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Sammanfattning 

För att bidra till att hitta en lösning till utmaningen med att implementera affärsmässig hållbarhet i 
organisationer, syftar den här studien till att undersöka relationen mellan en viktig aspekt av 
organisationsstruktur: centralisering, och en viktig aspekt av hållbarhetsstrategi: sätta mål. Detta har 
gjorts genom att kartlägga fördelningen av beslut relaterade till de tre dimensionerna av hållbarhet; 
ekonomisk, miljö och social, mellan olika organisationsnivåer. Studien är i grunden utforskande och 
har genomförts som en multipel fallstudie, med nio deltagande fallstudieorganisationer. Det 
datamaterial som har använts baseras på semistrukturerade intervjuer. Fem olika beslutsstrukturer 
har hittats: alla beslut är centraliserade och fattas på huvudkontoret, alla beslut är aggregerade och 
fattas på huvudkontoret men anpassas till respektive lokal nivå, alla beslut är integrerade där vissa 
fattas på centralnivå medan andra fattas på lokalnivå, alla beslut fattas på en mellannivå i 
organisationen och alla beslut är lokala och fattas på fabriksnivå. I tillägg till detta, har vi hittat att 
vissa av organisationerna behandlar hållbarhet som en mer global angelägenhet, medan andra som 
en mer lokal angelägenhet. Generellt anses den ekonomiska dimensionen som en mer global 
angelägenhet, medan den miljömässiga dimensionen betraktas mer som en lokal angelägenhet. Den 
sociala hållbarhetsdimensionen verkar vara en integrerad angelägenhet, där vissa beslut är mer 
globala, medan andra är mer lokala. Studiens resultat ämnar fungera som en guide till företag när de 
implementerar eller förbättrar sitt hållbarhetsarbete. Resultatet utgör också viktig empirisk data som 
kan användas i framtida, utvecklande forskning.  
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Abstract 
In order to contribute to the research for solving the challenge of implementing business 
sustainability, this study aims to explore the relation between an important aspect of organizational 
structure; centralization, and an important aspect of sustainability management; setting sustainability 
objectives. This has been done, in particular, by studying the distribution of decisions related to 
economic, environmental and social sustainability objectives between different organizational levels 
in multi-plant manufacturing networks. The research is fundamentally exploratory and has been 
conducted as a multiple case study, with nine participating case organizations. Data has been used 
from the nine case organizations, based on semi-structured interviews.  Five different decision-
making approaches for sustainability have been found; all decisions are centralized and decided at 
the corporate headquarters, all decisions are aggregated and decided at the central headquarters but 
adapted and transformed when distributed to lower organizational levels, all decisions are integrated 
and decided at both the central headquarters and at lower organizational levels, all decisions are 
decided at an intermediate organizational level, and all decisions are local and decided at the plant 
level. The findings also show that there is no consistent way of deciding upon sustainability issues, 
where some case organizations seem to regard sustainability as a global concern, while others regard 
it as a more local concern. In general, the economic sustainability dimension is regarded as more of a 
global concern, while the environmental dimension is more of a local concern, and the social 
dimension more of an integrated concern, where some related issues are decided more centralized 
while others are decided more local. The findings of this study can act as guidance for managers 
when implementing or improving their sustainability strategies. The findings also provide empirical 
data for the academic with the possibility to expand and evaluate the research in the future.   
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1. Introduction  
This chapter presents the introduction to the study, including a background to the problem, the problem formulation, 
the purpose of the study, the study’s research questions, the delimitations of the study and an outline of the paper 

1.1. Background 

This study explores the distribution of sustainability decision-making in manufacturing networks. 
Sustainability is commonly defined as “a development that meet the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 16), with the aim to secure 
intergenerational equity (Bansal & DesJardine, 2014). From a business perspective sustainability can 
be defined as a “business approach that seeks to create long-term value for stakeholders by embracing the 
opportunities and managing risks associated with economic, environmental and social developments” (Galbreath, 
2009, p. 304). More specifically, business sustainability relates to “integrating the economic, environmental 
and social dimensions of organizational performance” (Harmon & Fairfield, 2014, p. 222), also known as the 
triple bottom line (Elkington, 1998). The concern for sustainability has been recognized as 
important for companies’ long-term success (Longoni, et al., 2014) and some have even gone so far 
as to suggest that a successful sustainability management will be the determinant of which 
companies that will succeed and which that will fall (Galbreath, 2009).  
 
González-Benito et al (2011), argues that the pressure that stakeholders exert constitutes a 
fundamental explanation of companies’ sustainability behavior and strategies, and force companies 
to incorporate sustainability in all their activities (Singh & Murty, 2007) . This is also argued by 
Barbieri da Rosa et al (2013), who state that internal and external sources of pressure force the 
implementation of sustainability strategies in organizations. Such external pressures are according to 
Alblas et al. (2014), laws, customer demand for sustainable goods and services, and pressures from 
non-governmental organizations, NGO’s, or investor requirements. They also state that internal 
sources of pressure could be the opportunity to cut costs, improve quality, manage risks and to 
acquire a stronger brand through which a competitive advantage may be gained (Alblas, et al., 2014). 
Avoiding damage to reputation and litigation, market development and contributing to social 
benefit, have also been stated as companies’ reasons for managing sustainability (Harmon & 
Fairfield, 2014). Previous research shows that sustainability is becoming more of a strategic concern 
for companies and that it is becoming increasingly embedded in the core business strategy, taking a 
larger part of firm’s strategic objectives (Dutta, et al., 2013; Gunasekaran & Spalanzani, 2012; 
Harmon & Fairfield, 2014). 
 
Implementing sustainability into an organization’s core business is considered fundamentally 
different from implementing other organizational strategies, since sustainability requires 
achievement of not just economic performance, but also social and environmental performance 
simultaneously (Epstein & Buhovac, 2010). Balancing economic, social and environmental 
performance is difficult, since companies face both internal resource constraints such as budgets and 
costs, and external pressures such as market competition and government regulations (Chen, et al., 
2015). It is also complex (Bonn & Fisher, 2011; Golini, et al., 2014), because both environmental 
and social actions are difficult to measure due to their longer-term effects (Epstein & Buhovac, 
2010).  It also requires organizations to integrate sustainability at multiple levels and throughout the 
organizational system (Bonn & Fisher, 2011). Many companies have an identified and clear business 
opportunity of sustainability but fail to capture the value of it because it is not followed by a clear 
and defined implementation process (Hallstedt, et al., 2009). 
 
The relation between organizational structure, defined as allocation of responsibility, and 
sustainability management has not yet gained much attention in previous research. With a growing 
pressure for improved sustainability performance, the need and importance of developing an 
appropriate organizational structure for optimal coordination and control of sustainability 
management has been recognized in previous research (Epstein & Roy, 2007; Pojasek, 2012). It is a 
complex task for companies to decide upon a corporate sustainability strategy and an appropriate 
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supporting organizational structure (Epstein & Roy, 2007). Part of this process is to decide whether 
decisions regarding sustainability issues should be centralized or the opposite, decentralized, defined 
as providing subsidiaries or even production plants with greater autonomy over the decisions 
(Epstein & Roy, 2007).  
 
This study explores the distribution of sustainability decision-making in manufacturing networks. A 
manufacturing network is per definition a company consisting of wholly owned plants, and their 
management is therefore different to the management of supply chains in which also plants 
belonging to other organizations are considered (Feldmann, 2011). Even though sustainability has 
become an important part for most categories of industries, the manufacturing industry especially 
has a major role to play in the sustainable development (Despeisse, et al., 2013). Manufacturing 
networks are interesting to study in the relation between sustainability management and 
organizational structure due to two important reasons (Cheng, et al., 2011). First, the manufacturing 
industry is compared to the service industry more energy and raw material intensive, and hence face 
relatively high external and internal pressures for sustainability practices and performance (Chen, et 
al., 2015). Second, manufacturing networks with several production plants are large enough in terms 
of employees, business diversity and geographical spreading for complex organizational structures to 
emerge and their decision-making output relates to different organizational levels  (Vereecke, et al., 
2006).  A successful implementation of sustainability is therefore important for a long-term success 
of companies within the manufacturing industry.  

1.2. Problem formulation 

A successful implementation of sustainability management within manufacturing networks is of 
importance to create long-term business success, however many companies are still struggling to 
capture the business opportunity mainly due to a lacking implementation process (Hallstedt, et al., 
2009). Management guidance tools have acknowledged the need of finding an appropriate decision-
making structure of sustainability issues, stating that these should be decided at a relevant 
organizational level or function (Singh & Murty, 2007). Manufacturing networks have complex 
organizational structures, concerned with several and differentiated organizational levels (Feldmann 
& Olhager, 2011). Decisions in such networks could be made centrally or more locally in order to 
provide plants or subsidiaries with greater autonomy (Epstein & Roy, 2007). There is no research to 
this date that has considered which organizational level that would be the most suitable one for 
manufacturing networks to make decisions regarding different sustainability issues.  

1.3. Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to gain more insight into the implementation process of sustainability 
management in manufacturing networks by exploring and analyzing the relation between an aspect 
of sustainability management; setting sustainability objectives, and an aspect of organizational 
structure; centralization. A better understanding of this issue could provide guidance for 
manufacturing companies when they implement and improve their business sustainability and it 
would also provide more knowledge to the research field of sustainability management.  

1.4. Research Questions 

In order to achieve the purpose of this study the following two research questions have been 
proposed: 
 
How is the decision-making of economic, environmental and social sustainability objectives distributed within 
manufacturing networks? 
 
The outcome of this research question aims to provide findings of where in the organizations 
decisions relating to different sustainability objectives are decided and how they are communicated 
to other organizational levels. It is assumed that different approaches are used, where some 
organizations might use a more central approach while others use a more local one. It is therefore 
also of interest to investigate the motivations behind choosing one way to decide and distribute 
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sustainability decisions in comparison to another. The following second research question has 
therefore been proposed as: 
 
What are the strategic motivations behind the choice of sustainability decision-making distribution approach? 
 
The outcome of the second research question hence aims to provide findings of why a certain 
decision-making approach to sustainability decisions is used in front of another.  

1.5. Delimitation  

There are four main delimitations of this study that are further explained in this part. First, this study 
has focused to investigate the phenomenon within the manufacturing industry. The manufacturing 
industry was chosen because it is more energy and raw material intensive than other industries, and 
hence, faces larger pressures to consider sustainability issues.  
 
Second, within the manufacturing industry, this study has focused to consider manufacturing 
networks, defined as a network owned by one organization, instead of investigating supply chains. 
This was chosen because manufacturing networks were considered complex enough, and to 
consider a whole supply chain with all its actors was considered too complex and difficult to manage 
in the short time frame of this study.  
 
Third, this study has focused on one specific issue of sustainability management: setting objectives. 
Hence how the decisions regarding other parts of sustainability management, such as sustainability 
certification, or performance evaluation systems, are distributed has not been investigated in this 
study. This is mostly because this study is based on a PhD-study, conducted by Chen & Feldmann, 
(2014), which especially focused on the sustainability objectives.   
 
Fourth, when having investigated the relation between sustainability and organizational structure, 
this study has focused on one specific part of organizational structure: centralization. Hence, other 
important aspects of organizational structure, such as formalization, have not been considered. 
Similar to the choice of considering setting sustainability objectives of sustainability management, 
centralization was chosen because this was the focus on the previous PhD-study, conducted by 
Chen & Feldmann, (2014), which this study is based on.  

1.6. Disposition 

The introduction has provided a background to the study, as well as it has stated the problem, the 
purpose, the research questions and the delimitations of the study. The following chapter is the 
literature review, which provides theories that have been a guidance of this research and that are 
important for the reader to be familiar with. This is followed by the method chapter which explains 
the research approach and how the data has been collected. Thereafter, the findings of the study are 
presented and analyzed. This leads to the discussion and conclusions part of the study, which 
summarizes and discusses the findings, the implications and contribution, the limitations and future 
research. The disposition of the study is illustrated in figure 1.  
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• Introduction 

• Literature Review 

• Method 

• Findings and Analysis 

• Discussion and Conclusions 

Figure 1: The disposition of the study 
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2. Literature Review 
This chapter presents the theoretical perspectives of relevance for this study, including the planning and implementation 
process of sustainability management and centralized and decentralized decision making 

2.1. Sustainability management - introduction 

Sustainability is in general defined as the one given in the Brundtland commission; “the development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs” 
(WCED, 1987, p.16). Even though the definition given by WCED incorporates both the economic, 
environmental and social dimension, it is a rather broad macroeconomic definition that is difficult 
for organizations to apply (Gimenez, et al., 2012). Therefore, the WCED definition is usually 
operationalized through the triple bottom line (Elkington, 1998), which from definition considers 
and balances, from a microeconomic point of view, issues from the economic, environmental and 
social dimensions simultaneously (Gimenez, et al., 2012). The triple bottom line theory helps 
companies to efficiently balance organizational responsibilities between stakeholders and assists to 
identify the present and future demands of the company in order to achieve good sustainability 
performance (Chen, et al., 2015). 
 
Sustainability management can be defined as organizational management practices that result in a 
sustainable development concerning both economic production and consumption that minimizes 
the environmental impact and maximizes resource conservation and reuse (Cohen, 2011). In order 
for companies to be successful within sustainability, they need not just to focus on short-term gains, 
but to integrate economic, natural and social capital into long-term performance (Dyllick & 
Hockerts, 2002). An organization obtains economic sustainability if it has “the ability to generate, at any 
time, enough cash flow to ensure liquidity and produce a persistent return for the long term, such that the economic 
needs of the company and its stakeholders are met” (Longoni, et al., 2014, p. 148). The dimension of 
environmental sustainability address “the effective management of physical resources and require addressing 
problems such as the depletion of non-renewable resources, the effect of industrialization on biodiversity and the 
production of pollution” (Bonn & Fisher, 2011, p. 5). Social sustainability is obtained when “processes, 
structures and systems within the organization actively support the capabilities of future generations, the preservation 
and creation of skills, and the health and good quality of life inside and outside the company” (Longoni, et al., 
2014, p. 148).  
 
Sustainability management has gained a lot of attention in recent years (Galbreath, 2009), and the 
pressure for achieving sustainability performance is increasing (Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, 2014). 
Sustainability is currently regarded as critical for organizations to consider, and whether the incentive 
is due to government regulation, stakeholder pressures or economic profit, the major part of all 
organizations recognize the importance of developing sustainability strategies (Epstein & Buhovac, 
2010). In a recent survey conducted by McKinsey & Company (2014) executives state that 
sustainability is becoming more strategic and hence aligned with the business strategy and objectives, 
turning into an integral part of the business (McKinsey&Company, 2014). This is confirmed in 
previous research, which shows that sustainability is becoming more of a strategic issue for 
companies; increasingly embedded in the core business strategy and taking a larger part of the 
strategic objectives (Dutta, et al., 2013; Gunasekaran & Spalanzani, 2012; Harmon & Fairfield, 
2014). However, developing and implementing sustainability into an organization is considered 
fundamentally different from other organizational strategies, since it requires not only economic 
performance, but social and environmental performance simultaneously (Epstein & Buhovac, 2010). 
Such a multi-dimensional approach is complex, and many companies are struggling with their 
sustainability management (Bonn & Fisher, 2011; Golini, et al., 2014).  
 
Research and business practitioners have recognized that company executives are struggling with the 
concept of sustainability. Various management tools and frameworks have been developed to help 
companies manage sustainability successfully (Pojasek, 2007). One such commonly used framework 
is the sustainability management system, SMS. A SMS is a management guideline that can be used by 
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companies to control activities, products and processes that could or do impact on the triple bottom 
line (Singh & Murty, 2007).  It provides a systematic way for the management to review and improve 
operations for better environmental, social and economic performance (Pojasek, 2008). The 
underlying purpose of the SMS is to integrate the ISO 9001, ISO 14001 and OHSAS 18001 
standards (Pojasek, 2012). The various elements of a SMS are shown in figure 2.  
 

 
Figure 2: The elements of a Sustainability Management System (Singh & Murty, 2007) 

 
As seen in figure 2, the SMS usually follows the “plan-do-check-act” model, similar to the ISO 9001 
and ISO 14001 standards (Singh & Murty, 2007).  

2.2. Sustainability management decision-making – the planning process 

The planning process of sustainability management includes establishing those objectives and 
processes that are necessary in order to deliver results in accordance with the organization’s 
sustainability policy (Pojasek, 2008). The outcome of the planning process is the overall 
sustainability vision of the organization, the sustainability strategies and their transposition to 
objectives, targets and programs that are meant to provide sustainability performance (Baumgartner, 
2014; Singh & Murty, 2007). 
 
Regarding the fact that company executives around the world seem to be struggling with developing 
appropriate sustainability strategies, Galbreath (2009), highlights that the organization context, 
options and actions are necessary and important to understand and consider when developing a 
sustainability strategy. The sustainability strategy should have centrality of opportunity, meaning that 
the sustainability issue should to a high degree be a close fit with the organization’s overall mission 
and objectives (Galbreath, 2009). Stakeholders, as well as the industry context, have an important 
role in forming the sustainability strategy of an organization (Christmann, 2004), such as laws, 
customers, NGO’s and investors (Alblas, et al., 2014). Internal sources of pressure such as cut costs, 
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improve quality, risk management, brand management and market development also affect how the 
sustainability strategies are developed (Alblas, et al., 2014).  
 
