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Abstract 

In recent times being environmentally responsible has become a global phenomenon 

and the fast-food industry is no less and that is why the fast-food industry is under increasing 

pressure to reduce its environmental impact. Large fast-food chains often have formal 

sustainability policies concerning issues such as waste reduction, recycling, energy efficiency 

and emissions reduction. And therefore, these policies are often presented in reports, websites 

and internal guidelines, but the challenge is to make them work in practice. Fast-food chains 

are mainly relevant for studying what happens when corporate sustainability initiatives meet 

every day operational reality. These chains are surrounded and designed by high customer flow, 

standardized routines, time pressure, efficiency targets, shift-based work, and frequent reliance 

on temporary or less experienced employees. Employees and shift managers are expected to, 

for example, sort waste correctly and reduce food waste, while also having to serve customers 

quickly, maintain hygiene standards and avoid delays. To examine how fast-food companies 

manage this tension in practice, this study investigates three fast-food chains in Gothenburg, 

Sweden. We ask: How and why does means-ends decoupling emerge between sustainability 

policies and daily practices in fast-food chains in Gothenburg, Sweden? We study this research 

question based on semi-structured interviews with thirteen participants including frontline 

employees, shift leaders and shift managers. The study also used secondary data collected from 

company sustainability reports, websites, and publicly available sustainability documents. 

Furthermore, the empirical data is analyzed through thematic analysis which is mainly draws 

on means-ends decoupling literature. This is valuable for our study as our findings show that 

fast-food companies have sustainability policies and sustainability practices do exist. However, 

these practices are often incomplete and do not always produce the intended sustainability 

outcomes. Existing research on corporate sustainability has showed decoupling as a norm and 

that sustainability implementation requires coordination among all organizational levels. Our 

contribution to this literature is that we identify four main operational mechanisms that lead to 

means-end decoupling: operational, structural, organizational and behavioral, these 

mechanisms consist of several factors. In other words, the study depicts how means-ends 

decoupling is produced by the usual operating logic of fast-food chains not by the lack of 

sustainability policies. 

Keywords: Corporate Sustainability Policies, Fast-Food Industry, Sustainability Practices, 

Sustainability Implementation, Means-Ends Decoupling, Means-Ends Decoupling 

Mechanisms, Communication, Management, Frontline Employees. 
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1. Introduction 

The concept of sustainability is not new. Kidd (1992), as both the terms "sustainability" 

and "sustainable" first defined in the Oxford English Dictionary during the second half of the 

20th century which means "lastingness" (Van Zon & Kuipers, 2002). Recognizing the 

pervasiveness of the WCED definition, Cerin (2006) and Abubakar (2017) suggest that 

sustainability is an essential concept to development of global policy and agenda. It gives a 

mechanism by which society can interact with the environment while protecting resources for 

the future. Sustainability in fast-food chains has been an increasing trend in the last ten years as 

evidenced by the growing literature within the field (Higgins-Desbiolles F. & Wijesinghe, G. 

(2021). Modern food production and consumption is not sustainable, neither on a global level 

nor in most local level cases like in Sweden. One out of three greenhouse gas emissions in the 

world are because of food systems (Crippa et al., 2021). Poor, homogeneous diets have also 

been identified to be one of the largest risk factors of untimely deaths (Murray et al., 2020). 

Meanwhile, many small businesses like the farms that are essential in food systems are going 

through economically unsustainable situations.  

Similarly, the fast-food industry considered as one of the significant businesses in the 

Swedish economy. The first international fast-food chain that opened in the country was 

McDonalds. Its first branch opened in 1973 in Sweden. Since then, numerous well-known 

international fast-food chains for example, Burger King and Subway have opened multiple 

branches in the country. KFC first opened its outlet in 1981 but it was shut down because of 

lack of profitability. However, because of rising consumer demands and growing success of the 

fast-food industry it was reopened in 2015. In the same year, another famous fast-food chain 

Dunkin' Donuts opened its first outlet in Sweden (Mammadli, 2016). Moreover, it is reported 

that the food industry of Sweden generates more than 56 billion SEK in annual turnover, and 

employs over 75 000 people (Mammadli, 2016). Fast-food chains make up a significant share 

of the overall within the industry. In 2016, the Swedish Statistics Bureau reported that the fast-

food industry increased the sales volume up to 9.1%. The Swedish food sector had a large total 

turnover amount of 16.8 billion USD in 2019 (SCB, 2023).  

