatory by choice.
One interviewee mentions that if the company want to, they can choose to make
additional sustainability certifications a standard internal requirement, even when
they are not externally required by law, customers, or authorities. NSE has not al-
ways been mandatory, and similar requirements can become standard in the future.

While the company can choose to make certifications internally mandatory, such
decisions still need to be justified by the value they create for the organisation, for
example through market recognition, brand value or project feasibility. External
demands operate somewhat differently. When requirements are introduced by cus-
tomers, investors, authorities or regulation, they are less dependent on whether the
company itself immediately perceives them as valuable. Instead, they can reshape
what is considered necessary to remain competitive, compliant or eligible for certain
projects. Development Manager 2 explains: “ When requirements are introduced, the
industry eventually adapts and finds technical solutions [...] as the entire industry
moves in this direction, what seems difficult today may become much easier in the
future.”

It is commonly suggested by interviewees that external demands may have a stronger
influence on company decision-making than voluntary internal initiatives. Whereas
internally chosen certifications must be justified by their perceived value to the com-
pany, external requirements can create pressure regardless of whether that value is
immediately evident.

4.3 Financial Constraints and Filtering

Financial demands are continuously described as a limiting factor that govern sus-
tainability work and determine the level of ambition. Time and resources are often
mentioned as both a hindrance and solution, meaning that they are closely linked.
With higher demands, more pressure is put in the budget which means that projects
can be delayed or discarded. More time and resources facilitate the development
and implementation of sustainable solutions.

Interviewees across different decision-making levels described financial viability as
a fundamental condition for project decisions. Sustainable solutions or materials,
such as specific window glass or more extensive land-development approaches, were
often perceived as involving higher costs. When these alternatives exceeded the
project budget, they were typically rejected, regardless of their sustainability ben-
efits. Project Manager 2, referring to a more sustainable solution, explained: “It
would have been interesting to try it, but it was also much more expensive, and since
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it was in a project with a tight budget, it was ultimately rejected due to the cost.”
This indicates that sustainability is filtered through the financial conditions of each
project. Sustainable alternatives may be considered desirable, but they are difficult
to add at the project level if they have not already been included in the project’s re-
quirements, budget or design from the beginning. When sustainability requirements
are defined earlier in the process, whether internally or through customers, investors,
authorities or certifications, the project can be planned and adapted around them.

Although project managers describe having some room to make decisions within
their projects, this flexibility is limited by predefined project guidelines and bud-
getary frames. Rather than having the authority to make major independent deci-
sions, their discretion appears to concern how sustainability requirements can be
handled within already established financial boundaries. This is illustrated by
Project Manager 1, who described being responsible for a complex project with
high sustainability requirements, but without receiving additional resources: “At
that point, the organisation was not prepared to take on any costs for developing it,
so that had to be done within the project.” This suggests that even when sustainabil-
ity ambitions are accepted or assigned to a project, the financial responsibility for
realising them may remain at project level. In practice, sustainability therefore be-
comes something that must be absorbed within the existing project economy rather
than supported through additional organisational investment.

Development managers and business developers appear to have somewhat greater in-
fluence earlier in the decision-making process, particularly in deciding which projects
or sustainability initiatives are developed and presented to the investment commit-
tee. The investment committee is a responsible for reviewing and approving larger
investment proposals. Before a decision is made, project conditions, risks and busi-
ness potential are compiled. Larger projects, or joint ventures, may be escalated
from the regional investment council to group-level management for approval.

However, their influence is also mediated through financial justification. They may
propose more ambitious sustainability solutions, but these still need to be framed
as financially or strategically valuable to be approved. Development Manager 1
demonstrated a personal commitment to sustainability by allocating financial re-
sources within a project toward social sustainability initiatives:

“It is them [the board of this joint venture] who make the decision based
on what my colleagues and I propose. And I presented it, more or less,
the way I described to you. It was an immediate yes without hesitation,
and I am very proud that they made that choice.”

Instead of prioritising traditional expenditures such as marketing, the decision was
made to dedicate approximately 1% of the land sales value to social projects. This
illustrates that individual commitment can influence sustainability outcomes, but
mainly when it can be incorporated into the project’s financial structure and ap-
proved through existing decision-making processes.
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In contrast to the perception that sustainable solutions are often more expensive,
some project managers described sustainable alternatives as the more financially
viable option. One illustrative example involved a contractor proposing the blasting
of a small rock formation that had not been accounted for in the original site plans,
where the area had initially been designated as green space. After assessing the
situation, the project manager decided to leave the formation intact, as this was
considered the most sustainable, cost-efficient and safe option. Blasting would have
required additional work, including handling and transporting materials, without
adding any substantive value to the project.

This example shows that sustainability does not always involve additional costs. In
some cases, it can instead be aligned with cost-efficiency, risk reduction and practical
project management. While one project manager suggested that the company has
become better at recognising this today than in the past, the interviews also indicate
that such solutions often depend on employees’ ability and interest in identifying
better alternatives within existing project boundaries. For some interviewees, this
was mainly connected to finding financially viable and cost-saving solutions, while
others placed greater emphasis on identifying more sustainable solutions within the
constraints of the project.

In this sense, sustainability does not always involve adding something extra to the
project, but can also involve avoiding unnecessary interventions, material use and
costs. This illustrates that sustainability may be understood both as an additional
cost and as a potential source of efficiency, depending on how it is introduced and
evaluated within the project. However, whether such opportunities are identified
and acted upon depends not only on project-level evaluations, but also on how sus-
tainability is directed, prioritised and supported within the organisation. This shifts
attention to the role of management direction and organisational responsibility in
enabling sustainability to influence decision-making.

4.4 Management Direction and Responsibility

Across the interviews, leadership was repeatedly raised as a central factor for inte-
grating sustainability into project-level decision-making. Several interviewees em-
phasised that top management needs to lead by example, not only through admin-
istrative management systems, but through visible leadership, clear priorities and
consistent communication.

The interviews suggest that what is currently missing is not necessarily sustain-
ability rhetoric, but concrete managerial follow-through. Sustainability is described
as something that is frequently discussed, for example through sustainability work-
shops and internal meetings. Yet it is not sufficiently supported through incentives,
resources or decision-making structures that encourage employees to go beyond min-
imum requirements such as NSE, customer demands, investor expectations or reg-
ulatory obligations. As a result, more ambitious sustainability work appears to
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depend largely on external pressure or individual commitment, rather than being
systematically enabled by the organisation.

Under ordinary operating conditions, there are limited incentives to go beyond min-
imum sustainability requirements. An example of this was described in relation
to a particularly ambitious sustainability project, where the project had gone be-
yond the minimum requirements and involved several non-standard solutions. In
this case, the project team had been granted greater flexibility to make decisions at
later stages of the process, which allowed additional sustainability measures to be
identified and implemented during production. As one respondent explained: “[t
is somewhat unique, because in that project we have identified things [...] along the
way, so I have implemented them in production at a late stage. But it is unique, so
perhaps we should not really include it.” Although the respondent described this as
an exceptional case, it illustrates how organisational flexibility can enable sustain-
ability measures that would otherwise be difficult to incorporate once the project
has moved into production.

Demands, information and all types of communication from the board and CEO are
explained to set the tone and works as guidelines for everyone working below. Clear
communication and explicit sustainability requirements are described as important
motivating factors for project managers and others involved in project processes.
They can encourage employees to take additional steps to implement sustainable
approaches beyond what is formally mandatory. Interviewees in development, sus-
tainability and business-oriented management roles expressed how sustainability is
something that needs to be integrated in the entire top-down decision-making pro-
cess to get clear demands and a clear division of responsibilities.