A concept used for explaining the pressures that force the implementation of and fundamentally 
influence a strategy is called isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). DiMaggio & Powell (1983), 
argues that organizations tend to homogenize, meaning becoming more similar to one another. This 
is driven by powerful sources. Isomorphism is the concept that best captures the process of the 
organizations’ homogenization, where there are two types of isomorphism; competitive and 
institutional (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Both involves pressures towards similarity, in the case of 
competitive isomorphism these pressures results from market competition. In the case of 
institutional isomorphism the pressures results from organizational competition for political and 
institutional legitimacy as well as market position (Mizruchi & Fein, 1999). In other words, 
corporations compete for social as well as economic fitness, along with political power. Hence 
institutional legitimacy may be as much important to consider as resources and customers when 
developing and implementing a strategy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), such as a sustainability strategy. 
 
Baumgartner (2014), identified four different kinds of sustainability strategies that organizations 
might take, focusing on different identified stakeholder pressures and other contextual factors and, 
based on the overall sustainability vision of the company (Baumgartner, 2014): 
 

 Introverted – risk mitigation strategy with focus on external standards concerning social and 

environmental aspects in order to avoid risks for the company 

 Extroverted – legitimating strategy with the focus on external relationships 

 Conservative – efficiency strategy with focus on improving the production process 

 Visionary – holistic sustainability strategy with the focus to integrate sustainability in all 

business activates and to use sustainability as a competitive advantage 

Deciding upon sustainability strategies is according to Bonn & Fisher, (2011), a process of strategic 
decision-making, traditionally made by upper-level management. The sustainability concept is 
complex because it involves three dimensions; economic, environment and social, and there are 
tensions between them (Bonn & Fisher, 2011). Compared to other similar management concepts, 
such as CSR or environmental management, sustainability management requires achievement of 
performance in three different dimensions simultaneously (Bonn & Fisher, 2011). The sustainability 
strategies should embody the sustainability priorities and directions in the immediate to medium 
term future (Jagdev, et al., 2004).  
 
When having developed corporate sustainability strategies, the following procedure is to develop 
objectives related to the strategies (Bonn & Fisher, 2011). The aim of the sustainability objectives is 
to translate the corporate sustainability purpose into actions and to facilitate the integration of 
sustainability management with other business management processes (Singh & Murty, 2007). The 
objectives should be consistent with the organization’s commitment to sustainable development and 
their corporate sustainability strategies (Singh & Murty, 2007). Traditionally, the lower levels of 
management did not have any contribution to the process of strategy formulation, and executives 
were only concerned with operational and tactical issues (Jagdev, et al., 2004). However, more recent 
research suggests that all levels of management should be more involved in all strategic activities of a 
company (Jagdev, et al., 2004). 

2.2.1. Sustainability areas related to manufacturing 
Gimenez et al., (2012), found that, for the functional manufacturing level or plant level, Economic 
sustainability relates to costs. In a literature review conducted by Chen et al., (2013), they expand this 
and suggest that Economic sustainability relates to cost, market, economic stability and growth at 
the plant level. Similar to what Gimenez et al., (2012), found relates to Environmental sustainability 
at the plant level, Chen et al., (2013), state that eco-system vitality, environmental health and 
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environmental factors within production are relevant for the plant level within the Environmental 
sustainability dimension. Eco-system vitality includes for example air pollution and water quality 
related to the eco-system, biodiversity protection, climate change performance including for example 
CO2 emissions and renewable energy usage. Environmental health includes such aspects as 
environmental burden of disease, air pollution and water quality related to humans. Finally, 
environmental factors within production which involve material use, energy consumption, 
renewable resources, waste generation, treatment and disposal, recycling of materials, energy as well 
as waste according to Chen et al., (2013). According to Gimenez et al., (2012), Social sustainability 
relates at the plant level to equitable opportunities, encouragement of diversity, promotion of 
connectedness with the community, to ensure the quality of life and, to provide democratic 
processes and accountable governance structures. Chen et al., (2013), claims in their literature review 
that Social sustainability relates to governance, education, community and the individual aspect 
including human rights and civil liberties, at the plant level. Considering all these factors for 
Economic, Environmental and Social sustainability in an appropriate manner is suggested to result 
in sustainability performance (Chen, et al., 2013). Figure 3 shows the important sustainability factors 
related to the plant level, identified by Chen et al., (2013): 
 

 
Figure 3: The important sustainability factors (Chen, et al., 2013) 

 

2.3. Sustainability management decision-making – the implementation process 

A lot of organizations have an identified and clear business opportunity of sustainability but fail to 
capture the value of it because it is not followed by a clear and defined implementation process 
(Hallstedt, et al., 2009). As Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, (2014), suggest, a sustainability strategy that is 
consistent with the organization’s mission and culture and aligned with the stakeholder 
requirements, along with leadership are only minimum enablers to a successful sustainability 
implementation (Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, 2014). For improved sustainability performance, Epstein 
& Buhovac, (2010), state that the strategy needs to be supported by an appropriate organizational 
structure, formal systems, i.e. performance measurement and reward systems, and informal systems, 
i.e. culture and people. Without a systematic and formal implementation process, the quality of the 
strategy is likely to be missed, which has been identified as a critical component of a strategic 
planning process (Sharma & Vredenburg, 1998). According to a recent study conducted survey by 
McKinsey & Company; executives state coordination of their sustainability issues as a main 
determinant of why they are struggling with the implementation of sustainability 
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(McKinsey&Company, 2014). An appropriate and supporting structure will help optimal 
coordination and control of the sustainability strategies (Epstein & Roy, 2007).  
 
The importance of a supporting implementation process or “Do” process is also acknowledged in 
the SMS guidelines, stating that after having planned for sustainability it needs to be followed by an 
appropriate implementation process, a well-developed monitor and measure process as well as a 
continuous improvement process (Pojasek, 2008). Important parts of the implementation process 
are to involve operational control and support (Pojasek, 2012).  
 
Organizational structure refers to the process of assessing and selecting the formal system of 
communication, division of labor, coordination, control, authority and responsibility required for 
achieving the objectives of an organization (Ali, et al., 2012). Part of finding an appropriate 
supporting organizational structure for the sustainability strategy is to decide whether decisions 
regarding sustainability issues should be centralized or decentralized (Epstein & Roy, 2007). This is 
also suggested by the SMS guidelines, suggesting that the responsibility of deciding upon 
sustainability issues should be at a relevant organizational level or function (Singh & Murty, 2007). 
The choice to adapt either a centralized or decentralized decision-making structure is interesting to 
study in manufacturing networks, given that the strategic decisions output relate to both the network 
level and plant level (Feldmann & Olhager, 2011). There are several advantages and problems 
related to using a centralized or decentralized decision-making approach. 

2.4. Decision-making – centralized and decentralized 

A major benefit of centralizing decisions relates to better coordination of systems, procedures and 
business practices (Hayes, et al., 2004). Centralization also allows for better communication of 
strategic issues  (Feldmann & Olhager, 2011) and simplifies sharing of vital information between 
different plants or units (Hayes, et al., 2004). A centralized decision-making structure is beneficial 
when customers or other stakeholders value uniformity and stability over the organization’s 
products or services, regardless of its location (Hayes, et al., 2004).  To ensure that all business 
facilities and plants act the same regarding strategic important or ethical issues, such as worker safety 
or employment practices, companies might centralize the decisions regarding these issues  (Hayes, et 
al., 2004). Such issues are commonly found in organizational standards, such as the code of conduct, 
to show transparency towards stakeholders and ensure the whole organization have common ethical 
and business practices (Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, 2014). It could however be complicated to manage 
a common ground regarding these issues, since labor laws, environmental standards and cultural 
norms differ between regions  (Hayes, et al., 2004). Global manufacturing networks needs to 
consider across boarder cultural and legal differences, along with different market forms, such as 
currencies, tax codes and financial restrictions  (Bushman, et al., 2004). Other advantages of 
centralizing decisions are to achieve best practice, stated by Cheng, et al., (2011), as well as that 
managers at central organizational level should optimize and balance the portfolios over different 
places,xstrategicxrolesxandxcapabilities. 
 
Disadvantages of a centralized decision-making are decreased flexibility and discretion (Tata, et al., 
1999). Even if employees at a local level realize problems, they could be lacking the authority to 
correct it. This might cause trouble for an organization to be effective (Tata, et al., 1999) 
Information processing also becomes a difficulty when it is to be communicated through many 
levels of hierarchy  (Zeffane, 1989). Moreover managers at a central position do not always possess 
the expertise needed to make decisions regarding specific local questions  (Gates & Egelhoff, 1986). 
Another disadvantage of centralized decision-making is that managers become overloaded with 
decision-making and is not capable of handling all the information  (Marsh, 1992).   
 
A major advantage with decentralized decision-making is the possibility to respond more quickly to 
local conditions and it also allows for better adaption to local conditions and constraints (Feldmann 
& Olhager, 2011; Hales, 1999; Hayes, et al., 2004; Mintzberg, 1979). Hales (1999), states that 
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decentralized decision-making provides higher flexibility, meaning that problems that arise are 
solved more fluently, on the spot when they occur. Manufacturing plants can be located at a specific 
location to achieve proximity to market, where products are produced for the local market (Gates & 
Egelhoff, 1986; Maritan, et al., 2004), or to be close to suppliers or competitors, i.e. to use and take 
advantage of local resources (Nazzal, et al., 2013). Such specific local and uncertain factors might 
force companies to implement a more decentralized decision approach (Gates & Egelhoff, 1986). 
Having decisions decentralized also provides the possibility to try out different practices and 
processes throughout the organization at different plants (Feldmann & Olhager, 2011; Hayes, et al., 
2004). Employees also become more attracted and motivated if they have more power to decide 
(Hales, 1999; Hayes, et al., 2004; Mintzberg, 1979). Hence, having a decentralized decision-making 
structure result in site competence which supports specific local expertise and knowledge that could 
be translated into innovation, learning and business oriented creating  (Hales, 1999). Having plants 
located at different locations, could also be used to exploit lax regulations, i.e. to locate the plant in 
areas where laws, such as environmental laws, are less strict than in other areas. However, Harmon 
& Fairfield (2014), findings suggest that global companies are less likely to negatively exploit lax local 
regulations, but instead more likely adopt higher levels of sustainability management, even when 
local conditions do not require them.  
 
Even though the choice to decentralize decisions can make organizations more flexible or organic, 
such a decision-making structure also requires that the employees possess more skills to handle a 
greater variety of tasks  (Tata, et al., 1999). This is supported by Hage & Aiken, (1967), stating that 
decentralization relies a lot upon expertise. This demands a higher horizontal control and 
communication between subsidiaries  (Tata, et al., 1999). Other challenges of a decentralized 
decision-making relate to duplication of functions  (Hayes, et al., 2004) and the autonomy given to 
managers may result in inconsistencies between plants or business units and a stronger focus on 
short-term objectives rather than overall corporate performance  (Hales, 1999).  
 
Organizations can also operate somewhere in between the two extremes of centralization and 
decentralization  (Hayes, et al., 2004). However, such a decision-making structure might result in a 
disagreement between local plant managers and central directors, each wanting control. To find a 
middle ground between centralized and decentralized decisions can therefore be hard  (Feldmann & 
Olhager, 2011). 
 
Looking at the level of centralization of strategic decisions within organizations concerned with 
multi-site locations and differentiated organizational levels has been done before. Feldman & 
Olhager, (2011), explored the level of centralization of eight decision categories of a manufacturing 
strategy within manufacturing networks. Their findings suggest that there are three different 
operations strategy decision-making structures used by manufacturing networks; centralized, 
decentralized, and integrated. They did not find any support for a mixed structure, in which 
structural decisions are made centrally at headquarters while infrastructural decisions are made 
locally at the plant (Feldmann & Olhager, 2011). Laroche, et al, (1999), explored the level of 
centralization of strategic decisions related to the advertising strategy of multi-national companies, 
MNCs. They found that headquarters exerts strong control over some strategic decisions such as a 
campaign’s advertising objectives, but exert weaker control for operating decisions in which local 
factors must be evaluated such as media selection and copywriting (Laroche, et al., 1999). 
Christmann (2004), found that MNCs tend to implement uniform environmental strategies, just as 
they implement other functional strategies, on a global scale, to reduce complexity and increase 
legitimacy. She looked at three strategic decision areas of an environmental strategy; environmental 
standard, operational environmental policy and content of the environmental communication 
strategy, and found that these might be influenced by different stakeholders, and hence some 
strategic decisions might be made centrally while others are made locally (Christmann, 2004). 
Epstein & Roy (1998), also examined how external and internal factors could be determinants of a 
MNC’s decision to adopt either a centralized or a decentralized strategic decision structure of a 
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corporate environmental strategy. Their findings suggest that diversified companies, defined as 
operating simultaneously in different industries and geographical locations in general, adopt a 
decentralized organizational structure and that this structure affects decisions regarding 
environmental issues (Epstein & Roy, 1998). A more recent study by Epstein & Roy (2007), 
investigated the level of centralization of six key aspects of MNC’s corporate environmental 
strategies and then tested the relation between three aspects of organizational complexity; size, 
product diversification and geographic diversification, and the level of centralization of these 
decisions. Their results show that multinational companies have the possibility to guide their 
organizations toward improved environmental performance, while at the same time leveraging 
business facilities’ and units’ valuable knowledge and expertise. Their results also indicate that 
decisions of three aspects of the corporate environmental strategy; environmental standards, 
environmental programs and performance evaluation systems, are all strict centralized and continue 
to be centralized even when the level of organizational complexity increases (Epstein & Roy, 2007). 
The other elements of the environmental strategy; setting environmental objectives and targets for 
facilities, decisions to allocate financial resources for environmental programs and decisions 
regarding certification, are in some cases decentralized, suggesting that headquarters have recognized 
the important knowledge and expertise that facilities and business units possess of their industry and 
regulatory environment (Epstein & Roy, 2007). Regarding the decisions of setting environmental 
objectives and targets for facilities, their results in particular suggest that “while headquarters have the 
most influence on the decisions, business units and facilities enjoy some autonomy on these issues” (Epstein & Roy, 
2007, p. 398). They argue that facilities most likely have a minimum performance level, but the 
specific objectives and targets are not prescribed, because headquarters seem to recognize the 
specific contexts of facilities such as the regulatory environment and, existing equipment and 
production technologies used in a particular facility (Epstein & Roy, 2007). They did not, however, 
distinguish between different important, environmental objectives but explored the level of 
centralization of setting environmental objectives in general.  
 
Even though the environmental dimension is included in the sustainability strategy, few studies seem 
to have explored where decisions of the sustainability strategy should be decided. Epstein & Rejc 
Buhovac, (2014), expanded their research to consider not just environmental sustainability but all 
three dimensions of the sustainability strategy. They suggest that an organization’s internal factors; 
corporate culture, competitive positioning, and organization context and external factors; 
regulations, market factors and geographic factors are determinants of a MNC’s decision to either 
develop a locally adaptive sustainability strategy or a centrally adaptive sustainability strategy 
(Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, 2014). They also suggest that the decision to adopt and follow 
sustainability objectives within a voluntary standard, such as a code of conduct, would result in a 
more centrally driven sustainability strategy (Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, 2014). Golini, et al., (2014), 
findings suggest that plants within a manufacturing network with high site competence should 
decide upon sustainability practices and then transfer them to other plants within the network to 
increase performance, hence suggesting a decentralized strategic sustainability decision approach in 
order to support plant characteristics. This is also acknowledged by Griffiths & Petrick, (2001), who 
propose that having a decision-making structure that incorporates and encourages employee 
knowledge will likely bring sustainability performance. They also found that decision-structures that 
are able to rapidly respond to sustainability opportunities and threats will achieve higher 
sustainability performance, suggesting that stakeholders have an impact over where decisions are 
made (Griffiths & Petrick, 2001).  White, (2009), investigated how Procter & Gamble in particular 
manage their sustainability management and found that each business unit, region and function have 
developed their own sustainability goals based on the five corporate common sustainability 
strategies. Coordination and collaboration is achieved by a sustainability Council, containing 
representatives from the global business units, regions and functions. The responsibility of the 
company’s global sustainability department is to support the work of the sustainability council, 
deliver corporate social responsibility programs and sustainability audit reports (White, 2009). 
 



~ 16 ~ 
 

2.5. Summary of the literature review 

Management tools and guidelines for developing and implementing sustainability management into 
organizations, such as the sustainability management system, SMS, has been presented and evaluated 
in previous research. Even though, organizations are still struggling with implementing their 
sustainability strategies successfully for achieving performance, stating the lack of control and 
coordination as the major problem. An appropriate and supporting organizational structure is 
important when implementing sustainability strategies within organizations (Epstein & Roy, 2007). 
The relationship between organizational structure and sustainability management has not however, 
gained a lot of attention in previous research. 
 
One important aspect of organizational structure is centralization. Decisions regarding sustainability 
objectives can be made centrally, locally or somewhere in between.  In a literature review conducted 
by Chen, et al, (2013), eleven sustainability objective areas has been identified as relevant and 
important for the plant level of manufacturing networks in order to achieve sustainability 
performance. Hence, decisions related to these eleven sustainability objective areas can be made at 
different organizational levels.  
 
There are several advantages and disadvantages related to centralizing decisions. Previous research 
has investigated why decisions related to other strategies, such as the environmental or 
manufacturing strategies, should be made centrally or locally in order to achieve performance. 
However, investigating this in relation to the sustainability strategy has not been accurately 
investigated. Hence, even though there is some previous research that has guided us through the 
research, this study is fundamentally exploratory and aims to answer two important research 
questions: 
 
How is the decision-making of economic, environmental and social sustainability objectives distributed within 
manufacturing networks? 
 