Like other industries, the issue of environmental sustainability in the fast-food industry 

is currently on an increasing curve as concerns its management (Madanaguli et al., 2022). It 

appears rational because the food industry has been accused of creating a large amount of waste 

and adding to a huge carbon footprint. Considering the bigger picture, it is the entire food 

system on this planet that contributes to approximately 34% of all man-made greenhouse gas 

emissions annually (Crippa et al., 2021). Therefore, business leaders increasingly need to 

identify social and environmental responsibilities and factor into the strategies (Baumgartner & 

Rauter, 2017). The need to integrate sustainability in the everyday business operations not only 

to respond to certain categories of moral duties but also to enhance the quality, effectiveness, 

and efficiency of business, and in turn enhance its firm performance (Cantele & Zardini, 2018). 

1.1 Problem Identification 

The pressure to implement sustainability policies within the fast-food industry has 

increased significantly in recent years. Fast-food chains are increasingly developing 

sustainability policies related to waste reduction, energy efficiency, emissions reduction, 

recycling, and responsible sourcing. Existing research emphasizes the importance of leadership, 

communication, and employee involvement in implementing sustainability policies (Engert & 

Baumgartner 2016, Burgelman et al., 2018). However, there is still limited understanding of 
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how these sustainability policies actually function within everyday operational environments. 

Implementation is not only a strategic concern but also a critical organizational process that 

requires alignment between different levels of the organization and prior literature indicates that 

many organizations struggle to achieve the alignment which results in gaps between 

sustainability intentions and operational practices (Bonn & Fisher, 2011). This shows that 

sustainability policies may be integrated formally at the strategic level but are not always 

consistently carried out into daily operational routines. Viewing from a theoretical lens this 

phenomenon is defined by decoupling theory which indicates that organizations may adopt 

formal sustainability policies to gain legitimacy while facing challenges in fully implementing 

them in practice (Bromley & Powell, 2012). Although prior studies have examined policy-

practice gap and presented decoupling as a norm and that sustainability implementation requires 

coordination among all organizational levels however, less attention has been given to what 

happens beyond implementation, mainly how sustainability practices perform in daily routines 

where outcomes may not align with intended goals. Recent research extends this discussion 

through the concept of means-ends decoupling and empirically means-ends decoupling is still 

underdeveloped (Stål & Corvellec, 2022). Thus, this study addresses this gap by examining 

how means-ends decoupling emerges between sustainability policies and daily operational 

practices in fast-food chains in Gothenburg, Sweden. 

1.2 Research Objectives 

The objective of the study is to investigate how sustainability policies are enacted within 

the daily operations of fast-food chains in Gothenburg, Sweden with particular focus on why 

and how means-ends decoupling emerges between formal sustainability policies and 

operational practices. Furthermore, it examines the role of shift managers, shift leaders and 

frontline employees in implementing and adapting sustainability practices within fast-food 

work environments. The study also explores how organizational culture, training, and 

communication influence the extent to which sustainability policies are understood and enacted 

in practice. Moreover, it further investigates how operational pressures, including time 

constraints, workforce instability, and the prioritization of efficiency and customer service, 

shape decision-making processes in fast-food chains. Thus, research views means-ends 

decoupling as an outcome of daily operations of fast-food chains while negotiating 

sustainability practices in daily routines rather than fully implementing or ignoring it. 

1.3 Research Question 

How and why does means-ends decoupling emerge between sustainability policies and 

daily practices in fast-food chains in Gothenburg, Sweden? 

1.4 Significance of Study 

The fast-food industry is growing rapidly in Sweden and continues to contribute to 

environmental challenges such as food waste, packaging waste and high resource consumption. 

Although Sweden has strong sustainability and climate commitments, limited research has 

examined how sustainability policies are implemented within everyday fast-food operations. 

The study contributes to the understanding of how and why means-ends decoupling emerges 

between formal sustainability policies and operational practices within fast-food chains in 

Gothenburg, Sweden. From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to decoupling 

literature by focusing on means-ends decoupling at the operational level. While previous 

research has explained how organizations adopt formal sustainability policies without fully 

implementing them (Bromley & Powell, 2012). The study provides deeper insight into how 
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sustainability practices continue to exist operationally but failing in consistently achieving the 

intended environmental outcomes. Therefore, this research is adding a more practical 

understanding of sustainability implications within high-pressure work environments. 