This is further reflected in how they describe a lack of clarity in how sustainabil-
ity is evaluated in decision-making processes, particularly at higher levels. As the
Sustainability Manager explains: “there is a need for a clearer check on whether
sustainability aspects have been addressed and at what level [...] it remains unclear
to what extent these factors actually influence the final decisions made at higher
levels.” The importance of clear and consistent direction from top management is
further emphasised by the Project Development Manager:

“Clear decisions from the company are crucial [...] As soon as there is
flexibility, where it applies to some projects but not others, it becomes
very unclear for employees [...] If that decision is left to each individual
project manager, it becomes too big of a responsibility. Why should I
choose to make a project two million more expensive if the company has
not clearly stated it as a goal?”

Beyond clear communication, sustainability ambition is also described as something
that must run through the entire organisation. Several interviewees emphasised the
importance of interest and commitment from top management, describing it as a
prerequisite for sustainability to be prioritised in practice. As the Project Develop-
ment Manager explained, if the company were to communicate that sustainability
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is “a very tmportant issue for us” and actively encourage employees to “look for
solutions” while “creating a culture where the environment is part of our DNA [...]
the CEO needs to communicate it and spread it downwards”, sustainability would
remain “far forward in people’s minds”. This suggests that sustainability integration
depends not only on formal strategies, but also on whether management provides
visible support, clear priorities and organisational mechanisms that enable sustain-
ability to be pursued in practice.

One such organisational mechanism is the planned sustainability fund being dis-
cussed at Group level. Information from the initial exploratory interview indicated
that the fund was intended to create a mechanism through which projects could
apply for additional resources to investigate or test more ambitious sustainability
solutions. The background to the fund was described as a recurring tension between
project-level financial responsibility and company-wide sustainability value. In some
cases, sustainability initiatives may generate reputational value, learning effects or
stronger relationships with municipalities, while the additional cost remains within
the individual project budget.

Although the fund is still in the planning stage, individual projects are expected to
be able to apply for extra funding to test or evaluate new sustainability solutions.
Extra funding is described by several interviewees as one of the most important
enablers of more ambitious sustainability work. However, it is also described as
limited in scope. The fund is expected to amount to approximately SEK 1.5 million
at Group level and to support only a small number of projects, often through pilot
studies or testing rather than full implementation. As Project Manager 1 explains:

“It is not a huge amount of money, but it could perhaps make people feel
that they do mot have to hold on to every single SEK in their projects.
For example, we might want to look into building the house in a more
environmentally friendly way. But then it costs fifty thousand more, and
I do not have that money available just to look into something.”

The fund can therefore be understood as both symbolic and enabling. Its symbolic
value lies in signalling that more ambitious sustainability initiatives are encouraged
and recognised at Group level. Its enabling value lies in creating some financial
space outside the ordinary project budget, making it easier for employees to inves-
tigate sustainable alternatives without having to justify every cost within a tight
project economy. The interviewee continues: “It is about getting started, initiating
the process, and feeling that it is worth investigating [...] I think it could be good to
feel that there is something available alongside the project economy.”

At the same time, the fund is not perceived as a solution to the broader financial
tensions between sustainability ambitions and project budgets. Rather, it is de-
scribed as a positive initiative whose practical impact remains uncertain due to its

limited size and scope.

However, the interviews also point to potential limitations of the fund. One concern
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is whether projects will have the time and capacity to apply for funding and con-
duct additional investigations alongside ordinary project work. As Project Manager
3 interviewee asks: “The follow-up question is, how many projects will have time to
investigate?” Another concern is that the fund may not provide sufficient financial
coverage. If projects only receive partial support for investigations or implementa-
tion, the remaining costs may still affect the project’s financial result, which could
reduce the willingness to test similar solutions in the future. As the same intervie-
wee explains, there is a risk that projects may feel that “it was still not enough” and
therefore choose not to apply for funding again. The respondent also emphasises
that the application process needs to be user-friendly, since a complicated process
requiring detailed information at an early stage may discourage project teams from
using the fund.

In this sense, the fund illustrates how management support may enable sustainability
work not only through direct financial resources, but also by creating organisational
signals and structures that make it more legitimate to explore sustainability ambi-
tions beyond minimum requirements, even though there might be limitations.

Across the interviews, the environmental department is described as a central or-
ganisational mechanism for embedding and translating environmental work. This
function is represented by the Sustainability Manager and Sustainability Specialist,
who are described as carrying much of the responsibility for structuring, communi-
cating and following up sustainability requirements. Although the department has
been reduced from several environmental coordinators to two roles, interviewees still
describe it as important for structuring, communicating and following up sustain-
ability requirements. Across organisational levels, the department is presented as
a key intermediary between strategic ambitions and project-level implementation,
helping to translate broader sustainability goals into practical requirements and rou-
tines.

Beyond structuring and following up requirements, the environmental department
also contributes to organisational learning by supporting project teams in under-
standing new concepts, requirements and tools, the department helps build the
maturity needed for more ambitious sustainability work. This development is also
reflected by the Sustainability Specialist, who explained:

“They have actually learned a lot in just a year. As one colleague men-
tioned, ‘a year ago, I didn’t even know what an EPD was’, so you can
really feel that we are making progress. Of course, more could be done,
but it is also a matter of maturity, and I think we have now reached a
point where we can take further steps.”
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4.5 Shared Competence and Collaboration

Although interviewees describe increased internal knowledge through education and
training, challenges remain in how this knowledge is shared and applied across
project actors. Several respondents describe a growing maturity and integration
of sustainability knowledge within the organisation, but the interviews also show
that sustainability work still varies significantly between projects. Differences in
knowledge, engagement and personal interest among project managers influence
how sustainability is approached in practice. While some actively search for in-
novative solutions, such as fossil-free methods, in order to stay ahead of industry
developments and avoid future financial constraints, others focus mainly on smaller-
scale improvements or established ways of working. Since much of this competence
is carried by the individual responsible for each project, the level of sustainability
work becomes highly dependent on individual engagement rather than being sys-
tematically embedded across projects.

Furthermore, several respondents, particularly the business developer and develop-
ment managers, highlight challenges related to competence among external actors,
such as municipalities and customers. One example, highlighted by Development
Manager 1, concerned a project in which plantable courtyard decks were designed
to support trees intended to enhance green space. The solution required thick soil
layers and substantial structural reinforcement, resulting in significantly higher costs
and increased climate impact. As expressed by Development Manager 1: “So, from
that silo-based perspective, it seemed like a good solution, but the fact that it ended
up costing several million and creating a significant climate impact was not assessed
by the consultant.”

Similar challenges are presented by other interviewees, both in relation to company
expectations on external actors. Where contractors’ understanding of and capa-
bilities in implementing sustainable design and construction practices, and balance
sustainability requirements with project feasibility, do not always meet the required
level of sustainable practices. For instance, municipalities and/or landowners are
often perceived to present unrealistic or insufficiently developed demands, reflecting
a misalignment in expectations and in the understanding of project financials. In
relation to a potential project, the Business Developer expressed:

“They don’t really understand that we need to make the project financially
viable, otherwise there won’t be any project. When developing a detailed
plan, the requirements for design and development are sometimes set too
high, it becomes like a wish list. In areas that simply can’t afford it.”