What are the strategic motivations behind the choice of sustainability decision-making distribution approach? 
 
A better understanding of these issues would serve as guidance for manufacturing companies when 
they implement and improve their sustainability management and it would also provide more 
knowledge to the research field of sustainability management.  
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3. Method 
This chapter presents how this study was conducted and how data was collected 

 
The procedure of the study is shown below in figure 4. The different parts are described more 
closely in this chapter.  
 

 
Figure 4: The procedure of the study 

3.1. Pre-study 

The process of this study started with an evaluation of the results of a survey conducted by Chen & 
Feldmann, (2014), as a part of a PhD study. The previous survey was sent out to manufacturing 
companies in Sweden with more than 200 employees. One of the aspects asked for was where in the 
organization, ranging from local to central, the manufacturing companies make decisions regarding 
different sustainability objective areas. The results of the previous survey indicated that the location 
of decision-making authority for deciding upon sustainability objective areas might vary between 
central, local and levels in between the two extremes. The data collected in the previous survey was 
quantitative and hence, did not specify how the distribution of the sustainability decisions was 
carried out, neither at what organizational level the specific quantitative number implied.  
 
During the pre-study a basic literature review was conducted in order to find relevant literature 
supporting the findings of the previous survey. However, even if we found literature concerning that 
decisions about different elements of a strategy might be made centrally or locally within 
Multinational companies, MNCs (Epstein & Roy, 2007; Laroche, et al., 1999), and how 
manufacturing decisions are distributed within manufacturing networks (Feldmann & Olhager, 
2011) we did not find any literature investigating this phenomenon in the context of a sustainability 
strategy and deciding upon specific sustainability objective areas.  
 
Hence the previous survey conducted by Chen & Feldmann, (2014), has been a foundation for this 
study, which we have carried out as a qualitative study, in order to identify the meaning and the 
reasons behindxthexresultsxofxthexpreviousxstudy.  

3.2. Research approach 

The aim of this study was to explore and analyze how decisions regarding sustainability objective 
areas are distributed between the central headquarters and local plants within manufacturing 
networks. The study is fundamentally exploratory, because even though existing theory has been a 
guide in this study, the relationship between sustainability strategy and centralization has not yet 
received much attention in previous research. An exploratory research approach is therefore suitable 
to look for patterns and new research ideas (Collis & Hussey, 2009) and for investigate the 
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phenomenon in its natural setting (Barratt, et al., 2011; Voss, et al., 2002). A case study approach is 
also preferable when having research questions starting with “how” or “what” (Voss, et al., 2002), as 
the research questions in this study. Since we wanted to study a phenomenon that might differ 
between companies, we chose to conduct a multiple case study, using several different organizations 
as cases. By investigating the phenomenon in more than one setting, broader understanding of the 
investigated phenomenon can be achieved (Bishop, 2010). Using multiple case studies for building 
new ideas is also considered to create more robust and testable theory than using a single case study 
(Barratt, et al., 2011) and it can also augment external validity and help guard against observer bias 
(Voss, et al., 2002). 

3.3. Case selection 

A vital question when working with multiple case studies is the case selection and sampling (Voss, et 
al., 2002). When using a case study research, the selection of cases should be built according to 
different criteria, and each case should be selected so that it either predicts similar results or 
produces contrary results but for predictable reasons (Voss, et al., 2002). In this study a sample of 
case companies was built according to the following criteria: 
 

 The organization had to be a manufacturing company with a minimum of two production 

plants at different locations 

 The organization needed to have a sustainability or environmental manager positioned in 

Sweden 

 The organizations had to have a good spread in sizes, defined as the number of employees 

 The organizations had to have a good spread in main customers, either towards industry or 

towards consumers. 

The first criterion of being a manufacturing company with more than one production plant at 
multiple locations was based on the delimitations of the study; to investigate the phenomenon 
within manufacturing networks concerned with differentiated organizational levels. The second 
criterion of having a sustainability or environmental manager positioned in Sweden was used to 
ensure validity; that the case organization was actually pursuing the investigated phenomenon and 
actively working with sustainability on a global scale. The third criterion was chosen in order to find 
contrary results, since previous research of strategic decision-making suggest that organization size 
has an impact over the decision to either centralize or decentralize strategic decisions (Epstein & 
Roy, 2007; Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, 2014). The fourth and last criterion was also chosen in order to 
find contrary results between those organizations having industry as the main customer and those 
organizations having consumers as their main customers, since previous research suggest that 
different stakeholders affect the design and process of sustainability management within 
organizations (Christmann, 2004).  
 
Based on the above stated criteria, around 30 manufacturing companies, both Swedish and 
international were chosen to be contacted. The sustainability or environmental manager in all these 
companies was contacted by telephone, except for one in which the person was contacted by e-mail. 
All companies were contacted over a period of two days. The conversation included a short 
background of the study including that it was based on an already conducted survey as part of a 
PhD study, the main research questions and an invite for participation in the study as a case 
company. The conversation also clearly stated that the participation was optional, that the 
participation would be anonymous and that the only compensation would be access to the results of 
the study, in order to consider ethical issues (Collis & Hussey, 2009). The telephone call followed a 
pre-designed guide, to ensure all organizations got the same information.  
 
In total, ten companies accepted the invitation to be a case organization for the study and were sent 
more detailed information about the study by e-mail. The ten cases presented an acceptable spread 
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in company sizes, measured as the number of employees and in main customers. Ten cases 
represent a large number of cases which augment external validity, and are preferable when trying to 
find new ideas (Barratt, et al., 2011). However, if having more than ten cases, it might be difficult to 
cognitively process all the information (Barratt, et al., 2011). Hence ten cases were regarded as an 
adequate number of cases for the study. During the time the study was carried out, it became clear 
that one of the ten case companies did not correspond to the research criteria and the data collected 
from this organization was excluded, resulting in nine participating case companies. Nine case 
companies were still regarded as a good number of case organizations, and it is also suggested as an 
appropriate number by Barratt, et al., (2011) One could argue that using such a large number of 
cases, would not allow for in-depth case studies, but since this study was exploratory with the aim of 
finding new ideas and not develop or test already existing ideas, a larger number of cases is 
recommended (Barratt, et al., 2011).  
 
The case organizations were given confidentiality and anonymity, which should contribute to 
increased honesty and which should encourage greater freedom of expression (Collis & Hussey, 
2009). In this study this indicated that it should not be possible to trace the research data to the case 
organizations. Therefore the participating case organizations in this study was named organization 
A-I. A summary of the case organizations A-I is given in table 1.  
 

Table 1: Summary of the case organizations A-I 

 
 

As seen in table 1 above, the case organizations vary in sizes, ranging from having in total 1000 
employees to having 140 000 employees. As also seen in table 1, the case organizations have 
different main customers, five producing mainly consumer goods, and four producing mainly 
industry goods.  

3.4. The research protocol 

To ensure validity and reliability of a case research it is important to have a well-designed research 
protocol, in which the core consists of the set of interview questions (Voss, et al., 2002). The 
research objects, or unit of analysis, of this study were found in a previous literature review, 
conducted by Chen et al., (2013), and were described earlier in section 2.2.1. Sustainability areas related 
to manufacturing. The research objects relate to all three dimensions of sustainability and all eleven are 
presented together with examples in table 2.  
 

 

 

 

 
  

Organization Size Main customer

A 1 000 Consumer

B 3 000 Consumer

C 8 000 Consumer

D 47 000 Consumer

E 60 000 Consumer

F 4 000 Industry

G 12 500 Industry

H 44 000 Industry

I 140 000 Industry
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Table 2: The sustainability objective areas with examples (Chen, et al., 2013) 

  
 
The eleven research objects presented in table 2, represent sustainability objective areas and 
decisions related to each of these eleven objective areas can be made at different organizational 
levels. Hence, the eleven objective areas have been investigated in this study, by analyzing at which 
organizational level each case organization make decisions regarding each of the eleven sustainability 
objective areas. The eleven research objects were chosen for this study, however if there are some 
sustainability objective areas not included, one can question the validity in terms of misleading 
measurement (Collis & Hussey, 2009). However, since the objective areas, relevant for 
manufacturing companies, were found in a study in which an extensive literature review were done, 
validity is ensured in this study. 
 
The sustainability objective areas presented in table 2, were used as a basis for formulating the 
interview questions in this study. The interview questions used in this study were formulated in a 
funnel model format, in which the starting interview questions are broad and open-ended and 
become more detailed and specific as the interview progresses (Voss, et al., 2002). Some starting 
questions were also formulated to make sure that the respondents and the case company both were 
representative for the study in order to ensure validity. An outline of the interview was sent out to 
the interviewees two days before the interviews, which aimed to be a foundation of the coming 
interviews. It is often useful to send out such an outline in advance, so that the interviewees are 
properly prepared (Voss, et al., 2002).  
 
Case research questions needs, as all other methods, piloting (Voss, et al., 2002). However, due to 
the limited time of this study, it was not possible to have a pilot case. The interview questions were, 
instead, tested by peer researchers to ensure the time limit of the interviews would be kept as well as 

Cost

Labour cost,

Material cost, 

Energy cost

Market
Market shares, 

International markets

Economic stability
Taxes, 

Exchange rate volatitiliy

Growth Increased sales

Eco-system vitality 

Air pollution and water quality related to the eco-system, 

Biodiversity protection, 

Climate change performance

Environmental health Air pollution and water quality related to the health of humans

Environmental factors within production

Material use, 

Energy consumption, 

Waste generation 

Governance

Corruption, 

Political stability, 

Tariff barriers

Individual
Civil liberties, 

Human rights

Education Training hours per employee

Community
Employee safety, 

Unity

Environmental dimension

Economic dimenison

Social dimenison
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all questions’ understandability. Some small modifications for better understanding of the questions 
were made. The final interview questions used in this study are presented in Appendix 1. 

3.5. Data Collection 

The Swedish sustainability or environmental manager at each case company, in total nine persons, 
was contacted by telephone to specify a time for a one-hour-interview. A time frame of one hour 
was chosen based on experience that managers in general do not have more time to spend in one 
occasion.  One hour is relatively short time, but we considered the time frame enough to have our 
questions answered, however we also had the possibility to come back to the respondents with 
additional questions. The sustainability or environmental manager at each company was chosen to 
ensure validity of the results, since they were assumed to have good knowledge of the organization’s 
sustainability strategies and practices. However, during the interviews it became clear that few of the 
respondents worked directly with the financial or economic sustainability perspective. But, since it is 
assumed that all managers within an organization are familiar with financial goal setting aspects, we 
did not consider this as an affecting problem of the results. The focus of the study is within 
sustainability as a whole concept and not specifically the economic dimension. The interviewed 
managers were positioned at different management levels of their organizations, some being 
responsible for the global sustainability work, while others were concerned with the national or 
regional sustainability responsibility, but they all had in common that they were well informed about 
the global sustainability processes within their organizations. 
 
Both telephone and face-to-face methods for conducting interviews are possible to use (Collis & 
Hussey, 2009). In this study three out of the nine interviews were held as face-to-face interviews, 
and six interviews were held as telephone interviews because the respondent was not positioned in 
the same city as we or did not have time for a face-to-face interview. Before the interview started, all 
respondents were asked for permission to record the interview. The recording of interviews 
increases the reliability of the study, but to consider confidentiality issues it is important to ask for 
permission (Collis & Hussey, 2009). All interviewees except one gave the permission to record the 
interview. The same main interview questions, as presented in Appendix 1, were asked to all 
respondents, but these were also followed up by probes based on the given answers. Using probes 
gave us a greater understanding of the asked issues and to ensure we received maximum information 
(Collis & Hussey, 2009). To ensure higher reliability, we assured that all interview questions were 
answered in order to avoid item-non response (Collis & Hussey, 2009). During the interviews, one 
of us asked the questions and the other took notes. The two of us were always present at the 
interviews, to decrease the possibility of observer bias (Collis & Hussey, 2009). Moreover, since we 
were two researchers collecting and analyzing data, the validity of the results and analysis becomes 
greater (Collis & Hussey, 2009). A description of the interviews is presented in table 3.  
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Table 3: Description of the interviews 

 
 
Directly after each interview, we discussed the interviews and wrote down a summary, which is 
important for the reflection (Collis & Hussey, 2009). The summary was sent to the respondent 
together with an encouragement for verification to reply, in order to identify misunderstandings. To 
let key informants, the interviewees at the organizations, review the interview summaries increases 
the validity of the study (Gibbert, et al., 2008). One out of nine respondents replied to the 
verification and clarified some issues of the interview, the other interviews had been correctly 
understood. Due to the time limit of this study, it was not possible to transcribe all interviews or use 
other data collection methods than interviews, such as documentation or observation (Collis & 
Hussey, 2009; Voss, et al., 2002). Instead, we listened to the recordings of each interview several 
times, to make sure of accuracy and to recapture everything that was said. Data triangulation of 
using data from other sources than interviews was, hence, not possible to conduct in order to 
increase the validity of the study. During the conducting of this study, several peer researchers and 
our supervisor have been reviewing the study draft and commented on the content, which have also 
has increased the validity of the study (Gibbert, et al., 2008). The time limit of the study contributed 
to ensure that external factors, such as a change in legislation or market, would have less impact on 
the results. 
 
The following table 4 summarizes how validity and reliability were increased in this study.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

Organization Role of the respondent
Interview time 

(minutes)
Kind of interview

A
Responsible for sustainability issues at 

corporate headquarter
30 Telephone

B
Responsible for sustainability issues at 

corporate headquarter
40 Telephone

C
Responsible for sustainability issues at 

plant level
60 Telephone

D
Responsible for sustainability issues at 

regional level
60 Face-to face

E

Responsible for climate and energy 

related production issues at corporate 

headquarter

60 Face-to face

F
Responsible for sustainability issues at 

corporate headquarter
60 Telephone

G
Responsible for sustainability issues at 

regional and product level
60 Face-to face

H
Responsible for environmental issues at 

corporate headquarter
60 Telephone

I
Responsible for sustainability issues at 

regional level
45 Telephone
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Table 4: A summary of how validity and reliability was increased in this study 

 
 
This study has acknowledged ethical consideration by providing the case organizations and the 
respondent managers voluntarily participation and anonymity. The only benefit of participating in 
the study as a case organization has been access to the final report.  Other ethical aspects such as 
honesty, objectivity, openness and integrity among others have been carefully respected in this study. 
Since sustainability management has been the focus of this study, it certainly acknowledges 
sustainability related issues.  
 

  

Validity

 Used multiple cases

The sustainability objective areas were found in a previous, extensive literature 

review to be relevant for manufacturing companies

Ensured that the interviewees were representative

Both researchers collected and analyzed the data

Key informants reviewed transcripts (respondents at the case organizations)

Peer researchers reviewed draft several times

Explained how access to data has been achieved

Explained and motivated the research approach

Reliability

Had a well-designed research protocol

Assured that all interview questions were answered in order to avoid item-non 

response

Recorded the interviews

Used and have a study database
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4. Findings and Analysis  
This chapter presents the findings and the analysis of the collected data 

4.1. The distribution of sustainability decision-making - introduction 

In order to successfully implement sustainability within organizations, it is important to have an 
appropriate and supporting organizational structure that will help to coordinate and control the 
sustainability strategies (Epstein & Roy, 2007). Part of developing such a structure is to determine 
whether decisions regarding sustainability objectives should be made centralized at the company 
headquarter, decentralized at the plant level or somewhere in between (Epstein & Roy, 2007).  
 
This has been explored in this study, in which nine case companies have been investigated to find at 
what organizational level they decide upon eleven sustainability objective areas and why. This has 
been done by analyzing how each case organization distribute the decisions relating to each of the 
eleven sustainability objective areas, and the motivation behind locating the authority making the 
decisions at that specific organizational level. The sustainability objective areas are, suggested by 
Chen, et al., (2013) in a previous literature review, relevant to the plant level of manufacturing 
networks, and are part of all three dimensions of sustainability. They are, as also presented in section 
3.4. The research protocol and in table 2; cost, market, economic stability, growth, eco-system vitality, 
environmental health, environmental factors within production, governance, individual, education 
and, community.  
 
In order to explore where the case organizations named A-I locate the authority of deciding upon 
the eleven objective areas and how the distribution process of the decisions works, the empirical 
data was mapped and clustered. By doing that it was possible to analyze if the case organizations use 
different approaches for deciding upon the objective areas or if they use similar approaches. The 
clustered findings of the data are shown in table 5. Letters A-I represent the nine case organizations.  
 

Table 5: The clustered findings of the collected data 

 
 
As seen in table 5, five decision-making structures or approaches were found from the data to be 
used by the case organizations A-I for deciding upon the sustainability objectives.  
 
The first decision-making structure is termed “central” since all the decisions regarding the 
sustainability objectives are made at the corporate headquarters and then deployed to lower 
organizational levels by directives and orders. This decision-making structure was also found by 
Feldmann & Olhager, (2011), to be used for decisions regarding the manufacturing strategy in 
manufacturing networks. As seen in table 5, the central decision-making structure is the most 
dominant structure used by the case organizations for deciding upon three sustainability objective 
areas; economic stability, governance and individual. It is mostly used to decide upon objectives 
within the economic and social dimensions of sustainability.  