Empirically, the study is useful because it focuses on the fast-food industry, which 

remains underexplored in decoupling research areas despite its high relevance. This study also 

investigates the experiences of shift managers, shift leaders, and frontline employees which will 

give an insight on how operational pressures, communication, workforce conditions, and 

customer demand shape sustainability practices in everyday operations. Practically, the findings 

may help organizations and policymakers in designing sustainability policies that are better 

aligned with operational realities rather than assuming ideal conditions. 

1.5 Scope of the Study 

The scope of the study focuses on means-ends decoupling between sustainability 

policies and daily operational practices within fast-food chains in Gothenburg, Sweden. It 

examines the sustainability practices within operational-level environments which are 

characterized by high customer demand, standardized routines, time pressure, and work 

efficiency processes. Furthermore, it adopts a qualitative research approach that involves 

interviews with frontline employees, shift leaders and shift managers from three fast-food 

chains. In addition, it explains daily experiences at the operational level practices but does not 

cover corporate-level strategic decision-making or customer perspectives. In other words, scope 

is intentionally limited to operational level realities in order to provide a detailed understanding 

of how sustainability practices are implemented, adapted, and negotiated within everyday fast-

food operations. 

1.6 Delimitations of the Study 

Research covers only three fast-food chains operating in Gothenburg, Sweden. It 

focuses on sustainability practices related to daily operations and examines perspectives from 

shift managers, shift leaders and employees but doesn't cover experience of customers or 

external stakeholders. Study involves qualitative research approach which is based on data 

collection through semi-structured interviews and secondary data to explain the sustainability 

polices and communication process therefore it aims to provide information about corporate 

sustainability policies rather than financial performance. 

 

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Literature Review 

This section assesses existing literature relevant for our study focusing on sustainability 

in organizations, decoupling theory and means-ends decoupling theory. The section also 

explains the significance of sustainability within fast-food industry both globally and within 

Sweden. Furthermore, it highlights key environmental, operational challenges and examines 

how prior research addresses the relationship between formal policies and actual practices 

identifies key theoretical perspectives and outlines the research gap that this study aims to 

address. 

2.1.1 Sustainability 

The concept of sustainability has been growing since recent decades because of the 

serious effects of climate change hence sustainability can be defined in three main words i.e 

environmental, social, economic (WCED, 1987). Many researchers such as (Leslie Paul Thiele, 

2016) argues that sustainability has become a challenge to explain because it is so over used 



6 

 

lately and can be defined in various ways thus becoming meaningless; however, its importance 

should not be overlooked. As per the World Commission on Environment and Development, 

sustainability is a phenomenon of fulfilling your current needs or desires without compromising 

the capability of future generations in order to meet their own needs or desires (WCED, 1987). 

However, many researchers have criticized this definition because the definition is too broad 

and not fully addressing challenges such as renewable resource limits and population growth. 

(Richard Heinberg, 2010). Therefore, sustainability is explained as a preventive and future-

oriented concept that focuses on proactive protection and preservation of environmental and 

social systems in a longer run rather than a stable condition (Kent E. Porteny, 2015). 

2.1.2 Fast-Food Industry 

Global cuisine entered the market because of industrial development and global 

economy thus; the indirect kind of cuisine is fast-food (Akira & Saunier 2009). A food which 

takes minimum time to cook and serve quickly is known as fast-food (Payne 2014) Further 

explaining the fast-food Brehm (2015) explains fast-food is usually inexpensive food that is 

prepared and served quickly and sold in restaurants and at snack bars. These fast-food chains 

prepare the food in bulk in advance and keep it warm or cold until it's purchased. Furthermore 

Payne (2014) also mentions that fast-food chains typically associate to a franchise or restaurant 

chain, the foods, flavors, cooking procedures are standardized. There is a central supply 

network which ships partially prepared products to reduce the handling costs, preparation time, 

and ensure the product quality consistency. 

Literature review indicates that the recent times fast-food industry depends greatly on 

homogenous procedures and production methods and it requires non advanced technology and 

less skill (Funnell & Rogers, 2011; Jones, 2002).  