This can result in projects being delayed, plans needing to be reworked, and pro-
cesses restarting, as no actor is willing or able to take on projects with such high
cost-related demands. These issues illustrate how limited or fragmented competence
can lead to sustainability solutions being proposed without a full understanding of
their broader financial and environmental implications. Which, in turn, indicate the
need for competence across the industry and stakeholders.
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Although this remains a significant challenge, the Business Developer also notes that
the situation has slowly improved through increased collaboration and industry fo-
rums such as the Swedish Construction Federation. These forums allow clients,
municipalities and other stakeholders to develop a more shared understanding of
industry conditions and challenges. However, differing levels of competence among
contractors, municipalities and customers still complicate collaboration and decision-
making. Interviewees therefore emphasise the need for continuous knowledge shar-
ing across the industry. Without such exchange, there is a risk that organisations
become stagnant, relying on previous successes rather than identifying new oppor-
tunities for change. As Project Manager 3 states:

“We need to collaborate across the industry. We can’t just sit here on
our own and think we’ll solve everything. We need to talk to each other.
There are consultants who are very skilled in this, as well as contractors,
and we as clients also need to raise our level of knowledge. And a bit of
trial and error, daring to try.”

Without continuous knowledge sharing and development, the company risks not
only falling behind but also limiting the organisations and the broader market’s
ability to take necessary steps towards greater sustainability.

Several interviewees describe a preference for already tested methods. This pref-
erence can make sustainable change more difficult, as new methods or materials
may be perceived as risky until they have been tested and proven elsewhere. For
such solutions to spread, stronger collaboration, trust and mutual understanding
between actors are needed. Internally, trust is needed to encourage employees to
share ideas and test new methods or materials without being held individually re-
sponsible if these initiatives do not lead to immediate financial gains. Externally,
trust is also needed across organisational boundaries, as companies must be willing
to share knowledge and competence without perceiving this as a threat to their
competitive advantage.

Project Manager 2 explained that established processes and methods are often per-
ceived as more reliable, making them easier to justify when seeking to avoid potential
financial and resource-related risks. However, even when new methods are tested
either within the company or in collaboration with external actors, their broader
impact depends on whether the knowledge is shared. If the learning remains isolated
within a single project, other project managers cannot build on these experiences or
apply the same methods in future projects. As a result, potentially valuable steps
towards more sustainable production may be lost rather than becoming part of the
organisation’s shared practice. This suggests that competence alone is not suffi-
cient. The right expertise must be combined with systematic knowledge sharing if
sustainable solutions are to move beyond individual projects and become embedded
in wider organisational routines.
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4.6 Sustainability as Culturally Embedded

To achieve a more widely embedded organisational routine, including a shared un-
derstanding of sustainability, attention is given to how culture, and the engagement
it fosters, are described as having a significant influence on how employees approach
the company’s stated sustainability goals. Several interviewees describe the com-
pany as a leading actor in sustainability within the market. While this perception
is not always reflected to the same extent in strategic approaches, the interviews
suggest that the company’s sustainability image has shaped how employees under-
stand the organisation and their own role within it. They continue to describe how
they have been attracted to the company because of its perceived sustainability pro-
file. In reference to choosing sustainable solutions, Project Manager 3 reveals their
personal drift by stating: “Personally, if I look at it from a private and personal
perspective, I feel that there really is no alternative [other than the sustainable one].”
This appears to influence the organisational culture, as employees with a personal
interest in sustainability may be more likely to search for and incorporate more am-
bitious sustainable methods into their work.

However, some interviewees question whether this perception is still as strong as
it once was. As sustainability targets have become increasingly formalised through
frameworks such as CSRD/ESRS and the EU Taxonomy, the company appears to
have lost some of its earlier position as a clear sustainability frontrunner. They
acknowledge that the company is still associated with sustainability but argue that
it is no longer necessarily ahead of other real estate companies in the same way. For
example, certifications such as the NSE and commitments such as SBTi are now
used by several actors in the industry, even if the company adopted them early. Al-
though the company was the first residential developer in Europe to have its climate
targets approved by the SBTi, these initiatives may no longer provide the same level
of differentiation as they did initially.

As the new regulatory landscape has become increasingly embedded in the indus-
try, its influence has extended across several parts of the case company. When the
topic of sustainability was introduced in the interviews, most interviewees associated
that with environmental issues. This suggests a shared understanding of a changing
sustainability context, in which data-driven, measurable and reportable values have
become increasingly central. As a result, the reporting and presentation of sustain-
ability data have become more visible parts of everyday organisational practice.

The Project Development Manager emphasises that social sustainability is viewed
as a soft, inherent and long-standing aspect of the organisation’s work:

“Social sustainability is, in a way, something you already carry with
you—it feels very natural—and youve always worked with the idea of cre-
ating happy neighbourhoods. [...] And that was before my time, when it
was somehow made permanent. But maybe that’s what would be needed,
or do we even want that? That’s really the question. Does [company
name/ want to have the same level of ambition for sustainability? I don’t

40



4. Emperical Findings

know.”

The interviewee further explains that each new neighbourhood includes initiatives
designed to foster social cohesion by creating opportunities for residents to meet
and interact. She describes this as a form of neighbourhood collaboration, which
she explicitly connects to social sustainability. This perspective suggests that the
embedded nature of social sustainability within the organisation may influence how
it is perceived and articulated and may contribute to differences in how sustainability
work is understood among employees. In contrast, Development Manager 1 describes
social sustainability as more difficult to measure, set targets for and follow up,
which creates uncertainty about whether social sustainability is fully operationalised,
or whether it risks remaining more of an organisational narrative than a clearly
implemented practice.

4.7 Champions and Individual Agency

If sustainability work becomes more deeply embedded in the organisation, everyone
has the potential to contribute to driving sustainability forward. However, the
interviews suggest that, at present, sustainability efforts are still largely associated
with specific individuals rather than being evenly distributed across the organisation.
The interviewees commonly understand much of the sustainability work as being
carried by the Sustainability Manager, whose responsibilities include setting targets,
following up on progress, and communicating sustainability-related issues. Project
Manager 1 describes:

“[The Sustainability Manager] is fantastic at what she has been work-
ing on here. She has been employed for as many years as I have, and
she has worked hard—almost behind the scenes, in my view—and every-
one thinks, ‘oh no, here comes sustainability and environmental issues
again.””

This perception is also reflected at other organisational levels. When asked who
drives sustainability work and communication, the Business Developer states:

“But it’s [Sustainability Manager], she’s the Head of Sustainability, so
she’s the one driving it. She’s truly passionate as well. She’s great. Have
you met her? Right—so I think it’s extremely important to have someone
like that who really cares about it, and at the same time has an under-
standing of financial aspects. And that’s exactly what she has—both.”

The way the Sustainability Manager is described indicates that this person can be
understood as a sustainability champion. This role appears important not only
because of formal responsibility, but because the individual actively keeps sustain-
ability on the organisational agenda, communicates its relevance and helps connect
sustainability ambitions to project and business realities. The emphasis on both
personal commitment and financial understanding is particularly important, as it
suggests that sustainability champions gain influence when they are able to trans-
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late sustainability into terms that are meaningful within the company’s financial
and project-based logic.