Central structure Aggregated structure Integrated stucture Intermediate stucture Local strucutre

Cost D E G A B C F I H

Market A E G D B C F H I

Economic Stability A B C D E F I G H

Growth A B E G C D F H I

Ecosystem vitality B D A E F H I C G

Environmental and Health E B D A F H I G C 

Environmental factors

within production E B D A F H G C I

Governance A B C D E G H I F

Individual A D E F G B C H I

Education D E B F I A C G H

Community E I A B D F H C G

Economic Dimension

Environmental Dimension

Social Dimension
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The second decision-making structure found to be used by the case organizations to decide upon 
sustainability objectives is termed “aggregated”. Using this decision-making structure implies that 
strategic decisions are made at the central headquarters of the company, and then transformed and 
also adapted to more operational objectives at lower organizational levels, to acknowledge local 
specific conditions. As seen in table 5, the aggregated decision-making structure is most dominantly 
used for the objective area of community, but used for all the objective areas. It is also the only 
decision-making structure that is clearly used for deciding upon objectives in all three dimensions of 
sustainability.  
 
The third decision-making structure that has been found to be used by the case organizations to 
decide upon the sustainability objective areas is termed “integrated”.  This implies that objectives are 
set in an integrated or interactive process involving at least two organizational levels of which one is 
the corporate headquarters. Similar to what has been found by Feldmann & Olhager, (2011), for 
making decisions of the manufacturing strategy, the integrated decisions-making structure implies 
that the strategic direction is driven by the central headquarters, but lower organizational levels such 
as the plant participates in the planning process of the strategy and may also decide upon some of 
the objectives within an objective area, such as cost. For instance, the labor cost objective might be 
decided at the plant level, whereas the transportation cost objective might be decided at the central 
headquarters. The integrated decision-making structure was also found by Epstein & Roy, (2007), to 
be used by Multi-national companies, MNC’s, when deciding upon environmental objectives. Their 
findings suggest that the lower organizational levels most likely have a minimum performance level 
to reach, decided by the central headquarters, but are given the autonomy to decide their own 
objectives in order to be able to adapt to local specific conditions (Epstein & Roy, 2007). The 
integrated decision-making structure is, as seen in table 5, dominating for the decisions regarding the 
environmental objective areas; eco-system vitality, environmental health and environmental factors 
within production. It is used mainly for the economic and environmental dimension of 
sustainability.  
 
The fourth decision-making structure found to be used by the case organizations for deciding upon 
the sustainability objective areas is termed “intermediate”. The authority of making decisions when 
using the intermediate decision-making structure is located somewhere in between the central 
headquarters level and the plant level; in most cases at the business area unit or division unit. The 
decisions are then distributed to lower levels as orders and directives. As seen in table 5, this 
decision-making structure is by the case organizations mainly used for deciding upon the objective 
areas of cost, market and education. It is the dominant decision-making structure for deciding upon 
objectives within the market objective area. The intermediate decision-making structure is mainly 
used for deciding upon objectives within the economic sustainability dimension. 
 
The fifth and last decision-making structure found to be used by the case organizations to decide 
upon the sustainability objective areas is termed “local”. Using this decision-making structure 
implies that the plant level possess large autonomy regarding deciding upon the objective areas. 
Audits and evaluations of the performance are always done by higher levels, but the objectives and 
actions are decided by the plant management and communicated upwards in the hierarchy. The local 
decision-making structure is, as seen in table 5, mostly used for deciding upon the objective areas 
within the environmental dimension, education and community. Hence, the local decision-making 
structure is not at all used for deciding upon the objective areas related to the economic dimension 
of sustainability. The local decision-making structure was also found by Feldmann & Olhager, 
(2011), to be used for making decisions regarding the manufacturing strategy.  
 
A summarizing description of the five decision-making structures is shown in figure 5.  
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Figure 5: The five decision-making structures used by the case organizations 

 
The findings show that none of the case organizations use the same approach for deciding upon all 
their sustainability objectives, nor is there any objective area for which all case organizations use the 
same decision approach. A closer investigation of where decisions regarding each of the 
sustainability objective areas is decided upon by the case organizations and why is presented below, 
followed by a description on how each case organization decide upon their sustainability objectives. 

4.2. The distribution of sustainability decision-making – the sustainability 

objective areas  

This part presents the findings of the research focusing on the research objects, the eleven 
sustainability objective areas. Hence, this part presents findings on how decisions relating to each of 
the sustainability objective areas are distributed and why, starting with the cost objective area. 

4.2.1. The cost objective area 
Regarding the cost objectives, such as where organizations decide upon their labor costs or material 
costs, the case organizations use, as seen in table 6, three different kinds of decision-making 
structures. Three companies state that they use the integrated structure, three the aggregated 
structure and three case companies state that they use the intermediate structure.  
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Table 6: The decision-making of the cost objectives 

 
 
The case organizations that state that they use the integrated decision-making structure for setting 
their cost objectives, organization A, B and C, state that some cost objectives that are more 
collective for the whole organization, are decided at the central headquarter, whereas some more 
local specific objectives are decided at a more local organizational level, such as the regional level or 
the plant level. The main reason why the case organizations A, B and C use the integrated decision-
making structure is because they acknowledge that it is difficult to pursue central control over all 
cost objectives, because there are too many objectives and local differences. Several of the cost 
objectives relate to specific market conditions or specific local processes, products or technologies 
according to the managers of organization A, B and C. Hence, as also stated by previous research, 
having a more decentralized decision-making structure for some cost objectives, allows for better 
adaption to local conditions and constraints (Feldmann & Olhager, 2011; Hales, 1999; Hayes, et al., 
2004; Mintzberg, 1979) and to use and take advantage of local resources (Nazzal, et al., 2013). One 
example is given by Manager C, (2015), stating that:  
 
Energy costs differ between different locations; especially in Sweden the electricity price is much lower than in other parts 
of Europe. A couple of years ago, our plants in Sweden were given directions from the central headquarter located in 
Europe, to use gas instead of electricity to run our machinery in order to cut energy costs. This however became very 
expensive compared to use electricity, because the price of gas as well as the accessibility of gas in Sweden is not as 
beneficial as in Europe. 
 
The example shows that using central control over some very local specific cost objectives might be 
harmful; the energy costs in this example were increased instead of cut, if not knowing and 
considering the local specific conditions. The cost objectives decided at a more local level, are 
however always audited from the central headquarters, to ensure that the budget is kept, according 
to the three managers. However, giving all the autonomy to the local level may result in 
inconsistencies between plants or business units, and in order to ensure overall corporate 
performance, some decision authority should be given to the central headquarters (Hales, 1999). 
This is acknowledged by the case organizations A, B and C which state that some of the cost 
objectives should be centrally controlled. These are objectives that are used for optimization and 
thus require overview, such as purchase and transport costs. Moreover, the cost objectives, decided 
at the headquarters are usually more strategically important and are necessary to be decided centrally 
due to shareholders or other stakeholders requirements.  
 
Three other case organizations, D, E and G, as shown in table 6, use the aggregated decision-making 
structure to decide upon their cost objectives. It provides similar benefits as the integrated structure, 
but the distribution differs. Using the aggregated approach implies that all the cost objectives are 
decided at the central headquarters in a collective form, and then developed, adapted and 
transformed, when distributed down the hierarchy all the way down to the local plant level. This 
provides, as also stated in previous research, the central headquarters with the possibility to optimize 

Central structure Aggregated structure Integrated stucture Intermediate stucture Local strucutre

Cost D E G A B C F I H
Market A E G D B C F H I

Economic Stability A B C D E F I G H

Growth A B E G C D F H I

Ecosystem vitality B D A E F H I C G

Environmental and Health E B D A F H I G C 

Environmental factors

within production E B D A F H G C I

Governance A B C D E G H I F

Individual A D E F G B C H I

Education D E B F I A C G H

Community E I A B D F H C G

Economic Dimension

Environmental Dimension

Social Dimension
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and balance the cost portfolio over the whole organization (Cheng, et al., 2011). In example, 
manager E, (2015), states: 
 
One region, for example region Europe, might be given the order to decrease their costs with 10 percent. How the 
Europe region chose to cut their costs, is all up to that region to decide based on their local conditions, as long as the 
costs are cut by 10 percent. 
 
The reasons given by manager D, E and G, for using the aggregated decision-making structure for 
the cost objectives are that an overview can be reached to find where costs might be cut, and the 
central control facilitates optimization, to balance the costs between units for best possible overall 
outcome. Such an overview is more difficult to achieve when the plants or units have more 
autonomy, especially when these have little insight in other units’ or plants’ operations. This way, the 
central headquarters are given a monitoring role to manage the cost objectives within the 
organizations even though the objectives are adapted to more local units.    
 
The last and third decision-making structure used for deciding upon cost objectives, is the 
intermediate structure used by case organizations F, I and H, as seen in table 6. Commonly for these 
organizations is that the cost objectives are decided at an organizational level somewhere in between 
the two extremes of the central headquarters and the local plant level, and then distributed to lower 
levels by using directives and orders. For case organization I, the cost objectives are decided at the 
global business unit, implying that the different business areas have different cost objectives. The 
objectives are decided at the business unit, and then, similar to the central decision-making structure, 
the decisions are distributed as orders or directives to the lower levels, which have no possibility or 
flexibility to decide upon their own cost objectives. Manager I, (2015), states that:  
 
A plant or local unit does not have the authority to decide how many to employ or how much that should cost, that is a 
central decision to make.  
 
The reason for using such a decision approach for the cost objectives is according to Manger I, to 
get an overview in order to follow the productivity and optimize the organizations to best results. 
Organization I, has compared to the other case organizations a very complex, matrix organizational 
structure and is much larger in terms of the number of employees that might be a reason why this 
company have another decision-making approach to the cost objectives. The other case 
organizations using the intermediate decision-making structure, H and F, have located their 
authority to decide upon cost objectives and also make the budget at a division level or at a 
subsidiary level. The central headquarters are still responsible for deciding upon a profit margin and 
for conducting the financial review, but the local level is given more authority and responsibility 
concerning the cost objectives. To provide local levels with higher autonomy and more power to 
decide, is suggested to result in higher attracted and motivated employees (Hales, 1999; Hayes, et al., 
2004; Mintzberg, 1979). This is also acknowledged by both the case companies, H and F, stating that 
motivation and entrepreneurship is the reasons to provide the local units with higher autonomy over 
the cost objectives. Stated by manager F, (2015), is that: 
 
This decision-making structure is based in our beliefs that it will provide entrepreneurship and we want to give every 
subsidiary the possibility to develop their operations in the way they prefer 
 
It is not possible for the local units to blame the central headquarters for not understanding the local 
conditions, when the local units are given the responsibilities over the cost objectives, according to 
mangers H and F. The local units are considered to possess the best insight in their local operations, 
and hence best decide upon their own costs. However, such a decision-making structure also 
demands a higher horizontal control and communication between the local levels (Tata, et al., 1999). 
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4.2.2. The market objective area 
There are various decision-making structures used by the case organizations for deciding upon the 
market objectives, as seen in table 7. However most of organizations use the intermediate decision-
making structure and two of the organizations use the central decision-making structure. 
 

Table 7: The decision-making of the market objectives 

 
 
Using the intermediate decision-making structure implies that the market objectives are decided at 
an organizational level that is neither totally central, nor totally local, but at business area units or 
market units. Since the manufacturing companies often have different markets, the market 
objectives are set by units that have insight on how those markets work according to managers B, C, 
F, H and I, and hence the organizations seem to acknowledge cross boarders or market differences 
as stated in previous literature by Bushman et al., (2004). The decisions related to the market 
objective area are then, according to the managers, distributed as directives to lower level units, with 
also continuing audits and reporting. The main reason for using this structure, stated by the 
managers is that the market or business area unit both have knowledge about the markets, what 
customers demand, what products that are or will be attractive and the competition situation, and at 
the same time possess a good overview over the markets, giving them the ability to coordinate 
better. Manager F (2015), states this as:  
 
Having this decision-making structure allows for keeping track of the market environment and having the best possible 
contacts with our customers.  
 
Manager F (2015), also mentions that by having overview at the business unit: 
 
…synergy effects can be reached.  
 
Additionally, Manager I (2015), says that:  
 
The business area unit can see potential markets in a way a single plant are unable to see. 
 
A reason for setting market objectives by a division or unit that knows the markets is that markets 
can differ rather extensively, making it hard for the central headquarters to have insight on each 
market. Manager H, (2015), states that:  
 
Market objectives can neither be set at headquarters nor at local plants.   
 
The market divisions can also learn from each other, by benchmarking insight on markets, according 
to some of the interviewed managers.  
  

Central structure Aggregated structure Integrated stucture Intermediate stucture Local strucutre

Cost D E G A B C F I H

Market A E G D B C F H I
Economic Stability A B C D E F I G H

Growth A B E G C D F H I

Ecosystem vitality B D A E F H I C G

Environmental and Health E B D A F H I G C 

Environmental factors

within production E B D A F H G C I

Governance A B C D E G H I F

Individual A D E F G B C H I

Education D E B F I A C G H

Community E I A B D F H C G

Economic Dimension

Environmental Dimension

Social Dimension
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The organizations that state that they use the central decision-making structure are as seen in table 7, 
organization A and E. They both decide upon their market objectives at their respective company 
headquarters, but the reasons why are different. Organization A has only one main market, and all 
their products, production technologies and customers are rather homogeneous across the 
organization. The market objectives of organization A is therefore decided at one market 
department, which is located at the central headquarters. Manager A, (2015), states that: 
 
It could have been different if we had, had many subsidiaries in various countries, and different kind of productions ... 
then I can imagine that it would be decided in each one of the subsidiaries: what goals and ambitions there are when it 
comes to the market area. 
 
This is also supported by Bushman et al., (2004), that suggest that global manufacturing networks 
should consider and adjust to different markets in which they operate. This is however contradictory 
to what manager E, (2015), states as:  
 
This is how global organizations are built,  
 
…when stating the reason why they decide upon all their market objectives at the central 
headquarters. Organization E is, compared to organization A, more diversified in terms of markets 
and products. The market objectives for organization E is decided centrally by a group of the market 
responsible for each region, together with the global market manager. All these responsibility 
positions are located at the central headquarter of the organization. The market objectives are then 
distributed as directives or orders down in the organization, via regions, countries and local plants. 
One of the main reasons given by the organizations A and E for using a central decision-making 
structure for setting market objectives is to take advantage of overview knowledge, stated by 
Manager A, (2015), as:  
 
The ones that best can specify and forecast markets should decide upon these objectives. 
 
However, previous research have acknowledge that managers at a central position do not always 
possess the expertise needed to make all the decisions  (Gates & Egelhoff, 1986), which seem to also 
have been acknowledged by the organizations using the intermediate decision-making structure for 
setting market objectives.  

4.2.3. The economic stability objective area 
For deciding upon the economic stability objectives, related to solidity and liquidity, the major part 
of the case organizations state that they use the central decision-making structure. This implies that 
organization A,B,C,D,E,F and I as seen in table 8, decide upon these objectives at the central 
headquarters level of their organizations. The decisions are then distributed to the lower 
organizational levels as directives and orders.  
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Table 8: The decision-making of the economic stability objectives 

 
 
Having such a central control over these issues, suggest that the case organizations regard these 
objectives as a global concern. Having all the decisions regarding economic stability centrally in this 
way, allows for efficiency and to avoid duplication of economic stability functions within the 
organizations (Hayes, et al., 2004). This is also suggested as a reason by the managers as why they 
have chosen this decision-making structure for this objective area. Manager B, (2015), states as an 
example: 
 
There is no efficiency in engaging local markets or lower departments with these questions, they are better dealt with at 
central headquarters where the knowledge regarding these issues is located.  
 
This implies that the case organizations value that the knowledge is located at a global level, in the 
group around the CFO. This allows for an overview and optimization of the whole organization, 
according to the managers. It also allows for better control of performance in the best possible way 
for the whole organization. To achieve best practice by optimizing and balance issues over the 
whole organization, is a typical advantage of centralized decision-making in general according to 
previous research (Cheng, et al., 2011). As Manager I, (2015), states: 
 
 A single business unit is not able to have an overview concerning these questions, which is why they are dealt with at a 
central and global organizational level. 
 
The risk of sub-optimization and inconsistencies also decreases when centralizing these decisions to 
the company headquarters (Hales, 1999). 

4.2.4. The growth objective area 
The objectives related to growth are decided upon by the case companies, using in general the 
integrated, aggregated or central decision-making structure, as seen in table 9. Two case companies 
use the integrated decision-making structure, F and H, and three case companies use the aggregated 
and central decision-making structure respectively, G, C and D, and A, B and E.  
 

Central structure Aggregated structure Integrated stucture Intermediate stucture Local strucutre

Cost D E G A B C F I H

Market A E G D B C F H I

Economic Stability A B C D E F I G H
Growth A B E G C D F H I

Ecosystem vitality B D A E F H I C G

Environmental and Health E B D A F H I G C 

Environmental factors

within production E B D A F H G C I

Governance A B C D E G H I F

Individual A D E F G B C H I

Education D E B F I A C G H

Community E I A B D F H C G

Economic Dimension

Environmental Dimension

Social Dimension
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Table 9: The decision-making of the growth objectives 

 
 
The case organizations F and H, state that they use the integrated decision-making structure. This 
implies that the growth objectives are decided upon at both the central headquarters level and the 
business area or division level, using an interactive process. The central headquarters level keeps a 
strong dialogue with the managers at the business area or division level to decide upon the growth 
objectives, according to managers F and H. The reason stated by the case company F and H for 
setting the objectives in this way is grounded in that although business area or division managers 
have good insight on growth potential regarding the markets they are responsible for, the top 
management at the headquarters still possess general knowledge and overview about growth 
potential. Manager F, (2015), states that: 
 
 The main benefit is that the central headquarters has a helicopter view over where production output can be increased. 
 