2.1.3 Fast-Food Industry Globally 

In recent times there is no doubt that fast-food has become a multibillion-dollar industry 

spreading to every corner of the world. McDonald’s, Burger King, KFC are the leading fast-

food chains, multinational businesses with outlets across the globe (Schlosser, 2001). In the 

USA, people spends two times more money on fast-food than on higher education, buying 

personal computers, or purchasing new cars (Schlosser 2001). Similarly, Jones (2002) 

explained fast-food business is an important part of state’s economy as he stated that as in recent 

times the fast-food industry produces major revenues and it is one of a significant contributor 

to a government income, economic growth and generating employment. Hence, these authors 

explained the valuable position of the fast-food industry within the global economy and 

people’s preferences regarding consumption.  

2.1.4 Fast-Food Industry within Sweden 

In 2021 Swedish food service recorded the turnover of SEK117.4 billion and these 

numbers are expected to grow over 7% by the year of 2026 (Global Data, 2022) whereas, quick 

service restaurants in Sweden are quite popular among consumers as they provide value for 

money with convenience (Globaldata, 2022). There are various major actors within fast-food 

chains that earns 69% of the top 10 revenues of sales (Board Bia, 2020). Starting with 

Mcdonalds, it is Sweden’s major chain who launched its first franchise in the year of 1973 in 

Stockholm, and with the passage of time McDonald's has 200 operational franchises all over 

the country, serving around 400,000 people every day (McDonald’s, 2021). If we make a 

comparison between Max Burgers and McDonald, Max Burgers remains comparatively 

smaller, specifically at the international level. However, Max has emerged as a strong 
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competitor within the Swedish market for its quick-service orientation. Over the past two 

decades, the company has gradually strengthened its market position, at times expanding into 

locations previously operated by McDonald’s (Mitti, 2021). As of 2023, Max runs around 190 

branches in Sweden, a little fewer than McDonald’s, and has a turnover of around SEK 4.1 

billion. Burger King started in Sweden with its first branch in Malmö in 1976. Today King Food 

AB, the Swedish company is known as Burger King Scandinavian Group (King Food, 2021), 

runs more than 110 franchises in Sweden. On the other hand, KFC first opened its outlet in 

1981 but it was shut down because of lack of profitability. However, because of rising consumer 

demands and growing success of the fast-food industry it was reopened in 2015. In the same 

year, another famous fast-food chain Dunkin' Donuts opened its first outlet in Sweden 

(Mammadli, 2016b). 

2.1.5 Implementation Challenges in Corporate Sustainability 

Organization’s capability to fulfilling its current needs as well as meeting the needs or 

desires of its current stakeholders without making a compromise on the resources of future 

stakeholders to meet their needs or desires is known as corporate sustainability (Dyllick & 

Hockerts, 2002). Corporate sustainability is explained by (Elkington, 1998) it is a triple bottom 

line phenomenon, which includes economic, environmental, and social dimensions however, 

many authors argue that triple bottom line is accepted widely but sustainability still remains a 

complex concept because there is not a single definition that shall apply to all organizations 

(Van Marrewijk, 2003). As a consequence, companies face difficulties to clearly understand 

what sustainability means in practice and how it should be implemented. 

One of the major challenges in corporate sustainability is the need to implement it across 

all departments of the organization.  Baumgartner (2014) argues that sustainability is not a task 

that can be addressed only through daily tasks and routines but it should be to be present in the 

organization’s values, long-term strategies, and everyday operations which requires an 

alignment between organization's vision and values knowns an normative level secondly, the 

strategic level which are organization's goals in a longer run, and the operational level which 

are daily practices of an organization. However, most of the time organizations face problems 

in achieving this alignment and rather, focuses only on operational activities, such as energy-

saving practices or recycling, without completely connecting these actions to a long-term 

strategic goal (Bonn & Fisher, 2011). As a result, sustainability efforts can become inconsistent 

across the organization. 

Hahn (2013) emphasized on maintaining a balance between several priorities at the 

same time including, economic performance, environmental responsibility and social 

expectations these are the challenges organizations often face while making sustainability a part 

of their strategic decision making because these priorities do not always align and thus, creates 

a conflict with each other. Moreover, sustainability addresses issues related to labor conditions, 

climate change, and usage of resources which further increases the difficulty of managing it 

effectively. These factors are always uncertain so many organizations find it difficult to 

formulate consistent and clear sustainability strategies and therefore successful implementation 

becomes limited across different levels of the organization (Galbreath, 2009). Therefore, these 

challenges indicates that organizational sustainability is not merely a strategical or tactical goal 

but a complicated process which needs coordination, alignment, and continuous effort and when 

organizations could not achieve this integration the gaps and differences become visible 

between what they intend to do and what actually happens in practice. 
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2.1.6 Management Practices in Sustainability Implementation 