Another commonly identified driver is the problem-solving nature of project man-
agement roles within the real estate sector. Several interviewees describe project
work as involving continuous problem-solving, where individuals are motivated by
identifying and developing workable solutions. In this context, sustainability can
become a source of engagement, especially when employees perceive that they can
create positive change within their projects. Sustainability work is also associated
with a sense of benefit and pride, which fosters motivation and can act as a driving
force within the organisation. The Sustainability Manager highlights the importance
of identifying individuals within the organisation who recognise these benefits and
can act as ambassadors, thereby inspiring others. Initiatives aimed at more sustain-
able approaches often require additional time and effort and are therefore frequently
driven by engaged project managers or other committed individuals. These efforts
contribute not only to implementation, but also to increased engagement and a
shared sense of pride within the organisation.
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Analysis and Discussion

This chapter analyses and discusses the empirical findings in relation to the theoret-
ical framework. The discussion focuses on how sustainability integration is enabled
and constrained by business logic, external demands, financial conditions, and or-
ganisational practices in the case company.

5.1 From Ambition to Business Relevance

The empirical findings suggest that sustainability gains the strongest influence in
decision-making when it is aligned with the company’s business logic and supported
by external demands. Sustainability appears to become particularly influential when
it is requested or required by actors such as municipalities, customers, investors, or
regulatory bodies. In these situations, sustainability is no longer treated only as
a voluntary ambition, but becomes connected to project eligibility, market access,
competitiveness, legitimacy, and customer value.

These findings align with Herazo and Lizarralde (2016) and Mokhlesian and Holmén
(2012), who argue that sustainability in construction and real estate projects is
shaped through multiple actors, negotiations, and project-specific conditions rather
than through internal corporate strategies alone. In the present study, municipalities
emerge as particularly important external actors. Through land allocation processes
and project-specific requirements related to energy, climate, and social sustainabil-
ity, municipalities influence the preconditions under which projects are developed.
This means that sustainability can gain influence early in the decision-making pro-
cess, before specific technical or design solutions are selected.

By increasing the level of sustainability requirements, municipalities may affect not
only technical choices, but also whether projects are considered attractive, feasible,
or achievable. This highlights how sustainability integration is shaped by the reg-
ulatory and institutional context in which the company operates. The finding also
aligns with Candel and Térna (2022), who show that Swedish municipalities can
use project-specific sustainability requirements to raise sustainability ambitions in
housing development.

However, both their study and the present findings indicate that such requirements
do not automatically lead to implementation. For municipal sustainability require-
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ments to influence decisions in practice, they must be reconciled with the company’s
business logic, technical capabilities, project conditions, and financial feasibility.
This indicates that sustainability requirements gain influence when they can be con-
nected to the company’s business model. Customer and regulatory demands appear
to be especially influential because they are difficult for the company to neglect.
Drawing on Teece’s (2010) understanding of the business model as the architec-
ture through which firms create, deliver, and capture value, sustainability becomes
decision-relevant in the case company when it supports this value creation logic.
This occurs, for example, when sustainability responds to customer expectations,
enables access to land or financing, strengthens competitiveness, or contributes to
the company’s ability to secure and carry out projects.

Furthermore, the findings also show that identifying external demands is not enough,
the company must also be able to respond to these demands by adapting its rou-
tines, project processes, and organisational capabilities. This connects to Bocken
and Geradts’ (2020) argument that SBMI requires organisations to develop capabil-
ities that allow them to sense sustainability-related opportunities, seize them, and
transform existing processes and structures. In the case organisation, sustainability
has increasingly become part of strategic communication, reporting, certifications,
and project requirements. However, the extent to which these demands can be
translated into practice remains less clear.

The findings therefore indicate that sustainability integration is strongly shaped by
the organisation’s existing value creation logic. Both the annual report analysis and
the interviews show that the company’s business model has remained relatively fixed
over time, centred on developing and selling real estate. In line with Teece’s (2010)
understanding of the business model, the findings indicate that sustainability ap-
pears to gain influence when it can be connected to how the company creates value
for customers, secures projects, strengthens competitiveness, and captures financial
value. This suggests that sustainability is not integrated by transforming the busi-
ness model, but by being adapted to the existing logic through which the company
creates and captures value.

The annual reports show a development from sustainability as identity, branding,
and strategic positioning toward a more formalised, measurable, and governance-
oriented sustainability agenda. This development can be understood in relation to
SBM literature, where sustainability is expected to become integrated into organ-
isational structures, culture, governance, and value creation processes rather than
remain a separate strategic ambition (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008; Schaltegger et al.,
2016). In the case company, social sustainability appears to have become con-
nected to the company’s value proposition through the idea of creating attractive
and “happy neighbourhoods”, while environmental sustainability has increasingly
been formalised through reporting, certifications, climate targets, and measurable
performance indicators.

However, this does not necessarily indicate a fundamental transformation of the
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company’s business model. Instead, the findings suggest that the company has both
management systems and sustainable management systems, but that these systems
are not yet clearly integrated with each other. Beusch et al. (2022) argue that
SCS can support sustainability strategies, but also risk becoming decoupled from
the organisational core when they remain separate from existing MCS. In the case
company, increasing sustainability reporting requirements appear to make sustain-
ability more visible and formalised within organisational systems. Yet this visibility
does not automatically mean that sustainability is embedded in the control mech-
anisms that guide project-level decisions. Sustainability control therefore seems to
operate partly as a parallel system, rather than as an integrated part of financial
and operational decision-making. This limits the potential integration described
by Beusch et al. (2022) and Narayanan and Boyce (2019) and raises the question
of whether increased measurability actually strengthens sustainability’s influence in
project decisions.

As SBMI involves reconfiguring how firms create, deliver, and capture economic, en-
vironmental, and social value (Schaltegger et al., 2016; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018), the
findings instead suggest that sustainability is mainly integrated when it can support
or strengthen the existing business model, following new regulations and extended
customer demands. This is particularly visible in how sustainability becomes easier
to justify when it is linked to customer value, market access, financing, regulatory
expectations, or competitiveness. Sustainability therefore appears to be incorpo-
rated into the company’s existing value creation logic rather than fundamentally
changing it.

This creates an important tension. On the one hand, external demands can strengthen
sustainability’s influence by making it necessary for market access, legitimacy, and
competitiveness. On the other hand, sustainability targets that are not clearly
connected to customer value, financial relevance, regulatory pressure, or project fea-
sibility risk becoming weaker in decision-making. This suggests that sustainability
integration in the case company is not absent, but conditional. It is increasingly
present in strategy, reporting, certifications, and selected project practices, yet its
influence depends on whether it can be translated into value that is recognisable
within the existing business model. Sustainability therefore appears easier to inte-
grate when it reinforces existing business structures, responds to external demands,
and can be translated into recognisable business value.

This shift in how sustainability is framed and integrated into the company’s busi-
ness model and strategy can also be understood through the literature on SBM
and the organisational integration of sustainability. Borland et al. (2019) describe
how many organisations approach sustainability in a transitional way rather than
transformative change, where sustainability initiatives are integrated within exist-
ing business structures instead of fundamentally reshaping them. The findings of
this study suggest a similar development. The company appears to gradually in-
tegrate sustainability into its processes and projects, but this integration mainly
occurs within existing business logics. Sustainability, therefore, does not emerge
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as a separate decision-making logic that replaces financial priorities, but rather as
something that continuously needs to be justified through financial relevance, risk
reduction, or project-related benefits.