At the same time as the annual budget is decided, the growth potential is also discussed between 
central headquarters and the business area or division area mangers in organization F and H. This 
discussion then forms the basis for the growth objectives. Managers H, (2015), highlights that it is: 
 
An iterative process. 
 
Each division or business area then has the responsibility to reach the agreed growth objectives. The 
decisions are then followed by a continuous communication process between the division or 
business area levels to reach the objectives. Some markets might have greater possibilities to growth 
than others. However, it is still important not to give local units too much autonomy over these 
decisions since, as Manager F, (2015), states: 
 
It is difficult for local units to see synergy effects between themselves to increase the overall growth potential. 
 
The case organizations, G, C and D, using the aggregated decision-making structure, have a similar 
way to decide upon the growth objectives as the ones using the integrated decision-making 
structure. The difference is that the strategic or global objectives are set at the central headquarters, 
and these objectives are then transformed and adapted to be distributed as more operational 
objectives to the business area level.  The decisions are then distributed from the business area level 
to the local plants as directives. Using this decision-making structure for deciding upon growth 
objectives allows for adjustment to local differences in growth potential, according to managers G, 
C and D. The decision authority is still located at the central headquarter, and they are able to adjust 
the operational objectives in order to ensure that the organizational overall growth objectives are 
reached. Hence, as stated in previous research, the central headquarters is able to achieve the best 
practice by optimizing and balance the growth potential of different markets and business areas 
(Cheng, et al., 2011) 
 

Central structure Aggregated structure Integrated stucture Intermediate stucture Local strucutre

Cost D E G A B C F I H

Market A E G D B C F H I

Economic Stability A B C D E F I G H

Growth A B E G C D F H I

Ecosystem vitality B D A E F H I C G

Environmental and Health E B D A F H I G C 

Environmental factors

within production E B D A F H G C I

Governance A B C D E G H I F

Individual A D E F G B C H I

Education D E B F I A C G H

Community E I A B D F H C G

Economic Dimension

Environmental Dimension

Social Dimension
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The central decision-making structure is used by case organizations A, B and E for deciding upon 
the growth objectives. The authority to make decisions regarding growth objectives is then located 
at the central headquarters, to assert control over these issues and the decisions are distributed using 
orders or directives to lower organizational levels. The growth objectives are in many ways related to 
the market objectives.  For case organizations A and E, the same reasons for deciding upon market 
objectives at a central company level, also applies for deciding the growth objectives. Organization 
A has only one main market and one main business, with a rather homogeneous product portfolio 
and customer base. Due to this, there is only one market department located at the central 
headquarters that also decide upon the growth objectives. Case company B states that their growth 
objectives are very important for their external reporting, and it is therefore controlled by the central 
headquarters. Manger B, (2015), states that:  
 
We have expectations on us as a publicly listed company, which is why growth objectives must come from the central 
headquarters. 
 
The fact that external pressures or stakeholders may influence why certain decisions might be 
centralized has also been acknowledged in previous research by Christmann, (2004).  

4.2.5. Summary of the economic objective areas 
The objective areas of cost, market, economic stability and growth presented above constitute the 
relevant areas to consider for the economic sustainability dimension. A summary of the decision-
making approaches used by the case organizations for deciding upon the economic sustainability 
objective areas is shown in table 10.  
 

Table 10: Summary of the objectives related to the economic dimension 

 
 
As seen in table 10, all decision-making approaches are used by the case organizations for deciding 
upon the economic objectives, except the local approach. Using in general a more central approach 
for the objective areas related to the economic dimension, suggest that the case organizations 
consider it as more of a global concern.  

4.2.6. The eco-system vitality objective area 
Three main decision-making structures are used by the case organizations for deciding upon the 
eco-system vitality area objectives, as seen in table 11. These decision-making structures are the 
integrated structure, the aggregated structure and the local structure. As seen in table 11, four of the 
case organizations A, E, F and H use the integrated structure and two case organizations use the 
aggregated structure, B and D, and two the local structure, C and G.  
 

Central structure Aggregated structure Integrated stucture Intermediate stucture Local strucutre

Cost D E G A B C F I H

Market A E G D B C F H I

Economic Stability A B C D E F I G H

Growth A B E G C D F H I

Ecosystem vitality B D A E F H I C G

Environmental and Health E B D A F H I G C 

Environmental factors

within production E B D A F H G C I

Governance A B C D E G H I F

Individual A D E F G B C H I

Education D E B F I A C G H

Community E I A B D F H C G

Economic Dimension

Environmental Dimension

Social Dimension
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Table 11: The decision-making of the eco-system vitality objectives 

 
 
Using the integrated decision-making structure implies that some of the objectives within the eco-
system vitality are regarded as corporate common and decided at top management at the central 
headquarters, whereas some of the objectives are decided at a more local level, mostly at the plant 
level. The locally decided objectives are not totally different from the centrally decided objectives, 
according to Manager A, (2015), they: 
 
…harmonize with the corporate common or centrally decided objectives. 
 
It is however not possible to only have centrally decided objectives in the eco-system vitality area 
according to manager A, because there is a need for motivation which is created by giving the local 
plants more autonomy regarding these issues. 
 
Both managers E and F state that the reason for using the integrated decision-making structure for 
deciding upon the eco-system vitality objectives is that these objectives are governed by local 
legislation. The legislation differs between regions, countries and in some cases even between plants, 
and it is therefore difficult and complex for the central headquarters to govern and monitor all the 
local legislations that are continually changing. However, manager E, clearly states that even if some 
of the objectives are decided locally, the central headquarters still possess strong control over these 
issues to minimize infringements. This also applies for organization F, in which the central 
headquarters perform audits and exert control to make sure that there is no infringements of the 
legislations. The central headquarters, by deciding upon some of the objectives, also possess the 
power to guide the organization towards specific focus areas within eco-system vitality.  Similar to 
what Epstein & Roy, (2007), findings suggest, Manager E, (2015), states that: 
 
If some of the issues within the area are prioritized by the company, global objectives will be formed that creates a 
minimum level of performance which all units need to reach. These global objectives exceeds the legislations in all 
countries, and hence in some regions, the corporate objectives are tougher than the legislation. 
 
Hence, similar to what Harmon & Fairfield, (2014), findings suggest, companies might for some 
issues adapt higher levels of requirements, even though the local conditions do not require them. In 
addition to the legislation, manager F also states that their customers affect where the objectives 
within eco-system vitality are decided. According to Manager F, (2015):  
 
Many of our subsidiaries are ISO certified because the customers require LCA of all products and has a vested 
interest in that the subsidiaries are environmental certificated. A global environmental certification of the organization 
would be preferable to gain an overview from the central headquarters, but there are too much different local legislation 
to consider, which makes it impossible for the central headquarters to handle. 
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The customer governing demand regarding eco-system vitality issues is also acknowledged by case 
organization H, where Manager H, (2015), states that: 
 
The customers have a large impact in how we work with eco-system vitality issues, and it is strategically important for 
us to consider the customer pressure. The customer value different environmental issues in different parts of the world, 
customers in the US value something that is different compared to the customers in Sweden for instance, and we need to 
consider and respond to that. 
 
It is expected that organization F, as a subcontractor to large, global organizations, value the needs 
of their customers and is required to certificate certain operations. Manager H also states that 
another important reason why they use the integrated decision-making structure for deciding upon 
the eco-system vitality objectives is that it is connected to the operational model that the 
organization follows. The divisions are given autonomy to govern the work regarding these issues 
because, as Manager H, (2015), states: 
 
If the divisions should be able to implement these issues within their operations, they need to feel that it is possible, and 
that is why we keep a tight dialogue between the central headquarters and the divisions regarding these issues. 
 
The case organizations hence, seem to acknowledge the need of function duplication, since it is not 
possible for the central headquarters to govern all the information regarding these issues (Gates & 
Egelhoff, 1986; Hayes, et al., 2004). Neither is it possible to create corporate uniformity over these 
issues. Different stakeholder pressures are also affecting how the organizations work with these 
questions and if the decisions are made more centrally or locally, as also acknowledged in previous 
research by Christmann, (2004), and Epstein & Roy, (1998).  
 
For deciding upon eco-system vitality objectives, the case organizations B and D use the aggregated 
decision-making structure. Using this structure implies that the overall objectives are decided at the 
central headquarters but the transformed and adapted as more operational objectives as more local 
levels. As an example Manager D, (2015), states that: 
 
A plant can be given the orders or strategic objective to decrease their energy consumption with 10 percent, but how they 
manage that is totally up to the local management to decide. 
 
The reasons stated by manager B and D for using the aggregated decision-making structure is for 
the central headquarters to exert control and if possible create unity regarding these issues. It is 
important to still take into account the local units in the decision-making process as they have the 
most environmental impact according to the managers. Hence the global and overall objectives need 
to be adjusted to local legislation and local specific conditions. For organization D, the leadership 
and engagement that the company owners possess in these issues is very important, and they use a 
top to bottom decision approach mainly because the owners are so involved in these questions.  
 
The case organizations C and G use the local decision-making structure for deciding upon the eco-
system vitality objectives. Using this structure implies that there are some overall guidelines decided 
by the central headquarters regarding the eco-system vitality that needs to be followed, but the 
objectives are decided at the plant level. The locally decided objectives are communicated upwards 
in the organization, and are continuing followed up by the top sustainability manager. Both 
organization C and G refers to the value of local knowledge of each plants’ products and local 
environment, as a reason for choosing the local decision-making structure.  Each plant also 
possesses different potential, and should therefore focus on different issues within the area of eco-
system vitality. In addition to locally specific conditions such as legislation, surrounding 
environment, production processes, and plant size, manger C also state that the local culture affect 
how the organization handle these issues. This is similar to what organization H also mentioned, 
using the integrated decision-making structure. As Manager C, (2015), states: 
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The culture in a country might be very different to the ones in other countries, which implies that some programs or 
actions that works well in one country, is difficult to apply in other, because it does not go well with the culture of that 
country. 
 
This is also similar to what manager H stated; that customers in different parts of the world value 
different environmental issues, and hence, they need to satisfy different needs in different countries. 
Both organization C and G state that they work a lot with the distribution of knowledge between 
plants, and that it is important to learn from each other, which is also acknowledged in previous 
research by Tata, et al, (1999), and Golini, et al, (2014), as very important. Hence both organization 
C and G seem to value innovation and business oriented creating by providing the local plants with 
high autonomy (Hales, 1999). 

4.2.7. The environmental health objective area 
The decision-making structure that is mostly used by the case organizations for deciding upon the 
environmental health area objectives is the integrated decision-making structure. But, as seen in table 
12, there are also case companies that use the aggregated structure, the central structure and the local 
structure for deciding upon the environmental health objectives.  
 

Table 12: The decision-making of the environmental health objectives 

 
 
The use of the integrated decision-making structure for deciding upon environmental health 
objectives, as by case organizations A, F H, I and G, is similar as the one used for deciding upon the 
eco-system vitality objectives. As Manager A, (2015), states: 
 
We have some corporate common objectives, but they are only possible to implement and achieve if there are also locally 
decided objectives and actions that support the corporate objectives. 
 
There are some issues that are related to the local legislation or to local conditions that need to be 
decided or handled at the local level. Manager G, (2015), states that: 
 
Some initiatives or objectives in this area come from local plants, developed by those who know their specific operations 
and are able to see potential improvements. These initiatives might later become overall corporate objectives, that every 
unit should follow. 
 
By stating this, organization G, seems to have acknowledged the potential of local innovation and 
business creating, as also acknowledged in previous research by Hales, (1999), and also local 
efficiency. Hence a kind of a best practice distribution structure is developed. To decide the overall 
corporate objectives manager G describes that these are decided by the global EHS (environmental-
health-safety) manager in consultation with a sustainability steering committee consisting of 
employee members from different parts of the organization. These overall corporate objectives are 
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then distributed as directives to all regions. By having some of the objectives decided centrally, unity 
within the organization is achieved. Just as for the eco-system vitality objectives the reason why 
some objectives are decided more locally are due to pressures, mostly legislation and customer 
requirements and to adapt to local conditions such as the production process or the surrounding 
environment of the plant.  
 
The same organizations, B and D that use the aggregated decision-making structure for deciding 
upon the eco-system vitality objectives, also use the same structure for deciding upon objectives 
within the area of environmental health. Manager B, (2015), states that: 
 
We want to have corporate common objectives regarding these issues and develop programs that can be managed and 
measured from the central headquarters in order to possess control. 
 
The objectives are developed in some consultation with the plants that possesses the greatest 
environmental impact. According to manager D, the objectives within environmental health are 
adapted to local conditions and legislations. Hence, Organization D does not have standardized 
objectives within this area that might exceed the legislation in some regions, instead they adapt the 
objectives to be coherent with the local legislation.  
 
Regarding deciding upon the environmental health objectives, organization E uses a central 
decision-making structure, whereas organization C uses the complete reverse decision-making 
structure; the local one. This is interesting, since both of the organizations seem to be very involved 
in sustainability and environmental issues. Organization E decides upon all the environmental health 
related objectives at the central headquarters, because manager E states that it is a prioritized 
question within the company. By using the central structure, manager E states that unity is attained 
and that it simplifies the coordination and control of the objectives enforcement. As manager E also 
states, they acknowledge that there are different legislations to follow in different countries, but that 
they have chosen to create own objectives that should, for all countries of operation, exceed the 
legislation. This approach is similar to the findings of Harmon & Fairfield, (2014), and Christmann, 
(2004).  In contradiction manager C states that they decide upon all their objectives related to the 
environmental health area at the plant level, although the objectives are still measured and evaluated 
by the central headquarters. The main reason stated by manager C for applying this decision 
approach is that the objectives are very locally specific, due to differences in the environmental 
surrounding,  the legislation and due to society social differences. The potential of water quality is as 
an example very different, as well as the plants’ physical conditions in terms of size and age.  Hence 
while organization E aims towards strong control and coordination, organization C aims towards 
strong local responsiveness and adaption, two very different approaches.  

4.2.8. The environmental factors within production objective area 
Similar to how the case organizations decide upon the environmental health area objectives, the case 
organizations decide upon the environmental factors within production area by using either the 
integrated structure, the aggregated structure, the local structure and, in the case of organization E, 
the central decision-making structure. As seen in table 13, the integrated structure is the most 
commonly used structure for deciding upon environmental factors within production objectives by 
the case organizations, followed by the aggregated and local structure. 
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Table 13: The decision-making of the environmental factors within production objectives 

 
 
As similar to the two previous environmental objective areas eco-system vitality and environmental 
health, the use of the integrated decision-making structure for deciding upon environmental factors 
within production implies that some objectives are decided at the central headquarters while some 
objectives are decided at the local levels.  The integrated decision-making structure is used by case 
organizations, A, F, G and H. Manager F states that it is their customers that requires and pursue 
these objectives, and some of them are therefore decided at the local level where most of the 
communication and relation with the customers are held. Some of the objectives related to the most 
important processes such as energy consumption, water usage and waste are decided upon at the 
central headquarter for organization H, whereas other objectives need to be specific according to the 
specific product segment of each plant and therefore decided upon locally. Hence, Organization H 
acknowledges the potential of local innovation, by giving the local plant higher autonomy over these 
issues, as also suggested by (Hales, 1999). 
 
Also similar to the two previous environmental objective areas, organization B and D continue to 
use the aggregated decision-making structure for also deciding upon the environmental factors 
within production area objectives. The strategic or overall objectives are decided at top management 
but are transformed and adapted to more operational objectives to better be coherent with local 
conditions and constraints at lower levels. Manager B, (2015), states that: 
 
The objectives at each plant might be very different, due to different conditions in particular regarding different kinds of 
production process. 
 
The production process in one plant may require higher levels of emissions than others, and 
therefore different objectives relates to different plants.  
 
Stated by manager E, it is important for organization E that the whole organization keep to the 
same requirements and objectives in order to attain their leading position within sustainability. That 
is why they use the central structure approach for deciding upon these objectives. According to 
Manager E, (2015): 
 
In order to have a leading position within sustainability, there is a need of unity regarding these issues, there should be 
no loopholes and it is necessary to have strong control from the central headquarters to make sure no part of the 
organization cheats. 
 
Even though organization E acknowledges local differences in legislations and conditions, manager 
E clearly communicate that there should always be common objectives and these issues should 
always be governed from the central headquarters. The objectives are communicated as directives 
and orders and each month meetings and follow-ups are conducted to ensure the continuing work.  
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In contradiction to this, organization C and I both state that they use the local decision-making 
structure for deciding upon their objectives within the area. By giving the local plants higher 
autonomy, organization I state that they increase the motivation of the plants. Manager I, (2015), 
formulates this as: 
 
It is easier to feel motivation when you set objectives this local one knows where the weak spots are. 
 
Another reason given by manager I is that at the local level the employees know the local operations 
best and are fully aware of potential operational improvements.  