The successful implementation of strategy and sustainability policies depends strongly 

on the role of management at different organizational levels, (Burgelman et al., 2018) argues 

that implementation of such strategies and policies are not limited to only upper level 

management but middle managers who are team leaders, they have a crucial role in this process 

since team leaders connect top management with frontline employees and they translate policies 

into everyday operational activities. Moreover, their involvement influences both the quality of 

strategic decisions and how effectively those decisions are implemented (Burgelman et al., 

2018). While (Johnson et al., 2015) defines team leaders as important operational actors who 

are responsible for making corporate sustainability policies into practice for employees. They 

make strategic goals which are easier to understand and ensure that daily work activities are 

aligned with organizational objectives. Leadership have an important role in applying 

sustainability at a work place, it begins with upper level management to middle managers 

therefore, if top level management possess strong environmental values then middle managers 

adopts such behavior and reflect those values in their own management practices (Faraz et al., 

2023) likewise, employees also gets the sense of motivation and aligned with company goals 

hence leadership is one of the key factor in successful implementation of policies.  

(Thanyawatpornkul et al., 2016). To support the previous literature (Cai et al., 2020) stated that 

day to day practices of an organization gets influenced by leadership behavior of middle 

managers if they are environmentally sustainable in their actions and values then they can drive 

employees towards a more sustainable working environment hence helps in implementing 

sustainability policies at operational level. However, they should be trained so then leaders can 

make improvements in their abilities to implement corporate sustainability in their daily work. 

One of the managerial practices includes clear communication and coordination. These are the 

essential responsibilities and middle managers are required to clearly explain strategic 

objectives, deadlines, and individual roles so that employees understand their responsibilities. 

They are also responsible for performance evaluations and accountability for completing tasks 

effectively (Tawse et al., 2022). 

2.1.7 Employee Practices in Sustainability Implementation 

For any organization employees are the key actors when it comes to translate 

organizational policies into everyday operational practices. They can either support sustainable 

or strategic initiatives or hinder them, which can directly affect implementation of policies 

(Kang & Sung, 2017). Employees should clearly understand organizational strategies and 

recognize how their role would contribute in achieving company goals. However, this is very 

common for employees that do not understand or know strategy of their organization hence, 

organizations depend on the behavior of its employees and how they imply corporate policies 

in their day-to-day operations, makes effective communication important (Thanyawatpornkul 

et al. 2016). Faraz et al., 2023 supports effective communication role and stated that when 

organizations engage their employees and give them a sense of ownership and align them with 

corporate goals, they become positive and actively support strategy implementation and 

sustainability initiatives (Faraz et al., 2023). When an organization includes employees in the 

process of strategy this results in increasing in employee enthusiasm and satisfaction 

(Nwachukwu et al.2018, Thanyawatpornkul et al. 2016).  

In daily work operations employee’s sustainability practices are built on the company’s 

planned sustainability targets. But if an organization wants a smoother implementation of their 
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sustainability policies into day-to-day practices, they should at least give freedom to their 

employees where they can implement the sustainability targets using their own formulated 

techniques. Managers must educate them and raise the topic by using dashboards and training 

programs. It will give them a sense of belongingness and can influence how actively they 

engage in sustainability policies, especially in activities that are out of their formal job 

responsibilities (Bhattacharya et al., 2023). 

2.2 Theoretical Framework 

Theoretical framework section of the study explains decoupling theory and means-ends 

decoupling. Although many companies publicly commit to sustainability goals but 

implementing such policies in everyday operations is challenging and these policies are not 

always fully realized in practice. To explain this phenomenon, the study is grounded in 

decoupling theory (Bromley & Powell, 2012) and to further deepen the understanding of how 

this gap occurs in practice means-ends decoupling (Stål & Corvellec, 2022) as the main 

analytical lens to better understand the sustainability implication challenges in practice. It helps 

in understanding of why organizations adopt sustainability policies but fail to fully integrate 

them into daily operations in fast-food business and explaining the reasons why the presence of 

sustainability practices does not always lead fulfill successful environmental results. These 

theoretical approaches shift the analysis from simply identification of gaps to the explanation 

of the mechanisms, conditions and barriers that produce and maintain them. 