5.2 Translation into Decision-Relevant Value

The empirical results show that sustainability gets a stronger influence in organisa-
tional decision-making when it is translated into value that is measurable, compa-
rable and understandable in an organisational context. In the literature review, it
is stated that sustainability risks to remain on a strategic level if it is not integrated
into the organisation structure, routines and control systems (Tipu, 2022; Pasamar
et al., 2025). In this case, such translations are commonly understood as certifica-
tions, climate budgets, LCA-data, KPIs and reporting frameworks such as CSRD
and ESRS, and they function not only as technical tools for following up, but as
mechanisms that helps make sustainability more legitimate and useful in practical
decision-making.

Furthermore, sustainability value depends on how different actors interpret what is
meaningful or valuable, similarly to what Neesham et al. (2023) emphasises. In
practice, sustainability initiatives appear easier to prioritise when their value can
be expressed through more tangible decision criteria, such as customer value, lower
costs, competitiveness, risk reduction or regulatory compliance. More abstract, indi-
rect or long-term sustainability values, although important from a broader sustain-
ability perspective, risk having less influence when they cannot be clearly translated
into decision-relevant terms.

In the empirical results this becomes especially clear through the role of certifica-
tions. Moshood et al. (2024) describes certifications as a useful tool to guide and
define environmental decisions. NSE is described to make sustainability visible, un-
derstandable and communicable both internally and externally. The certification
works as a recognisable proof of certain sustainability demands being met and is
therefore useful in relation to customers, municipalities and other stakeholders. In
this way, sustainability is translated from a broad ambition into something that is
comparable, sellable and able to follow up on. This strengthens the position that
sustainability has in decision-making, since it becomes easier to motivate within
the business. However, the results also show that certifications can limit what type
of sustainability becomes visible. When NSE is perceived as being more strongly
associated with indoor environmental quality and health than with climate impact
and carbon emissions, this specific certification is at risk in becoming symbolic in
nature. But as the results show, the very acceptance and understanding of NSE in
the industry also shows that other certifications and requirements also can become
standards in the industry in the future.

In the document analysis, it is shown how sustainability reporting has changed over
time from being more communicative and identity building to becoming more for-
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malised and data driven. In the earlier annual reports, sustainability is perceived
more as part of the company branding, for example, through “Happy neighbour-
hoods”, which is closely aligned with de Paula et al., (2017) who states that sus-
tainability often is used as reputation building. Later reporting, especially in 2025,
sustainability becomes more structured through CSRD/ESRS, EU-taxonomy, LCA-
data and updated climate goals. This can be interpreted as sustainability becoming
more organisationally embedded through measurability and reporting.

5.3 Financial Filtering and Trade-Offs

The empirical results show that sustainability is continuously filtered through finan-
cial and project-based decision logics where budget, risk and profitability become
crucial for which sustainability initiatives is followed through in practice. Even if
sustainability is expressed as important on a strategic level and is integrated in the
company’s overall ambitions, the empirical results show that sustainability initia-
tives must be motivated and defended within the projects financial constraints to
achieve practical impact. This closely aligns with the literature on financial ratio-
nality and MCS, where sustainability often is described as subordinate to financial
and investment demands (Narayanan & Boyce, 2019; Alkaraan et al., 2023). The re-
sults are not indicating that sustainability initiatives are completely rejected within
the organisation but rather that these initiatives get filtered through the projects
financial and organisational demands.

Many interviewees describe financial feasibility as a foundational prerequisite for
project decisions. Sustainable solutions may be considered desirable by project
managers, but when they involve higher costs and uncertain financial returns, they
become difficult to prioritise within the project budget. This reflects the competitive
market conditions described by Mokhlesian and Holmén (2012), where tendering and
procurement shape firms’ incentives and reinforce cost-oriented decision-making. In
such a context, sustainability integration becomes closely tied to financial decision-
making. Mocharref et al. (2025) and Edmans and Kacperczyk (2022) argue that in-
corporating ESG considerations into financial decisions may help bridge the tension
between sustainability ambitions and financial pressures. However, the findings sug-
gest that this bridge remains limited in practice. Under current market conditions,
employees appear to adapt primarily to the requirements set through procurement,
customer demands, or regulation, rather than actively pursuing more ambitious en-
vironmental solutions beyond what is required. As a result, sustainable solutions
may be rejected even when they are perceived as interesting or environmentally
preferable, if they cannot be justified within the project’s financial constraints.

Sustainability is therefore something that must fit into the already existing project
framework rather than being something that transforms it. This is consistent with
Alkaraan et al. (2023), who argue that sustainability considerations may receive
weaker influence in investment evaluations when they are difficult to compare with
traditional financial criteria. Jackson & Orr (2021) also emphasise how sustain-
ability work is limited by an uncertainty regarding value and difficulties motivating

47



5. Analysis and Discussion

costs when the financial gain is unclear.

At the same time, the findings show that sustainability is not understood solely
as a cost. In some situations, sustainable solutions are instead perceived as the
most cost-effective alternative. The example where a project manager chose to pre-
serve a rock formation rather than remove it through blasting clearly illustrates
this. The solution was described as both more sustainable, less expensive, and less
risky than the alternative. This suggests that sustainability gains stronger influence
when it can be linked to efficiency, risk reduction, and practical project feasibility.
The findings therefore indicate that sustainability is more easily accepted when it
supports dominant project logics rather than challenges them. Sustainability ini-
tiatives that reduce costs, lower uncertainty, or improve project efficiency appear
easier to legitimise than initiatives that require additional resources without a clear
financial return. This does not necessarily indicate that the company has moved
towards what Narayanan and Boyce (2019) describe as a transformational approach
to sustainability integration. Rather, the findings suggest that sustainability re-
mains strongly shaped by financial rationality and existing project-based decision
logics. The company does not appear to represent a pure status quo approach, since
sustainability has gained influence through certifications, reporting, climate targets,
social sustainability initiatives and external requirements. However, sustainability
is still largely integrated only when it can be justified within existing financial and
organisational structures.

This suggests a reform-oriented approach, where sustainability is incorporated through
incremental adjustments rather than through a fundamental restructuring of fi-
nancial priorities, decision-making criteria or governance structures (Narayanan &
Boyce, 2019). Sustainability initiatives are more likely to gain influence when they
can be connected to customer value, market access, risk reduction, regulatory com-
pliance or financial feasibility. When sustainability requires additional costs, long-
term value creation or priorities that are difficult to express in financial terms, its
influence becomes weaker. Financial rationality therefore remains a central filtering
mechanism in determining which sustainability targets are implemented, adapted or
excluded.

The findings further show how project-based organisational structures reinforce this
type of financial rationality. Construction and real estate development are carried
out through temporary projects with clear budget constraints, time limitations, and
divided responsibilities, creating conditions in which short-term feasibility becomes
central. This is consistent with Herazo & Lizarralde (2016) and Mokhlesian &
Holmén (2012), who describe how sustainability goals are continuously renegotiated
in project-based environments. The findings show that even when sustainability re-
quirements are accepted within the organisation, the practical responsibility is often
placed on the individual project without corresponding additional resources being
allocated. When project managers describe how sustainability-related development
must be financed within the ordinary project budget, this suggests that sustainabil-
ity is not fully supported through separate organisational resources but is instead
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expected to be absorbed within the project’s existing financial framework.

This creates a situation in which project managers’ room for flexibility becomes
limited. Although several interviewees describe having some opportunity to influ-
ence sustainability work within projects, this primarily occurs within already de-
fined financial boundaries. Sustainability-related decisions therefore rarely appear
to concern free strategic choices, but rather how sustainability can be adapted to the
project’s budget, timeline, and level of risk. This illustrates how financial rationality
functions as an organisational filter rather than as direct resistance to sustainability.
Sustainability is accepted in principle, but its implementation remains conditional
on not undermining the project’s financial feasibility.