4.2.9. Summary of the environmental objective areas 
The eco-system vitality, environmental health and environmental factors within production objective 
areas, presented above, are related to the environmental sustainability dimension. A summary of 
how the case organizations A-I decide upon these objectives, as presented above, is shown in table 
14. As seen in table 14 the major part of the case organizations are consistent when deciding upon 
their environmental objectives, using the same approach. The case organizations use more of a local 
approach for deciding upon the environmental objective areas, in comparison to the economic 
dimension.  
 

Table 14: Summary of the objectives related to the environmental dimension 

 
 

4.2.10. The governance objective area 
For deciding upon the governance area objectives, which includes for example corruption, the case 
organizations use the central decision-making structure, as seen in table 15. The objectives within 
the area are then to be followed by the complete organization and in many cases also by suppliers 
and other parts of the supply chain, without any adjustments. This is also acknowledged in previous 
research by Hayes, et al., (2004), who claims that companies usually centralize decisions regarding 
ethical issues, to ensure that the whole organization act in unity.  
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Table 15: The decision-making of the governance objectives 

 
 
When using the central decision-making approach, the directives or objectives within the area of 
governance are according to the managers communicated and part of the code of conduct, which is 
developed by top management. The code of conduct of an organization generally includes ethical, 
moral and honor directives regarding how the organization along with its employees and suppliers 
should act. The code of conduct is used to show transparency towards stakeholders and society and 
does often include social as well as environmental responsibilities. Manager B, (2015), states as an 
example that: 
 
 The code of conduct is the base of our sustainability work and it is decided centrally. 
 
The objectives within governance are usually decided by the case organizations at the central 
headquarters by a specialist staff or staff functions, sometimes together with the sustainability 
manager. One main reason for setting the objectives at headquarters, stated by the managers, is 
unity. The objectives must be the same in the entire organization, without local interpretations. 
Manager A, (2015), mentions that: 
 
It is simply a matter of totality, it is obvious that we cannot jeopardize that the objectives are decided locally. 
 
Various stakeholders force and pressure organizations to act responsibly and it is important not to, 
as Manager C, (2015), states: 
 
…encounter bad publicity. 
 
When centralizing decisions, the communication process of them becomes more difficult and 
complex according to previous research (Zeffane, 1989). To avoid this, the case organizations state 
that the objectives are usually communicated via different channels such as the intranet, mail, 
meetings and educations. Manager D, (2015), mentions that:  
 
It is not hard to create unity because it is so well established in the company, it is a process that has been going on a 
long time and is in the walls. 
 
Additionally, Manager I, (2015), states that: 
 
It is desirable that everything should be as equal as possible, to set a uniform culture within the organization. 
 
The other main reason stated by the managers for deciding upon governance objectives using the 
central decision-making structure is control. These questions are considered globally and prioritized 
for the company and controlled rather rigorously. Manager H, (2015), states that:  
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It is important that everybody within the organization follows these guidelines and that is why it is set centrally, to 
create control and make sure that everybody follows the same rules. 
 
According to previous research, it is a large responsibility for the central headquarters to make sure 
that the law is being followed and that the company has a zero tolerance towards corruption and 
other social related issues (Gates & Egelhoff, 1986; Hayes, et al., 2004). For the case organizations, 
constant follow-ups and both internal and external audits are conducted at local levels to ensure that 
the directives are followed and the culture is maintained. This is also aligned with the fact that some 
of the case organizations have an ISO certification, like ISO14001, ISO9001 and OHSAS 18001. 
Audits are also conducted to ensure that suppliers follow the code of conduct, demanding that their 
code of conduct is equal to the organizations. In several of the case organizations, employees also 
get mandatory training regarding ethical issues.  

4.2.11. The individual related objective area 
Similar to the objectives within the area of governance, several of the case organizations state that 
the objectives within the area of individual also are part of the code of conduct directives. The area 
of individual includes issues of civil and human rights. As seen in table 16, the major part the case 
organizations use, as for the governance objectives, the central decision-making structure for 
deciding upon the objectives within the area of individual, while also a large part of the organizations 
use the aggregated decision-making structure.   
 

Table 16: The decision-making of the individual objectives 

 
 
The case organizations, A, D, E, F and G, that use the central decision-making structure for 
deciding upon the objectives related to the individual area use the exact same approach as used for 
the governance objectives. The objectives are set centrally, in most of the cases as directives in line 
with the code of conduct, to be followed without adjustments by the complete organization. The 
reasons stated by the case organizations for using the structure are also the same as for the 
governance objectives; to achieve control and unity.  
 
However, four of the case organizations, B, C, H and I, state that they, contrary to deciding upon 
the governance objectives using the central structure, use the aggregated decision-making structure. 
This still implies that the objectives are decided at the central headquarters, and in many cases as 
directives via the code of conduct, but the directives are transformed and adapted to suit better with 
local conditions. The main stated reason by the case organizations for doing this is because of the 
difference regarding the individual issues in different countries, mostly depending on legislation or 
society norms. As an example of such a difference, Manager B, (2015), mentions: 
 
…working hours.  
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For the case organizations using the aggregated structure for the individual objectives, the business 
area divisions have been given some responsibility for deciding and implementing the objectives 
correctly towards the suppliers and employees. However, even though the case organizations 
acknowledge some local differences, central control is still very important regarding these issues. 
Manager C, (2015), states that:  
 
We do not want any publicity around these questions, which is why control is so important. 
 
Additionally, Manager C, (2015) states that: 
 
We want to avoid court or similar. 
 
This surely implies that risk mitigation is at the top of the agenda regarding these issues. Similar to 
the reasons for using the central decision-making structure to ensure unity as far as possible is also a 
reason for using the aggregated decision-making structure in the case organizations. This is however 
more complicated for the case organizations using the aggregated structure, in which local 
adjustment is also partly important. Manager I, (2015), mentions that: 
 
It is dangerous when you as far as possible want to have a unified culture but still have to be humble against the local 
challenges and differences that exist in different countries. 
 
Hence, there has to be a balance. The objectives within the individual area are followed up both at 
country level and more locally at plant level. This is, according to Manager I, partially in line with the 
ISO certification, where results are followed up in a certain way. 

4.2.12. The education objective area 
For deciding upon the education area objectives the nine case organizations state that they use the 
aggregated, the intermediate or the local decision-making structure. The dominant structure used for 
the education objectives, in contradiction to the other social related objectives, is the local one, as 
seen in table 17.  
 

Table 17: The decision-making of the education objectives 

 
 
Using the local decision-making structure for deciding upon the education objectives, done by 
organization A, C, G and H, implies that the objectives are decided at the local plant level. The main 
reason, stated by the managers, for using this approach is due to the dependency of specific 
competence for different production conditions, i.e. processes, at each plant. Every local manager 
must make sure that the employees they are responsible for are well enough educated to be able to 
manage their jobs. The objectives within the education area are according to the managers related to 
demands for different degrees the employees should have for certain positions, but also related to 
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internal educations. The objectives might also be more plant general, for example a certain amount 
of educational hours within environmental production. Manager G, (2015), states that: 
 
It is hard to set general educational objectives, although you can set a general objective regarding an area to develop 
within, you need to come down to individual level when it comes to education. 
 
According to manager C, they also have some education objectives that are driven by the legislation. 
As an example for driving forklift trucks you need a special education according to the law. Another 
interesting response regarding education objectives is stated by Manager H, (2015), saying that: 
 
Education is something that the company does not measure, and we do not have any concrete objectives within the 
education area. 
 
However, it is still part of the recruitment process at each plant. The reasons for using a local 
decision-making structure by the case organizations seem to be the same as for decentralizing 
decisions in general according to previous literature; to better adapt to local conditions and 
constraints (Feldmann & Olhager, 2011; Hales, 1999; Mintzberg, 1979).  
 
The case organizations, B, F and I, state that they use the intermediate decision-making structure for 
deciding upon the education objectives. Even though they locate the authority relatively locally, it’s 
not at the local plant but at the regional level or subsidiary level. The reason behind not locating the 
decision authority of deciding upon education objectives at the central headquarters is according to 
Manger B, (2015): 
 
The organization has different strengths in different countries, so it is more of a local issue. 
 
One reason stated by the managers for deciding upon educational objectives mainly at an 
intermediate level, with more overview, is the possibility to create a more efficient business. It could 
be for example technical knowledge, regarding i.e. smart production flows or increase of efficiency, 
or environmental knowledge. A reason for deciding upon the objectives more centrally than at the 
plant level, as in the case when using the local decision-making structure, is to gain a unified picture 
in the competence level. Manager I, (2015), mentions that by having it at a regional level: 
 
It is possible to achieve the same language, a common picture and managers that get the same educational culture can 
also signal out a common educational culture. 
 
Even though organization F currently decides upon their educational objectives at the subsidiary 
level, to acknowledge the local knowledge of the business and production, they have experienced 
problems with skills shortages. Therefore, manager F states that these objectives are to become 
more of a central headquarter issue.   
 
Two of the case organizations, D and E, decide upon their educational objectives using the 
aggregated decision-making structure. A minimum level of education requirements and general 
directives regarding specific educational levels for positions are decided by the central headquarters. 
According to manager D, this creates a common standard and a common minimum level of 
competence which facilitates internal recruitments and provides a guarantee that there will not be 
any skills shortages. This is a similar decision-making approach as suggested in previous research by 
Epstein & Roy, (2007). For organization E, the educational objectives are more about policies for 
the entire organization and the suppliers, which are communicated through contracts, where there 
are thorough follow-ups that these are being followed. However, organization E also acknowledges 
that different and more local areas have different demands for education, where the objectives need 
to be adjusted locally.  
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4.2.13. The community objective area 
There are three decision-making structures used by the case organizations for deciding upon the 
objectives within the area of community; the aggregated, the central and the local structure, but the 
aggregated structure, used by organization A, B, D, F and H, is the most commonly used approach. 
As seen in table 18, two case organizations, E and I, use the central structure and two case 
organizations, C and G, use the local structure.  
 

Table 18: The decision-making of the community objectives 

 
 
The major part of the case organizations, A, B, D, F and H uses the aggregated structure for 
deciding upon the community objectives. This implies that the objectives are decided at central 
headquarters, but then adjusted to the local units, commonly divisions and plants. The central 
headquarters of these organizations act as a general safety function, with involvement of insurance 
companies and safety agreements for the employees. In terms of measurement, the case 
organizations use safety key figures for local units, which are dependent and adapted to suit local 
conditions, i.e. type of production or legislation. The key figures are reported upwards to and 
followed by central headquarters. If there are indications of possible risks, central headquarters can 
step in and change the local safety conditions. At organization D, safety information is sent out on a 
regular basis to the entire organization. If there has been any kind of accident information is sent out 
about the consequences and recommendations or exhortations about what improvements that can 
be done. Manager D, (2015), says, regarding this safety information:  
 
…the send-outs notify what is going on in the organization, and knowledge is spread that way. 
 
A reason stated by the managers for centralizing the objective setting regarding safety is control. It 
can be costly if the objectives are not followed. Another reason is overview, where a complete safety 
picture is important to have. Manager H, (2015), states that:  
 
Risk zones are attempted to be identified along with an elimination of risks through routines and setting of objectives. 
 
Hence suggesting that community objectives just as the other social objectives except education are 
associated with risk and risk mitigation, which is stated as a main reason for organization’s 
engagement within these issues (Alblas, et al., 2014). 
 
Control is also the main reason stated by managers E and I for using the central decision-making 
structure for deciding upon the community related objectives. The objectives are decided at the 
central headquarters level and then communicated as directives and orders for the local units to 
follow directly and without adjustments. Due to different legislations in different countries regarding 
these issues, the case organizations using the central structure have acknowledged the need of define 
their own legislation or definition of the community area. Hence suggesting the similar approach as 
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suggested in previous research by Christmann, (2004), and Harmon & Fairfield, (2014), in which 
MNC’s define an issue standard that for some regions are more strict than the local legislation.  
 
There are however, contrary to what is expected, two organizations that use the local decision-
making structure for deciding upon these objectives. They do not follow the approach as suggested 
in previous research by Christmann, (2004), and Harmon & Fairfield, (2014), to define a more 
ambitious definition than the local legislation; instead they decide upon the objectives at each local 
plant. The managers state that they greatly acknowledge local knowledge of both specific conditions 
in production, surrounding environment and legislation. Manager G, (2015), states that: 
 
It is necessary to have objectives regarding these things locally, because there is where you have the competence around 
these questions, which differ a lot between countries ... it is impossible to have a comprehension about this centrally. 
 
This is in complete contrast to what manager E and I state regarding the community objectives and 
interesting to note is that both organization C and G are relatively small companies in terms of the 
number of employees compared to organization E and I, which might not be the expected. 

4.2.14. Summary of the social objective areas 
The governance, individual, education and community objective areas presented above together 
represents the social sustainability dimension. As seen in table 19 the case organizations use a more 
central decision-making structure, the central or aggregated decision-making structure, for deciding 
upon some of the social objectives, and a more local approach for the education and also the 
community objective area. This suggest that the organizations consider the social dimension of 
sustainability as an integrated concern, in which some objectives need to be decided centrally and 
some locally to exploit advantages of both central and local decision-making.  
 

Table 19: Summary of the objectives related to the social dimension 

 
 

4.3. The distribution of sustainability decision-making - the nine case 

organizations, A-I 

The following part presents and analyzes the findings on how each of the case organizations makes 
decisions for each of the eleven sustainability objective areas. As seen in table 20, none of the case 
organizations A-I use the same decision-making approach for deciding upon all the sustainability 
objective areas. In general, two main decision-making approaches are used by each of the case 
organizations for deciding upon their sustainability objective areas, but at least three in total are 
used. The major part of the case organizations use the same approach for deciding upon all the three 
environmental related objective areas.  
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Table 20: The decision-making structures of the nine case organizations 

 
 
Organization A uses four different decision-making approaches for deciding upon their 
sustainability objectives, but the two most common approaches are the integrated and the central. 
The integrated structure is used mainly for the environmental objectives and the central structure for 
the economic objective areas, the governance and the individual objective areas. A summary of the 
decision-making approaches used by organization A is given in table 21. The overall sustainability 
vision of organization A is according to manager A, to be industry leading within sustainability in 
their market. Hence suggesting that organization A strives to achieve a competitive advantage 
through their sustainability approach. 
 

Table 21: The decision-making approaches used by organization A 

 
 
Similar to organization A, organization B also uses four different decision-making approaches for 
deciding upon the sustainability objective areas. However, for organization B, the most commonly 
used approach is the aggregated decision-making structure, used for the environmental objective 
areas and the individual and community related objective areas. This is followed by the use of the 
central decision-making structure for deciding upon the economic stability, growth and governance 
objective areas. The overall sustainability vision of organization B is, according to manager B, to use 
sustainability to drive company growth. Table 22 summarizes how organization B locates the 
authority of deciding upon the sustainability objective areas. 
 

Table 22: The decision-making approaches used by organization B 

 
 
Organization C is the only case organization that uses the local decision-making approach for 
deciding upon most of their sustainability objectives. They use however, all five decision-making 
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structures for the sustainability objectives, but the most common used one is the local one, followed 
by the central and aggregated one. The local decision-making structure is used for the environmental 
objective areas, education and community objective areas. The overall sustainability vision of 
organization C is to use sustainability for competition. The decision-making approaches used by 
organization C are summarized in table 23. 
 

Table 23: The decision-making approaches used by organization C 

 
 
The main used decision-making structure for organization D is the aggregated one, which is used for 
the cost, growth, education, community and all the environmental objective areas. Organization D 
also uses the central approach for the economic stability, governance and individual objective areas. 
Overall three decision-making structures are used by organization D for deciding upon their 
sustainability objectives, which are summarized in table 24. The overall sustainability vision of 
organization D is according to manager D, to integrate sustainability into core business and use it 
strategically to drive business performance. 
 

Table 24: The decision-making approaches used by organization D 

 
 
In contradiction to organization C that uses the local structure for most of their sustainability 
decisions, organization E is the case organization mostly using the central decision-making structure, 
which they do for almost all the objective areas. In addition to the central approach, the cost and 
education objective areas are decided by using the aggregated approach and the eco-system vitality 
objectives are decided by using the integrated approach. A summary is given in table 25. The overall 
sustainability vision is, according to manager E, to be the industry leader in different sustainability 
indexes, which requires control and unity and hence preferably a central decision-making approach.  
 

Table 25: The decision-making approaches used by organization E 
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Organization F, uses four different decision-making approaches for deciding upon the sustainability 
objective areas. The integrated approach is the most commonly used one, used for the growth, 
governance, individual and all the environmental objective areas. The intermediate approach is used 
for the cost, market and education objective areas, and the central approach for the economic 
stability and individual objective areas. A summary is given in table 26. The overall sustainability 
vision of organization F, is according to manager F, to reduce costs and respond to customer 
requirements.  
 

Table 26: The decision-making approaches used by organization F 

 
 
Organization G uses four different decision-making approaches to decide upon the sustainability 
objective areas. But contrary to most of the other case organizations, they do not use the same 
approach for all the environmental objectives. Organization G uses the local approach for the eco-
system vitality objective area, as for the education and community objective areas. For the other 
environmental objective areas, organization G uses the integrated approach. Organization G uses, 
however, the same decision-making approach for all the economic objectives, namely the aggregated 
structure. They use the central approach for deciding upon the governance and individual objective 
areas. The overall sustainability vision of organization G is stated by manager G as to integrate 
sustainability into the business operations. Table 29 summarizes the decision-making approaches 
used by organization G for deciding upon the sustainability objective areas.  
 