2.2.1 Decoupling Theory (Explaining the Policy- Practice Gap) 

The research work conducted by authors John W. Meyer and Brian Rowan (1977) have 

introduced the idea of decoupling theory which is originated from institutional theory which 

describes the gap between formal sustainability policies and the practices employed within 

organizations. It is necessary to understand the practical implementation of sustainability 

policies. Meyer and Rowan (1977) claim that organizations adopt formal policies to establish a 

particular legitimized structure before external stakeholders such as regulators, customers, 

society. In practice, formal structures may be implemented partially and in some cases may 

even be ceremonial. Decoupling, in this context, can be defined as a gap between what 

organizations commit to do and what actually takes place in everyday operations. 

This perspective was later more developed by authors Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. 

Powell (1983) when they introduced the theory of institutional isomorphism. They explain how 

organizations respond to external stimuli in a cohesive manner. This concept is broken down 

into three types that are coercive, normative and mimetic (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). These 

pressures come from governmental agencies, consumers, non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) and global standards. They may influence the organization to adopt certain 

sustainability policies even if their implementation is challenging. Drawing from this concept, 

Bromley and Powell (2012) differentiated it into two types of decoupling. These are policy-

practice decoupling and means-ends decoupling. Policy practice decoupling refers to cases 

where organizations adopt a formal policy and do not implement it. In terms of organizational 

sustainability, this is manifested when an organization makes a public announcement to commit 

to sustainability goals (such as reducing emissions or improving efficiency in waste reduction) 

but fails to operationalize these goals in the organization’s day to day strategy. To further 

explain and understand the concept of decoupling, Nils Brunsson (1989) proposed a theory for 

organizational hypocrisy. The author argued that separating talks, decisions, and actions allows 

organizations to respond to opposing demands posed by different stakeholders. He stated that 
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decoupling is not a failure but a strategy that allows organizations to preserve their legitimacy 

while navigating the boundaries of their operational constraints. Further, Timothy Hallett 

(2010) offers a more notion whereby decoupling is not a static phenomenon but can change 

with an organization’s internal dynamic and social interactions. This perspective implies that 

decoupling is constantly negotiated within an organization and across the different levels and 

forms of its hierarchy. Richard W. Scott (2008) asserts that organizations often resort to 

ceremonial means in responding to institutional pressures especially when full compliance with 

such pressures is costly or difficult to achieve. Decoupling can be both spontaneous and 

deliberate. Deliberate decoupling occurs when organizations choose to isolate policy from 

practice in order to minimize costs or retain control over flexibility while spontaneous 

decoupling occurs when policy-practice gaps arise due to ignorance, insufficient resources, or 

operational limitations (Bromley & Powell, 2012). Gautam Ahuja and Riitta Katila (2001) 

stated that organizational routines and capabilities shape the firm’s ability to develop and 

implement new activities. For some organizations, the ability to enforce decoupling may be 

beyond their organizational capabilities even if the formal policies are adopted. On the other 

hand is Tima Bansal (2005), whose focus is more on the environmental pressure and the 

corporate response to it. According to her, companies adopt sustainability policies to be aligned 

with what the external pressures demand, although the degree of such policies implementation 

greatly depends on the internal desires and organizational resources. 

2.2.2 Means-Ends Decoupling 

Traditional decoupling theory identifies the disparity between formal policies and actual 

practices but means-ends decoupling describes how that gap how that gap is reproduced and 

sustained in practice in a more nuanced way. According to Stål and Corvellec (2022), 

organizations may have commitment to achieve certain goals (ends) such as sustainability while 

the practices and activities adopted to achieve these goals (means) are shaped by contradicting 

and often conflicting priorities. Within the framework of means-ends decoupling, decoupling 

is not simply the failure of organizations to operationalize their policies but rather a 

misalignment between what the organization seeks to accomplish and how the actual work is 

performed. Sustainability remains a legitimate and visible in organizational goals but everyday 

practices that are supposed to support this objective are influenced by operational demands that 

may not align with sustainability goals. The concept of means-ends decoupling was further 

developed by Todd Bridwell and Teppo Felin (2009) but it is more clearly articulated by 

Lawrence, Suddaby, & Leca (2009). Author explained how practices may exist but fail to 

achieve intended outcomes. Furthermore, an important contribution comes from Jodi L. Short 

and Michael W. Toffel (2010) show that organizations may adopt compliance structures that 

appear strong but do not necessarily lead to achieve performance outcomes. This reflects a 

distinction not between policy and action but between action and results. Thus, means-ends 

decoupling refers to situations where organizations implement sustainability practices (means) 

but the results do not effectively lead to the intended sustainability outcomes (ends). 