This becomes particularly visible in relation to external sustainability requirements.
When demands from municipalities, investors, or certifications are introduced early
in the project development process, sustainability appears to gain stronger influ-
ence because projects can then be planned around these conditions from the begin-
ning. When sustainability, on the other hand, is introduced later in the process,
or perceived as something added on top of the original project budget, the risk of
sustainable solutions being rejected increases. This suggests that the influence of
sustainability depends on when and how sustainability requirements are integrated
into the project’s financial structure. Sustainability therefore appears to have a
greater opportunity to survive organisational decision-making filters when it is in-
stitutionalised early through requirements, budgeting, and planning.

5.4 Organisational Enablers and Moderators

While external demands, business logic, and financial feasibility clearly shape sus-
tainability integration, both the literature and the empirical findings point to several
internal enabling conditions. Management direction, organisational culture, sustain-
ability champions, knowledge sharing, and dynamic capabilities all influence whether
sustainability targets are translated into project-level decisions. However, the find-
ings suggest that these enablers are not yet fully structurally embedded, leaving
sustainability integration partly dependent on specific individuals, projects, and sit-
uations.

A central finding is the need for more visible guidance from management. Several
interviewees question whether sustainability is sufficiently prioritised internally, leav-
ing project managers uncertain about how far they are expected to go in pursuing
more ambitious sustainable methods. Although sustainability has had a strategic
position in the organisation for several years, this commitment is not always experi-
enced as sufficiently concrete in everyday decision-making. If employees understand
sustainability as something mainly addressed when externally required, internal sus-
tainability ambitions risk being weakened.

This aligns with Phua (2018) and Opoku et al. (2015), who emphasise the im-
portance of organisational leadership in making sustainability goals authentic, rel-
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evant, and connected to everyday practices. It also relates to Antonakis and Day’s
(2012) understanding of leadership as a social and contextual process, where in-
fluence depends not only on formal authority but also on how leadership actions
are interpreted by employees. In the findings, this is reflected in repeated calls for
clearer demands, information, and communication from the board and CEO. Such
guidance is perceived as necessary to encourage employees to take additional steps
toward sustainable practices that are not explicitly required by project demands or
regulation.

The findings therefore suggest that management needs to take on a more active
leadership role. Sustainability targets must not only be formulated, but also sup-
ported through structures, resources, responsibilities, and prioritisation mechanisms
that make them decision relevant. This is, again, consistent with Tipu (2022) and
Pasamar et al. (2025), who argue that sustainability needs to move beyond isolated
operational initiatives and become embedded across business levels, organisational
culture, and everyday processes. In the case organisation, sustainability appears
present in strategy and communication, but its translation into ordinary project
routines and decision-making structures remains uneven.

One example of how management has attempted to bridge this gap is the planned
sustainability fund. The fund indicates that the organisation is beginning to create
structural support for sustainability initiatives by reducing the risk that individual
project managers must carry the full cost of testing new methods or materials within
their own project budgets. Its contribution is both practical and symbolic: it may
provide resources for experimentation while also signalling that sustainability initia-
tives are legitimate and supported by the organisation. However, because the fund
remains separate from ordinary operations and appears limited in scope, it does not
fully solve the issue of organisational embedding.

Organisational culture also shapes how sustainability is interpreted and acted upon.
The company’s sustainability identity, expressed both in company communication
and by several employees, appears to influence how embedded sustainability be-
comes in the organisation. Some employees describe choosing the company because
of its sustainability profile, and several emphasise the company’s work with social
sustainability and “Happy neighbourhoods”. The findings therefore suggest that
social sustainability has become relatively embedded in the organisation’s identity
and value proposition, even if some interviewees question how far this extends to
broader social sustainability issues.

However, the empirical findings raises the question of whether social sustainabil-
ity has a stronger influence on decision-making, or whether it is perceived as more
embedded because it is less directly measured and compared than environmental sus-
tainability. While environmental sustainability is increasingly shaped by external
requirements, reporting standards and measurable indicators, social sustainability
appears to operate more through organisational identity, values and communication.
This makes it easier to present as integrated, but more difficult to assess in terms of
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its concrete influence on decision-making. Thus, social sustainability may be both
a genuine part of the company’s value proposition and a more rhetorical expression
of sustainability, as its effects are less visible and less easily verified.

Environmental sustainability, however, appears to be embedded in a different way.
It is more strongly associated with measurement, reporting, certifications, climate
targets, and external demands. This suggests that environmental sustainability is
more dependent on formal systems and measurable requirements, while social sus-
tainability appears more culturally connected to the company’s identity. In relation
to Pasamar et al. (2025), this indicates that some aspects of sustainability may
remain closer to an operational or compliance-oriented level, rather than being fully
integrated into the organisation’s broader culture and decision-making processes.

A clear internal enabler is the role of sustainability champions and individual agency.
The Sustainability Manager is described as a central actor who drives, translates,
and legitimises sustainability across organisational levels, from the board to project
managers. This aligns with Sergeeva’s (2016) concept of the innovation champion as
an individual who promotes, initiates, and drives innovative practices and processes
within an organisation. It also aligns with Gluch and Ménsson’s (2021) description of
environmental managers as actors whose role extends beyond technical environmen-
tal expertise. In the case organisation, the Sustainability Manager appears to act
as a communicator, strategist, and internal translator of sustainability requirements.

Some project managers also take on champion-like roles when they actively search
for and implement more ambitious sustainable methods within their projects. This
shows that sustainability leadership is not limited to formal managerial roles but
may also emerge through individual initiative and practical engagement. However,
this reliance on champions also reveals a potential limitation. Sustainability champi-
ons can mobilise support, translate ambitions into practice, and keep sustainability
visible. Yet if sustainability work depends too heavily on specific individuals, im-
plementation may become vulnerable and uneven. Pekaar et al. (2024) emphasise
sustainability champions as proactive change agents in complex sustainability im-
plementation processes. Building on this, the empirical findings suggest that strong
dependence on individual engagement may also indicate weak structural embedding.
Additionally, champions therefore function both as enablers of sustainability inte-
gration and as indicators that sustainability has not yet been fully institutionalised
across the organisation.

This reliance on individuals is also connected to knowledge sharing. When sustain-
ability knowledge is held by specific people or developed within individual projects,
it may not become available to the wider organisation. This reflects the project-
based nature of the real estate and construction industry, where knowledge often
risks becoming tied to specific projects, actors, or individuals. Bossink (2018) and
Nyallu et al. (2025) highlight how sustainable innovation and knowledge develop-
ment in project-based contexts may remain fragmented if learning is not systemat-
ically transferred and scaled. In the case organisation, this means that sustainable
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solutions may be tested or identified in one project without necessarily becoming
part of shared organisational practice.

The findings also suggest that external knowledge sharing can support this process.
Collaboration with municipalities, consultants, contractors, and industry forums
may help reduce the silo-based perspective described by several interviewees. This
aligns with Pemsel and Widén’s (2011) argument that boundaries between project
actors need to be bridged through translation, education, evaluation, and support.
Knowledge sharing is therefore not only an internal organisational issue, but also
an inter-organisational condition for sustainability integration in project-based real
estate development. However, for knowledge-sharing to be useful the right compe-
tencies must exist across all actors. As the findings suggest this is not always the
case and makes it difficult to utilise in full.