Table 27: The decision-making approaches used by organization G 

 
 
Five different decision-making structures are used by organization H to decide upon their 
sustainability objective areas. The most commonly used decision-making approach is the integrated 
one, used for the economic stability, growth and all the environmental objective areas. The 
intermediate and aggregated decision-making structures are used for the cost and market objective 
areas, respectively the individual and community related objective areas. The decision-making 
structures used by organization H are summarized in table 28. Manager H states that the overall 
vision with their sustainability approach is to reduce costs and to attract sustainability aware 
customers.  

 
Table 28: The decision-making approaches used by organization H 
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The last case organization, organization I, also uses five different decision-making structures for 
deciding upon the sustainability objectives. The most commonly used structure for deciding upon 
the objective areas is the intermediate structure, which indicates a rather central approach, but 
central is not the company headquarter but instead the global business area for organization I, due 
to their diversified operations. Hence the objectives are still global. However for some of the 
objective areas; economic stability, governance and education, organization I uses the central 
approach which implies that the decisions are made at the company headquarter. Similar to 
organization A and E, manager I state that organization I want to be the leader in their industry 
regarding sustainability. Table 29 summarizes the decision-making approaches used by organization 
I for deciding upon the sustainability objective areas.  
 

Table 29: The decision-making approaches used by organization I 

 

 

4.4. The distribution of sustainability decision-making – summary 

This part provides a summary of the findings and their analysis of this study.  
 
The findings and analysis have shown that there are five different decision-making approaches or 
structures used by the case organizations to decide and distribute decisions relating to the eleven 
sustainability objective areas which were presented in the previous section 3.4. The research protocol. 
These five decision-making structures have been termed central, aggregated, integrated, intermediate 
and local. The case organizations use different approaches for deciding upon each of the objective 
areas, and the choice of decision-making approach seem to be a trade-off between different 
advantages. Choosing a central decision-making approach is motivated by the possibility of taking 
advantage of overview knowledge, to create overview and unity, achieve control over the decision 
outcomes and to optimize the activities regarding the decisions. A central decision-making approach 
may also be used to respond to shareholder requirements. Using an aggregated decision-making 
approach still allows for possessing control and to optimize and balance the decisions, by creating a 
minimum level of performance when making the decisions at the central headquarters. However due 
to specific local production, legislation and cultural norms, using the aggregated structure also take 
advantage of adapting more to local specific constraints and possibilities. Choosing an integrated 
decision-making is mainly done when it is not just possible make all the decisions at the central 
headquarters, since some need to be decided locally in order to encourage motivation, respond to 
local legislation as well as to local customer demand and competition. Hence by using the integrated 
decision-making approach, an organization achieves benefits of both central as well as local 
decision-making. Using an intermediate decision-making structure for some of the sustainability 
objective areas give the possibility to locate the authority of making decisions somewhere in between 
the two extremes of central and local decision-making. Hence it still allows for control and 
coordination, but the decisions are also decided more locally in order to encourage motivation and 
entrepreneurship and to exploit local knowledge of customers and competitors. Choosing the local 
decision-making structure for deciding upon some of the sustainability objectives is motivated by 
the possibility to exploit and adapt local knowledge and culture, encourage local innovation, create 
motivation, achieve local efficiency and to achieve learning by doing, when knowledge is shared 
between plants and other parts of the organization.  
 

Central structure Aggregated structure Integrated stucture Intermediate stucture Local strucutre

Governance Individual Environmental and Health Cost Environmental production
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Additionally the findings show that the case organizations consider sustainability differently, and use 
different decision-making approaches when considering the same sustainability issue. None of the 
case organizations, use only one decision-making structure for deciding upon all the eleven objective 
areas, they use at least three. However, they usually have one dominant used decision-making 
structure, for deciding upon the major part of their sustainability decisions. It has been found that 
the overall sustainability vision of the case organizations, seem to affect the choice of the main 
decision-making approach. The case organizations A, E and I, which all seem to consider 
sustainability more as a global concern, using mainly a central decision-making approach for all their 
sustainability decisions, state that their overall sustainability vision is to be industry sustainability 
leaders. The case organizations B, D and G, using mainly the aggregated structure for deciding upon 
their sustainability decisions, have all the sustainability vision of integrating sustainability into the 
core business to drive business growth and increase the overall business performance. The case 
organizations F, H and C seem to consider sustainability more as a local concern, using mainly the 
integrated structure for deciding upon their sustainability decisions for organization F and H, and 
the local decision-making structure for organization C. The overall sustainability vision of 
organization F and H is to reduce costs and respond to customer requirements, and for organization 
C the overall sustainability vision is for a competition purpose. The findings and their contributions 
are discussed in more detail in the following chapter.  
 
  



~ 51 ~ 
 

5. Discussion and Conclusions  
In this concluding chapter a general discussion of the findings is provided which answers the research questions of the 
study. A concluding remark, implications, limitations and suggested future research are also presented 

 
The purpose of this study was to gain more insight into the implementation process of sustainability 
management by exploring and analyze the relation between setting sustainability objectives and 
centralization. In order to achieve the purpose, two research questions were proposed as: 
 
RQ1: How is the decision-making of economic, environmental and social sustainability objectives distributed within 
manufacturing networks? 
 
RQ2: What are the strategic motivations behind the choice of the sustainability decision-making distribution 
approach? 
 
The following part discusses the important findings related to these research questions, ending with 
providing a conclusion part that explicitly answers the research questions. 
 

5.1. Discussion 

 
In relation to the research questions this study has identified some important findings that will be 
discussed in this part. 

5.1. 1. The distribution of the decision-making of economic, environmental and social 
sustainability objectives within manufacturing networks 
We found five different decision-making structures used by the nine case organizations for deciding 
upon the sustainability objectives; central, aggregated, integrated, intermediate and local. The central 
decision-making approach in general implies that all the objectives within the area are decided at the 
central headquarters and then distributed as orders or directives to the lower levels of the 
organization. Using the aggregated decision-making structure in general implies that the objectives 
within the specific area are decided at the central headquarters, but then transformed and adapted to 
suit local specific conditions and constraints when being distributed to the lower organizational 
levels. The integrated decision-making structure in general involves decision making for the 
objective area at both the central headquarter, and at a lower organization level. Hence some 
objectives within the area are decided centrally and some at a more local level. The use of an 
intermediate decision-making approach in general implies that the objectives within the area are 
decided at a level in between the two extremes, for example at the business unit level or at a 
subsidiary level. The decisions are then distributed as directives or orders to the lower organizational 
levels. The last decision-making approach, the local structure, in general implies that the local plant 
is given great autonomy to prescribe their own objectives, but they are continuing evaluated and 
audited by the higher organizational levels. The findings show that there is no consistent way of 
deciding upon one objective area among the case organizations. For one specific objective area, 
some case organizations might chose to use a centralized decision-making approach, while other 
chose to use the local decision-making approach. However, among the objective areas, there are 
three objective areas of which within almost all the case organizations use the same decision-making 
approach for. These are; economic stability, governance and education. The central decision-making 
structure is used by the case organizations for deciding upon the objectives related to economic 
stability and governance, suggesting that these objective areas, in particular, are regarded as global 
issues. Concerning the education objective area on the other hand, most case organizations use a 
more local approach, and some of the case organizations even state that they do not consider 
education as an area to measure and to have objectives within. Hence suggesting the area of 
education seems to be a rather local concern. Overall, the findings show that for the economic 
dimension of sustainability a more central decision-making approach is used, suggesting that the 
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economic related issues are more of a global concern. When deciding upon the objective areas 
related to the environmental dimension, the findings in general show that a more local decision-
making approach is used in order to adapt to the local legislation. This suggests that environmental 
issues are more of a local concern. Concerning the social dimension of sustainability some objective 
areas, governance and individual, are to a large extent a global concern, while the education objective 
area is more of a local concern. For the last objective area within the social dimension, community, 
some case organizations use a more centralized approach while others use a more local approach, 
suggesting that there is no general global or local concern regarding this objective area. Hence, the 
findings related to the social dimension suggest that the social issues are more of an integrated 
concern, where some objectives are decided at the central headquarters, while others are decided 
more local.  
 
Evaluating the motivations behind using one decision-making approach in front of another when 
deciding and distributing sustainability related decision is of interest, and is therefore discussed in 
the following part.  

5.1.2. The strategic motivations behind the choice of sustainability decision-making 
distribution approach 
When deciding upon the objective areas related to the economic dimension of sustainability, the 
findings show that the case organizations use four different approaches; the central, the aggregated, 
the integrated and the intermediate. None of the economic objective areas are decided by the case 
organizations by using the local decision-making structure, which emphasize that unity, 
optimization, control and overview are more desirable than local innovation and motivation when it 
comes to economic decisions. This is also in line with traditional decision-making theory (Jagdev, et 
al., 2004), and expected since the economic dimension has for long been the dominating dimension 
in achieving organizational performance (Dutta, et al., 2013).  
 
Considering the objective areas related to the environmental dimension of sustainability the case 
organizations to a large extent use different, but are consistent with, the same decision-making 
approach for deciding upon all the environmental objective areas. The case organizations mainly use 
the integrated, local or aggregated structure for deciding upon these objectives, mainly because the 
organizations have acknowledged the need and efficiency of also adjusting and responding to local 
legislation and customer requirements. Previous research, suggest that organizations tend to uniform 
environmental strategies on a global scale, to reduce complexity and increase legitimacy 
(Christmann, 2004). However, among the case organizations, this approach was only found to be 
used by organization E, which uses the central decision-making approach for deciding upon the 
major part of the environmental objectives. Instead, most of the case organizations use the approach 
found by Epstein & Roy, (2007), for deciding upon their environmental related objectives; the 
integrated or aggregated approach. Both these decision-making structures imply that while the 
central headquarters provides a minimum level of performance for the facilities, they are given the 
autonomy to transform or adapt the objectives to suit their specific conditions. Hence the central 
headquarters of the case organizations seem to recognize and value specific contexts of facilities 
such as local environmental legislation, differences in customer demand for environmental products, 
a specific production technology for each plant, different products in different markets and different 
environmental surroundings such as water streams that requires different actions. For the case 
organizations in general, the legislation and customers, seem to be the major stakeholders or 
pressures that form the approach of deciding upon the environmental objectives. Having legislation 
as the major driver for forming and deciding upon the environmental objectives, suggests that in 
fact institutional legitimacy is an important factor considered by the case organizations, as suggested 
by DiMaggio & Powell, (1983). Having such a focus on the external relationships along with creating 
legitimacy regarding the environmental issues, suggest that these case organizations use more of an 
extroverted strategy concerning their environmental issues (Baumgartner, 2014). 
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When deciding upon the objective areas related to the social dimension of sustainability, the case 
organizations mainly use a central or aggregated approach for the governance and individual 
objective areas and an aggregated or local approach for deciding upon the objectives within 
education and community areas. The case organizations consider the governance and individual 
areas as a global concern, where the related objectives are part of the organization’s code of conduct. 
Several of the case organizations express their concern for publicity regarding these issues, in 
particular related to the governance and individual objective areas. This suggest that many of the 
case organizations use a sort of risk mitigation strategy or legitimating strategy when concerned with 
the social issues, focusing on avoiding damage to reputation and litigation rather than improving the 
efficiency and performance in the business when managing social issues (Baumgartner, 2014; 
Harmon & Fairfield, 2014). In particular when concerning the governance and individual areas, the 
case organizations act very similar to one another, suggesting that a similar pressure force or make 
them consider these issues in a similar way, in which they strive to achieve institutional legitimacy 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Hence using a central decision-making structure is preferable when 
stakeholders demand and require uniformity and stability over the social issues  (Hayes, et al., 2004) 
and when avoiding flexibility and inconsistences concerning these issues  (Tata, et al., 1999). Even if 
the legislation around social issues such as governance and the individual related area such as human 
rights, is interpreted differently in different countries’ legislations, the directives of the case 
organizations regarding these issues are the same on a global scale, suggesting a similar finding as to 
Christmann, (2004), and Harmon & Fairfield, (2014). 
 
The findings within the three dimensions of sustainability show that different stakeholders seem to 
have a great influence over the location of where the objectives are decided. This is also 
acknowledged by previous research concerning the environmental strategy, that the pressures from 
different external stakeholders, as well as the organizations’ own characteristics, affect if the 
organization chose to centralize the decisions or not (Christmann, 2004). Concerning the economic 
dimension, the findings show that the satisfaction of the owners, shareholders and investors are of 
most importance, as traditionally expected, and that is why a more centralized approach is used for 
these issues, in order to exert coordination and control. The findings suggest that the main reasons 
for deciding upon the environmental level using the stated structure are due to legislation and 
customer requirements. This requires several of the case organizations to adapt a more decentralized 
decision-making structure to take advantage over the local knowledge and resources. Several of the 
case organizations seem to be using an extroverted strategy, which is a legitimating strategy, with 
focus on external relationships for handling the environmental objectives (Baumgartner, 2014). 
When considering the social objective areas, control, unity and risk mitigation are stated as 
important factors that influence the choice of decision-making structure.  Hence a more centralized 
decision-making structure is used by most of the case organizations. To avoid bad reputation and 
NGOs is of strong importance when it comes to these issues, suggesting that the major part of the 
case organizations use a risk mitigation strategy or introverted strategy, focusing on standards to 
reduce risks for the company (Baumgartner, 2014). The use of different strategies due to different 
external stakeholder pressures in the different sustainability dimensions, suggest that the tensions 
between the three dimensions require different decision-making approaches. Hence the case 
organizations seem not to consider sustainability as one concept but instead consider the economic, 
environmental and social dimension as separately important factors that will contribute to 
performance in different ways. This however, needs to be further explored, by preferably 
conducting a more quantitative study.  
 
The case organizations do not use the same decision-making structure for all the sustainability 
objectives, in general they use least three, when they decide upon their sustainability objectives. The 
choice to use one decision-making structure in front of another seems to be a trade-off between 
generally having control, unity, overview, the possibility to optimize the decisions, and take 
advantage of overview knowledge on one hand and the possibility to adapt to local regulations, 
customer requirements, and to encourage motivation, entrepreneurship and local efficiency. 
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However, the most commonly used structures, are the aggregated and the integrated ones, which 
provides advantages of both central and local decision-making. 
 
Previous research has acknowledged factors that might be determinants why certain organizations 
chose to centralize or decentralize decisions, such as size, product diversification and geographic 
diversification (Epstein & Roy, 2007). In relation to this, our findings suggest that the organizations 
with similar overall sustainability vision such as cut costs, create market growth or to be industry 
leading within sustainability, has an impact on which decision-making approach the organization 
mostly use when deciding upon the sustainability objectives.  
 
From the findings it is shown that the case organizations stating to have the overall sustainability 
vision of being an industry leader, E, A and I, mainly use the central decision-making approach, or 
similar for organization I, for deciding upon their sustainability objectives. Hence suggesting that 
organization A, E and I have a global approach to sustainability. The advantages of the centralized 
decision-making structure are that it creates the ability to create synergy between different 
organizational levels. It also provides better control and coordination of the sustainability issues, the 
possibility to achieve a best practice and to optimize the sustainability resources, as well as to create 
uniformity regarding the sustainability issues. The decision-making approach also allows for proving 
stakeholders with a more unitary and forceful profile.  
 
The other case organizations acknowledge to some level different local conditions and constraints, 
which require the sustainability strategy to be adaptive and transformed to better suit different local 
units, commonly plants. By doing this, motivation, innovation and local responsiveness are 
encouraged by the corporation. The case organizations using the aggregated structure for most of 
the sustainability objective areas, B, D and G, state that they try to or do integrate sustainability into 
their core business to increase company growth. Using this approach implies that the overall 
objectives are decided at the central headquarter and these are transformed to be more operational 
objectives at more local levels to suit local conditions and various focus areas. Hence, they still use 
some kind of global approach to sustainability but also acknowledge the need of local 
responsiveness. Even though the local units enjoy some autonomy over the decisions, the central 
headquarter has the most influence over the decisions. This decision approach is in line with 
traditional decision-making (Jagdev, et al., 2004), and has also been found in previous research to be 
used by the company Procter & Gamble (White, 2009). It is also the decision-making approach 
found by Epstein & Roy, (2007) to be used when MNCs decide upon environmental objectives. 
Using the aggregated decision-making approach provides the organizations with the advantages of 
being both responsive to local conditions, but still keeps control and coordination of strategically 
important issues. By doing that the aggregated decision-making approach allows the companies to 
strive towards globalization of sustainability issues. 
 