Finally, these findings relate to the organisation’s dynamic capabilities. The com-
pany appears to have developed some sustainability-related capabilities, particularly
in relation to reporting, certifications, climate targets, and sustainability expertise.
Using Bocken and Geradts’ (2020) distinction, the company appears able to sense
sustainability-related demands and opportunities, especially those emerging from
regulation, customers, municipalities, and market expectations. It also appears able
to seize some of these opportunities through initiatives such as certifications, project
requirements, and the planned sustainability fund. However, the transforming di-
mension appears less developed as sustainability has not yet been fully integrated
into ordinary project processes, financial structures, and decision-making systems.
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Conclusion

Returning to the aim and research question, the conclusion now brings together the
main findings concerning the integration of sustainability ambitions into organisa-
tional decision-making in a project-based real estate context. It also covers potential
future research opportunities.

6.1 Answering the Research Questions

Overall, the study concludes that sustainability ambitions are integrated into organ-
isational decision-making through a gradual and conditional process, rather than
through a direct transfer from strategy to practice. Sustainability ambitions first
need to enter the organisation through external demands, internal priorities, or
strategic ambitions. They then need to be translated into forms that are meaning-
ful within existing decision-making structures and remain influential as they pass
through financial, project-level, organisational, and managerial conditions. In this
sense, sustainability integration is not only a matter of having ambitious targets, but
of creating the conditions that allow these ambitions to gain, retain, and translate
influence across the decision-making process.

This study concludes that the factors that seem to enable sustainability ambitions
to enter the organisation and gain relevance in a project-based real estate context
are a combination of external demands, internal demands, internal ambitions, and
business strategies. External demands can come from municipalities, regulatory
bodies, or customers, while internal demands and ambitions are reflected in the or-
ganisation’s strategic priorities, sustainability targets, and ways of working. The
findings also indicate that internal ambitions and business strategies are often di-
rectly shaped by external demands, meaning that sustainability becomes relevant
through the interaction between external pressure and internal prioritisation rather
than through either factor alone. In this sense, external demands often function
as important entry points for sustainability, while internal strategies and ambitions
determine whether these demands are taken further within the organisation. Sus-
tainability ambitions therefore seem to gain relevance when they are connected to
the organisation’s broader strategic direction and the basic conditions for developing
projects, rather than being treated as separate environmental goals.

The second part can conclude that sustainability ambitions are translated into business-
relevant and decision-relevant value when they are made measurable, comparable,
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and understandable within existing organisational decision-making systems. This
occurs particularly when sustainability can be connected to financial measurability,
such as cost efficiency, energy efficiency, operational savings, or competitiveness.
Certifications, reporting frameworks, and climate-related measurements also func-
tion as important translation mechanisms, as they turn sustainability ambitions
into concrete indicators, requirements, and follow-up structures. Another conclu-
sion is that sustainability ambitions appear easier to translate into decision-relevant
value when they are both measurable and culturally embedded. Environmental sus-
tainability seems to provide stronger measurable foundations through indicators as
mentioned. However, these measurable dimensions do not necessarily make environ-
mental sustainability feel naturally embedded in everyday organisational practice.
Social sustainability, by contrast, appears to carry stronger cultural and rhetorical
significance within the organisation, but lacks the same level of measurable data and
decision-supporting indicators. This suggests that full sustainability integration re-
quires both dimensions: the cultural ethos that makes sustainability feel meaningful
and legitimate, and the measurability that allows it to be translated into concrete
decisions.

The study further concludes that the influence of sustainability ambitions is strongly
shaped by financial and project-level conditions. Sustainability appears more likely
to gain influence when it can be positioned as financially viable, profitable, or risk
mitigating, rather than as an additional cost. This was illustrated in cases where
sustainable alternatives also reduced project risk or supported cost efficiency, mak-
ing them easier to justify within the project logic. However, the findings also show
that sustainability ambitions must fit within the already established project frame-
work. In project-based real estate development, budgets, timeframes, technical so-
lutions, and investment assumptions are often set early, which limits the possibility
of integrating sustainability gradually throughout the process. Once the project
conditions are fixed, sustainability measures that do not align with the financial
or practical framework risk being weakened or excluded. Knowledge-sharing also
becomes important in this context, as project-based work can make sustainability
learning fragmented and dependent on specific projects or individuals. The influence
of sustainability therefore depends not only on whether it is valuable in principle,
but on whether it fits the financial, temporal, and knowledge-related conditions of
the project.

Finally, the study concludes that sustainability integration is shaped by organisa-
tional and managerial conditions that either keep sustainability present throughout
the decision-making process or allow it to lose influence. Management plays a cen-
tral role in this, as sustainability needs to be supported not only through formal
targets, but also through visible engagement, interest, and prioritisation from the
top of the organisation. Internal cultural integration therefore appears to begin with
management but must also be translated into shared practices and understandings
across the organisation. Knowledge is another important condition, since sustain-
ability cannot remain dependent only on specialists or specific individuals if it is
to influence everyday decisions. Sustainability champions can enable integration by

54



6. Conclusion

driving issues forward, creating engagement, and translating ambitions into practice.
However, reliance on champions also reveals a potential weakness, as sustainability
work becomes vulnerable when it depends too much on individual agency rather
than organisational structures. Overall, sustainability integration is enabled when
management commitment, shared knowledge, cultural embeddedness, and individ-
ual engagement are combined, while it is constrained when these remain fragmented
or dependent on individuals.

6.2 Future Research

Future research could build on the limitations of this study by examining sustain-
ability integration across multiple project-based real estate organisations. Since this
study is based on a single case company, further research could compare how sustain-
ability ambitions are translated into decision-making in organisations with different
business models, market positions, and sustainability maturity. In addition, the
study was conducted in a period shaped by challenging market conditions, which
may have strengthened the influence of financial constraints and risk considerations.
Future studies could therefore examine whether sustainability ambitions gain differ-
ent forms of influence under more favourable market conditions. Further research
could also include external actors, such as municipalities, customers, investors, con-
sultants, and contractors, to develop a broader understanding of how sustainability
requirements are negotiated and integrated across the wider project ecosystem.
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A. Comparative Table of Annual Reports

Comparative Table of Annual
Reports

Annual | Business model Business strategy Traditional/Transitional/Tr | Environmental strategy
Reports ansformational strategy
2016 Development and sale of affordable | Based on the experience that As a major housing Environmental impact reduction
housing tailored to customer needs. | similarities between different developer, The company's | through sustainable construction
markets are strong enough to aims to take responsibility | practices, reported via
benefit from operating as one for driving sustainable GRI-aligned sustainability
company with a broad urban development and reporting.
geographical presence and creating value for
shared processes. customers and society
through stakeholder
dialogue.
2017 Development and sale of affordable | Based on our experience that The company's aims to Environmental impact reduction
housing tailored to customer needs. | similarities between different address global challenges | through sustainable construction
markets are strong enough to by integrating social, practices strengthened by
benefit from operating as a environmental, and measurable climate targets and
single company, with a broad economic sustainability certification goals, reported via
geographical presence and into its strategy, linking its | GRI-aligned sustainability
shared processes. sustainability agenda to reporting.
long-term financial goals
and core values.
2018 Development and sale of affordable | The company's strategy is based | The company's Environmental impact reduction
housing tailored to customer needs. | on our experience that the sustainability agenda through sustainable construction
similarities between different positions the company as | practices advanced by circular
markets are strong enough for us | part of the transition production, science-based
to benefit from operating as a toward social, climate targets, and
single company. Based on this environmental, and certification, reported via
foundation, The company's can | economic sustainability, GRI-aligned sustainability
become northern Europe's supporting long-term reporting.
cost-leading supplier of strategy and alignment
affordable homes. with global development
goals.
2019 Development and sale of affordable | The strategic vision is based on | Began establishing climate | Environmental impact reduction
housing tailored to customer needs. | the insight that the similarities targets for 2030 in line through sustainable construction
between our markets are strong | with the Science Based practices advanced by
enough for us to benefit from Targets initiative. The science-based emission targets
acting as one company, with company’s sustainability and lifecycle climate
joint processes and systems. agenda is otherwise commitments, with expanded
unchanged. climate and supply-chain
transparency reported via
externally assured GRI-aligned
sustainability reporting.
2020 Development and sale of affordable | Based on the insights that the The sustainability agenda | Environmental impact reduction

housing tailored to customer needs.

similarities between our
different markets are strong
enough for us to benefit from
operations as a single company.
This is how we can become
cost-efficient developers of
affordable housing. Our
sustainability agenda clarifies
the conditions that are necessary
for us to contribute to a
sustainable society over time and
achieve our objective.

guides The company’s
long-term strategy, aiming
to balance resource
efficiency, affordable
housing, and responsible
business practices while
achieving financial targets.

through sustainable construction
practices strategically embedded
via circular production,
validated climate performance,
and green financing integration,
reported through externally
assured GRI-aligned
sustainability reporting.
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A. Comparative Table of Annual Reports

2021 Development and sale of affordable | “Everyvthing we do must take us | Strategy focuses on Environmental impact reduction
housing tailored to customer towards our purpose and our development and through sustainable construction
needs.The company’s business strategic objectives.” The innovation to create ‘happy | practices consolidated via
model is based on diversification company aims to improve neighbourhoods’ while strategic integration, validated
across customer segments, product | profitability by strengthening contributing to the UN climate performance, and scaled
types, and geographic markets to operations and leveraging Agenda 2030 and selected | operational implementation,
balance risk. market opportunities. SDGs. reported through externally

assured GRI-aligned
sustainability reporting.

2022 Development and sale of affordable | “Everyvthing we do must take us | The company's purpose is | Environmental impact reduction
housing tailored to customer needs. | towards our purpose and our to create thriving through sustainable construction
The company’s business model is strategic targets.” The company | neighbourhoods based on | practices operationalised via
based on diversification across aims to strengthen profitability | customer needs, with its energy-cfficient housing
customer segments, product types, and financial capacity while sustainability agenda solutions, refined emissions
tenure forms, and geographic pursuing its mission of creating | guiding long-term measurement, and SBTi-aligned
markets in order to meet varying ‘happy neighbourhoods,’ priorities and contribution | climate targets embedded in
customer needs. supported by core themes and a | to global sustainable strategic performance

sustainability foundation. development. management, reported through
externally assured GRI-aligned
sustainability reporting.

2023 Development and sale of affordable | “Everyvthing we do must take us | The company's’s purpose | Environmental impact reduction
housing tailored to customer needs. | towards our purpose and our is to create thriving through sustainable construction
The company’s business model is strategic targets.” The neighbourhoods based on | practices maintained via
based on diversification across company's maintains its strategy | customer needs, with its lifecycle assessment expansion,
customer segments, product types, despite market changes, sustainability agenda regulatory alignment, and
tenure forms, and geographic prioritising profitability and guiding long-term strategic | industry material collaboration,
markets in order to meet varying financial strength alongside its priorities and contributions | reported through externally
customer needs. mission of creating happy to global sustainable assured GRI-aligned

neighbourhoods, supported by development. sustainability reporting.
core themes and a sustainability
foundation.

2024 Development and sale of affordable | “Everything we do must take us | The company's purpose is | Environmental impact reduction
housing tailored to customer needs. | towards our purpose and our to create thriving through sustainable construction
The company’s business model is strategic targets.” The neighbourhoods based on | practices embedded via lifecycle
based on diversification across company's aims to develop land | customer needs, supported | assessment institutionalisation,
customer segments, product types, into ‘happy neighbourhoods,’ by a sustainability agenda | decentralised climate transition
tenure forms, and geographic addressing housing shortages that provides a stable planning, and incentive-linked
markets in order to meet varying while executing its strategy foundation. governance, reported through
customer needs. through defined focus areas and externally assured GRI-aligned

a sustainability foundation. sustainability reporting.
2025 Development and  of affordable “Everything we do must take us | Sustainability is integrated | Environmental impact reduction

housing tailored to customer needs.
The company’s business model is
based on diversification across
customer segments, product types,
tenure forms, and geographic
markets in order to meet varying
customer needs.

towards our purpose and our
strategic targets.” Bonava aims
to develop land into ‘happy
neighbourhoods,” addressing
housing shortages, promote
good living environments and
creating sustainable
communities.

as a strategic foundation
and value driver,
embedded in the
company’s purpose and
operations, but remains
aligned with existing
economic logic, indicating
a continued transitional
rather than
transformational approach.

through lifecycle-based climate
management, including LCA for
all projects, carbon budgeting at
project level, science-based
targets, circular production
ambitions, and
regulatory-aligned sustainability
governance.

ITT



B

Interview Guide

Presenting the Study

The idea is to analyze how climate targets are translated from strategy into con-
crete investment and project decisions within real estate development. The aim is
to understand where sustainable ambitions sometimes lose momentum and which
organizational factors influence this.

We interview different parts of the organization to gain an overall perspective, and
the idea is that respondents base their answers on their own experiences.

Introductory Questions

May we record and transcribe the conversation?

Is it okay if we store the interview until the study is completed?

The study will be published via Chalmers, and all responses will be anonymous.
Is it okay if we quote you?

Background

1. Can you briefly describe your role?

2. How long have you held this role?

3. If you were to summarize briefly, what types of decisions are you mainly in-
volved in?
Organization & Business Model

4. How would you describe Bonava’s business model today?

5. What role does sustainability play in the business model?

6. How are the company’s sustainability goals communicated within the organi-
zation?

7. How are sustainability goals followed up in the organization?
Possible follow-up questions:
o How are these goals reflected in project development?
o Which roles are responsible for follow-up?

8. How are sustainability aspects incorporated into financial decision-making pro-
cesses in projects?

IV



B. Interview Guide

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

. Do you feel that you need to balance financial and sustainability considerations

against each other?
Possible follow-up question:

o How do you perceive the relationship between sustainability and prof-
itability?

How are situations handled where financial and sustainability goals do not
fully align?

Possible follow-up question:

o At what stage in the process do these trade-offs arise?

Drivers and Challenges

What do you see as the main drivers behind sustainability work from a business
perspective?

What obstacles do you encounter when integrating sustainability into business
decisions?

Possible follow-up question:

 Internal / external factors

Practical Examples

Can you describe a situation where a sustainable solution was discussed in a
project but was not chosen?

What determined the decision?
Possible follow-up questions:
o At what stage in the process was the decision made?

o Which stakeholders were involved?

Organizational Conditions

What organizational changes would be required for sustainability goals to have
a greater impact on financial decisions, for example governance, incentives,
decision-making processes, mandates, and responsibilities?

Is there anything regarding how sustainability and financial considerations are
handled in decision-making processes that we have not covered but that you
think is important?
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