Organization F and H, on the other hand, stating their overall sustainability vision to be cost 
reduction and to respond to customer requirements, use mainly the integrated decision-making 
structure. It is similar to the aggregated decision-making structure, but the integrated approach 
implies that some objectives are decided at a central level and some at the local level. By using this 
decision approach similar advantages as for the use of the aggregated structure can be reached; local 
responsiveness and to take advantage of local resources, but at the same time allowing for 
globalization, control and unity. Hence the companies using the integrated decision-making 
structure may gain synergies of coordination along with local flexibility and efficiency. Using a more 
decentralized approach, also allows for taking advantage of local expertise regarding markets, 
competitors and customers that might provide valuable knowledge that can be translated into more 
innovative solutions. Hence even if there is some approach towards globalization, organization F 
and H are still somewhere in-between concerning sustainability as a global or local concern.  
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To use a more decentralized organizational structure for deciding upon sustainability issues and 
increase performance is suggested in previous research by Golini, et al, (2014), and Griffiths & 
Petrick, (2001).  The only case organization using the local decision-making approach as the main 
structure for deciding upon the sustainability objectives is organization C. Using mainly the local 
decision-making approach allows better sustainability specialization at each local unit, which indicate 
that different sustainability strategies can be used at different units in order to adapt and respond to 
local possibilities and constraints in a more flexible way. Hence, it encourages local innovation and a 
possibility to respond more quickly to local sustainability opportunities and threats. Local 
optimization might be reached at each unit, and the decision-making structure allows for balancing 
specific, local stakeholders interests. Using a local decision-making approach also allows for the 
possibility to take advantage of learning by doing, by spreading the sustainability knowledge and 
achievements between different plants or business units. Using mainly the local decision-making 
approach, hence suggest that organization C is more interested of local specialization as strategic 
motivation, rather than global control and coordination.  

5.1.3. Concluding remarks 
In order to provide a summary and conclusion of the findings and the related discussion, the 
following part explicitly answers the two research questions of the study. 
 
RQ1: How is the decision-making of economic, environmental and social sustainability 
objectives distributed within manufacturing networks? 
Five different decision-making approaches have been found for deciding and distribute decisions 
related to the three dimensions of sustainability. These approaches are; the central, the aggregated, 
the integrated, the intermediate and the local decision-making approach. It has also been found that 
there is no consistent way organizations regard the sustainability objective areas. The economic 
dimension seems to be more of a global concern, the environmental more of a local concern and the 
social dimension more of an integrated concern.  
 
RQ2: What are the strategic motivations behind the choice of sustainability decision-
making distribution approach? 
It has been found that organizations use a mix, including at least three of the decision-making 
approaches, for deciding and distribute the decisions related to their sustainability objectives. Some 
organizations consider sustainability more of a global concern, while others consider sustainability 
more of a local concern. The choice to use one decision-making structure in front of another seems 
to be a trade-off between generally having control and unity on one hand and the possibility to 
adapt to local regulations, customer requirements and respond more quickly to local sustainability 
threats and opportunities on the other. However, the most commonly used structures, the 
aggregated and the integrated ones, consider mix advantages of both centralization and 
decentralization. Tensions derived from external stakeholder pressures, seems to affect the choice of 
decision-making approach for each sustainability dimension. In addition, the overall sustainability 
vision of the organization, seem to also affect the choice of decision-making approach.  

5.2. Contribution 

This part presents the theoretical and empirical contributions that could be drawn from the findings 
of this study.  

5.2.1. Theoretical contribution 

 
This study aimed to add research to the area of implementing sustainability management, which 
executives are currently struggling with, by investigating the relation between setting sustainability 
objectives and centralization within manufacturing networks. It hence provides theoretical 
contribution both to the research field of sustainability management and decision-making. However, 
since the focus of this study has been on sustainability, and decision-making in relation to 
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sustainability management, the main contributions should be considered to be within these fields 
and hence, not generalizable to other management fields. 
 
Previous research of general decision-making has stated different advantages and disadvantages of 
centralization and decentralization. Similar advantages of general central and local decision-making 
that has been found in this study also applies for sustainability decision-making. Centralized 
sustainability decision-making is motivated for possessing control over the decisions, create unity, 
gather and exploit overview knowledge, balance and optimize the decisions over the organization. A 
more local sustainability decision-making approach has been found in this study to be motivated by 
allowing for better local efficiency, encourage motivation, take advantage of local resources and 
expertise, and for achieving a learning by doing culture and local innovation. Hence, a contribution 
of this study is that advantages and disadvantages of centralized decision-making in general, are also 
valid and can be applied for sustainability decision-making.  
 
This study has found five decision-making structures that are used by organizations for making and 
distributing decisions relating to sustainability issues. Similar decision-making structures have been 
found in previous research to be related to other organizational strategies. The central, the integrated 
and the local decision-making structures were found by Feldmann & Olhager, (2011), to be used by 
organizations for making and distributing decisions relating to the manufacturing strategy. In 
contradiction to their findings, the findings of this study show that an organization use different 
decision-making approaches for different decisions. Hence, this supports that sustainability is more 
complex to implement than other organizational strategies, as also suggested in previous research by 
Bonn & Fisher, (2011). An integrated or aggregated structure has also been found to be used to 
decide and distribute decisions relating to the advertising strategy of MNC’s, according to Laroche et 
al., (1999). Similar, according to Epstein & Roy, (2007), an integrated or aggregated structure has 
also been found to be used to decide and distribute decisions relating to the environmental strategy 
of MNC’s. It has also been acknowledged in previous research that organizations can make 
decisions somewhere in between the two extremes of centralization and local (Hayes, et al., 2004), 
suggesting a similar decision-making structure as we have termed the intermediate decision-making 
structure. Previous research has acknowledged that it has started to be more common in decision-
making that all levels of management should be involved in the general decision-making of a 
company (Jagdev, et al., 2004). This is also supported by the findings of this study, to apply for the 
sustainability decision-making, in which lower levels of management are given authority to make 
decisions, using the local, intermediate or integrated decision making structures. Hence the same 
decision-making structures found to be used for other organizational strategies are also used for the 
sustainability strategy. The contribution of this study, relating to this, is however, that in 
contradiction to the decision-making of other strategies in which two to three decision-making 
structures have been found to be used by organizations, our findings show that five different 
decision-making approaches are used for the sustainability decision-making. Also, when considering 
sustainability decision-making, organizations do not use the one and same decision-making structure 
for all decisions, but instead they use a mix of at least three structures for their sustainability 
decisions, which supports the suggestion that sustainability in fact, is very complex to implement. 
The findings of this study show that the three dimensions of sustainability demand different 
outcomes of the decision-making, in order to respond to different stakeholder requirements. The 
social dimension of sustainability requires the decision-making to be more in line with a risk 
mitigation strategy, while the environmental dimension requires the decision-making approach to be 
more in line with a legitimating strategy. Also, both the environmental and the social dimension of 
sustainability require a more long-term perspective of performance, which is not traditionally the 
case of organizational strategies. Hence, the concept of sustainability makes decision-making more 
complex, than other organizational strategies.  
 
There is up to date, not much research considering decision-making in the context of sustainability. 
The management guideline of Sustainability Management System, SMS, states that decisions relating 
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to the sustainability strategy should be made at a relevant organizational level, but the guideline does 
not provide any additional information concerning an explicit relevant organizational level, as this 
study does. Previous research has acknowledged that sustainability decision-making should be 
decentralized in order to encourage motivation and support plant characteristics (Golini, et al., 2014; 
Griffiths & Petrick, 2001). This was also found to be advantageous of local sustainability decision-
making in this study. The findings of this study also show that decisions relating to or part of the 
code of conduct are usually centralized, as also suggested by Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, (2014). The 
findings of this study, has however, showed that different sustainability decisions might require 
different decision-making approaches. Previous research has mainly acknowledged the relation of 
sustainability and decision-making concerning sustainability as one concept or investigated the 
decision-making of one specific sustainability issue or dimension, such as the environmental 
dimension. This study has instead, not just investigated the decision-making structures used for the 
three dimensions of sustainability, but also for important sustainability issues within all three 
dimensions of sustainability, in total eleven sustainability issues. Hence the findings of this study 
contribute with a comprehensive research of decision-making in relation to different sustainability 
issues within all three dimensions of sustainability.  
 
Previous research has investigated factors that may affect the choice of sustainability decision-
making approach. Similar to the findings of Christmann, (2004), the findings of this study show that 
external stakeholders, especially customers and the legislation affect the choice of sustainability 
decision-making. The findings of Christmann, (2004), show that external stakeholders in general 
affect the decision-making approach of the environmental strategy, hence only considering one 
dimension of sustainability.  In addition, Harmon & Fairfield, (2014), findings suggest that global 
companies are likely to adopt a high level of sustainability management, and that they use global 
strategies even though the local conditions do not require them. The findings of this study show that 
this might apply for some organizations, but it is still very common to adapt to local legislation and 
to take advantage of local differences when considering sustainability. In fact the findings show that 
internal pressures for risk mitigation, cut costs and market growth also, similar to external 
stakeholder pressures affect the choice of decision-making structure. Hence a contribution to the 
field of sustainability management is that; external pressures from mainly customers and the 
legislation, as well as internal pressures in terms of cost reduction, and company and market growth 
are important factors that affect the choice of sustainability decision-making approach.  
 
To summarize, the main theoretical contributions of this study relates to the fields of decision-
making and sustainability management. The first theoretical contribution of this study is that the 
findings hoes that advantages and disadvantages of centralized decision-making in general, are also 
valid and can be applied for sustainability decision-making. The second theoretical contribution of 
this study is that five different decision-making approaches have been found to be used for 
sustainability decision-making, and organizations do not use the one and same decision-making 
structure for all sustainability decisions, but instead a mix of at least three approaches which 
supports the suggestion that sustainability decision-making is complex.  The third theoretical 
contribution of this study is that the decision-making of all three dimensions of sustainability as well 
as sustainability issues within each dimension have been investigated. The fourth, and last, main 
theoretical contribution of this study is that the findings show that external pressures from mainly 
customers and the legislation, as well as internal pressures in terms of cost reduction, and company 
and market growth are important factors that affect the choice of sustainability decision-making 
approach. 

5.2.2. Empirical contribution   
To implement sustainability into an organization's core business is fundamentally different from 
implementing other organizational strategies, since sustainability requires achievement of economic 
as well as environmental and social performance simultaneously. In order for organizations to 
successfully implement sustainability strategies, it is important to find a supporting organizational 
structure and in particular a decision-making structure that allows decisions and responsibilities to be 
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located at a relevant organizational level. The purpose of this study was to explore and analyze the 
relation between setting sustainability objectives and centralization within manufacturing networks. 
The findings of this study bring managerial implications in terms of a guidance to be used by 
managers when implementing or improving sustainability strategies within an organization. The 
main empirical contribution is hence, a guidance consisting of sustainability decision-making 
structures and how these can be used to support the sustainability strategies of an organization. This 
guidance is presented in more detail below.  
 
When finding a way to decide and distribute decisions relating to sustainability objective areas, the 
findings of this study show that five decision-making structures are commonly used. The first 
structure, termed centralized, implies that all the decisions are made at the central headquarters and 
then communicated to lower organizational levels by orders or directives. This decision-making 
structure brings advantages of possibility of taking advantage of overview knowledge, to create 
overview and unity, achieve control over the decision outcomes and to optimize the activities 
regarding the decisions. A central decision-making approach may also be used to respond to 
shareholder requirements. Using the central decision-making structure is preferable for organizations 
with the overall sustainability vision of being an industry leader within sustainability, because it 
creates control and a possibility to develop global sustainability strategies that for many regional or 
local units might be better than the local regulation requires. The second decision-making structure 
found to be used to decide and distribute decisions relating to setting sustainability objectives, has 
been termed the aggregated structure. Using an aggregated decision-making implies that the 
objectives are decided at the central headquarters but then transformed and adapted to better suit 
local conditions and constraints, in order to acknowledge and take advantage of differences between 
units. This approach still allows for possessing control and to optimize and balance the sustainability 
decisions by creating a minimum level of performance when making the decisions at the central 
headquarters. However due to specific local production, legislation and cultural norms, using the 
aggregated structure also provides advantages of adapting more to local specific constraints and 
possibilities. The findings show that this structure is preferable to use when the overall sustainability 
vision of the organization is to integrate sustainability into the core business, and when the 
organization consider sustainability as a strategic concern. The third decision-making structure 
found to be used by organizations for deciding upon sustainability objectives has been termed the 
integrated structure. It implies that some overall objectives and objectives concerned as global issues 
are decided at the central headquarters, while other more local specific objectives are decided at a 
more local organizational level, commonly plant units. This structure is preferable to use when it is 
not just possible for the organization to make all the decisions at the central headquarters, since 
some of them need to be decided locally in order to encourage motivation, respond to local 
legislation as well as to local customer demand and competition. Hence by using the integrated 
decision-making approach, an organization achieves benefits of both central as well as local 
decision-making. It is a structure used by organizations to cut cost, to drive company growth and to 
be competitive. It is also a structure that is preferable used when organizations have strong local 
stakeholder pressures, but still want to keep some of the sustainability issues as a global concern. 
The fourth decision-making structure found to be used by organizations for making decisions of 
sustainability objectives has been termed the intermediate decision-making structure. It is similar to 
the central and aggregated decision-making structures, with the difference that the decisions are not 
made at the central headquarter, but instead at a unit somewhere in between the two extremes of 
central and local, such as at a business unit or market unit. Hence it still allows organizations to 
possess control and coordination, but the decisions are also decided more locally than the central 
headquarters in order to encourage motivation and entrepreneurship and to exploit local knowledge 
of customers and competitors. The fifth and last decision-making structure found to be used by 
organizations for deciding upon sustainability objectives has been termed local. Using this structure 
implies that the decisions are made locally, even if they are audited and communicated upwards in 
the organization hierarchy. Using this structure is preferable when wanting the possibility to exploit 
and adapt local knowledge and culture, encourage local innovation, create motivation, achieve local 
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efficiency and to achieve learning by doing when knowledge is shared between plants and other 
parts of the organization.  
 
Hence, depending of what the organization aims to achieve with its sustainability strategies; one or 
several of these five decision-making structures could be used. However, different sustainability 
objectives related to the three different dimensions of sustainability might require different decision-
making approaches. External stakeholders require different responses regarding different 
sustainability issues, and it is therefore important to make sure that these requirements are met. The 
constant changing legislation regarding especially environmental issues in different regions, might 
force an organization to use a more local decision-making approach for such decisions. Also, 
customers might require different sustainability focuses in different regions due to differences in 
cultural norms in the local society. This might force organizations to adapt a more local decision-
making approach concerning such issues. At the same time, stakeholders such as shareholders or 
NGO’s might require organizations to adapt a more central decision-making approach concerning 
sustainability issues, which requires great unity and global consideration.  
 
To summarize, it is important that organizations, when choosing an appropriate and supporting 
decision-making structure to successfully implement their sustainability strategies, make sure to state 
their overall sustainability vision and map their most important stakeholders and their different 
requirements. The choice of decision-making structure should then be in line with the overall 
sustainability vision, as well as it should meet the requirements of all important stakeholders.  

5.3. Limitations and future research 

The main limitation of this study is that it is has a Swedish perspective, since all the interviewed 
managers has been located in Sweden. The study aims to consider sustainability from a global scale, 
however due to the short time frame of the study, it has not been possible to include extensional 
data from a global perspective.  
 
The study is fundamentally exploratory and could be used as a basis for future research. The 
findings are interesting and acknowledge the complexity of integrating sustainability into business. 
Even though our findings provide a better understanding on how organizations distribute decisions 
related to the sustainability objectives, there is a need of supporting these findings with a larger 
research in order to be able to generalize the results. There are also some more specific suggestions 
for future research presented below. 
 
First, the case organizations in this study were divided according to size, in terms of number of 
employees, and if their products were mainly to be used by consumers or by industry. The findings 
do not indicate, contrary to previous research that the company size should affect which decision-
making approach that is used by the organizations. This is not however statistically tested, and there 
is a need for evaluating this further. The findings indicate that it is only the organizations producing 
consumer goods that use the central decision-making structure, as their main approach for the 
sustainability objectives. Also, the case organizations mainly using the integrated decision-making 
structure are organizations producing industry goods. This is interesting, but needs further 
supporting evidence. Previous research has acknowledged several factors that might affect the 
decision distribution in addition to size and main customer. These include factors such as product 
diversification, geographical diversification, type of organizational structure (Epstein & Rejc 
Buhovac, 2014) and operational strategy, i.e. global, multi-local or national (Harmon & Fairfield, 
2014). It would be interesting to deepen the findings of this study and test the relationship between 
such contingency factors and the choice of decision-making approach.  
 
Second, to make sustainability a business case, and hence, to increase company performance when 
considering sustainability is important. Therefore, it would be interesting in future research to 
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investigate the relation between the choice of decision-making approach and performance 
indicators.  
 
Third, previous research concerning the environmental strategy, has acknowledged the need of 
dividing the strategy into different parts, among one is setting objectives (Christmann, 2004; Epstein 
& Roy, 2007). In future research, it would be interesting to investigate the different parts of the 
sustainability strategy, and explore if some parts are more centralized than other parts. Setting 
objectives might for example be done locally, whereas performance evaluation might be done more 
centrally.  
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7. Appendix  

7.1.  Appendix 1: Interview questions 

Öppningsfrågor  
 

Kan du kortfattat beskriva din roll i företaget? 
 
Hur länge skulle du säga har ditt företag engagerat sig i hållbarhetsfrågor? 
 
Vad är ditt företags övergripande mål med hållbarhetsarbetet? 
 
Hur standardiserad är företagets totala hållbarhetsstrategi? 

Kvalitativa frågor 
 

Kostnad:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Marknad:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Ekonomisk stabilitet:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Tillväxt:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Ekosystemvitalitet:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Miljö och hälsa:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
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Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Miljömässiga faktorer inom produktion:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Styrning:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Individ:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Utbildning:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 
 
Samfund:  
Vem/vilka bestämmer målen och på vilken nivå inom företaget är den/dessa personer? 
 
Vad ger det för fördelar? 
 
Vilken är den främsta anledningen till att målet bestäms på denna organisationsnivå? 

 

 