Donald Palmer (2013) says that some organizational practices may lose their connection 

to original goals because due to institutional pressures, organizations may adopt complex 

practices that become ceremonial over time. The “audit society” is introduced by Michael 

Power (1997) where the focus of many organizations is more on verification, validation and 

documentation rather than actual performance. Also, Tima Bansal and Kellie McKnight (2009) 

pointed out that organizations find it difficult to transform sustainability commitments to actual 
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and measurable outcomes because of competing priorities and short-term pressures. 

Consequently, sustainability practices are put in place with the ambiguity of their potential long-

term effect. Jabbouri et al. (2022) also added that means-ends decoupling occurs when 

employees unclear or do not understand the purpose. 

Drivers of Means-Ends Decoupling 

Means-ends decoupling exists when there are implemented practices that create a 

distinction from intended outcomes. Decoupling essentially does not happen randomly rather it 

is influenced by a number of organizational and institutional factors. The literature explains 

why and how this gap emerges in practice. From research conducted in reputed journals, a 

number of interrelated factors can be described which are as follows. 

Structural Misalignment and Organizational Design: One of the key contributor of means-

ends decoupling is "structural misalignment" between organizational goals and operational 

systems. According to Patricia Bromley and Walter W. Powell (2012), it is evident that modern 

organizations are characterized by an increasing number of formal policies and structures. 

Sustainability policies are often developed from headquarter using standardized approaches but 

their success depends on how well they are executed in operations. Moreover, the findings from 

Michael Lounsbury (2007) illustrate that organizations function under multiple institutional 

logics which can result in misalignment between strategic and operational practices. Yet, at the 

macro level, the focus is on the environmental impact. However, the operational cost, efficiency 

and speed is prioritized over the corporate level goals of the organization.  

Operational Pressures and Efficiency Demands: Operational Pressure is another element to 

consider that drive means-ends decoupling. T. Bansal (2005) notes that companies often 

experience of challenges regarding sustainability and sustainability goals and situational (short-

term) efficiency demands. Employees are most likely give priority to speed or customer 

satisfaction over sustainability efforts. Furthermore, Tilcsik, A. (2010) expresses that the 

combination of strict, inflexible work routines and time pressure can severely inhibit the 

efficient and effective execution of many organizational practices. Even when sustainability 

policies are formally integrated and operational pressure can lead to shortcuts, inconsistencies 

or partial implementation. This suggests that means-ends decoupling is not simply a policy issue 

but a as a result of daily work conditions. 

Behavioral Barriers and Micro Level Practices: Individual and behavioral factors also 

shape means-ends decoupling. Timothy Hallett (2010) points out that social interactivity is 

integral to the execution of organizational practices. Hence, the impact of practices is highly 

dependent on the behavior of the employees. When it comes to new practices, employees tend 

to be more comfortable with practices that require less effort and have a lower degree of 

complexity. They also tend to rely on habits and practices they have previously established. 

Sustainability practices remain isolated unless contextual factors encourage their integration 

into daily enterprise routines (Aravind and Christmann, 2011). 

Gaps in Communication and Lack of Knowledge: Another driver to means-end decoupling 

is the gap between how policies are communicated and employee understanding. Nils Brunsson 

(1989) argues that organizations separate ‘talk’ from ‘action.’ ‘Actions’ are left to communicate 

policies in a symbolic versus a substantive manner. The research conducted by Frank Wijen 

(2014) adds to Brunsson’s theory. Wijen asserts that global standards and policies are 

communicated across different organizational levels and are unevenly translated. 



12 

 

Misalignment of Performance Measurement and Motivation: One of the primary factors of 

means-end decoupling is the miscalibration of performance measurement and motivation. 

Organizations tend to focus on what is easily quantifiable such as speed, sales, and efficiency 

and neglect sustainability. In a research study on auditing, Michael Power (1997) argues that 

organizations function increasingly within an ‘audit culture’ of measuring particular outcomes 

of performance. Employees prefer to meet targets rather than outcomes that have substantive 

meaning. In addition, In addition, Donald Palmer (2013) argues that formal practices may 

become overlooked from their intended purposes when organizations prioritize compliance 

with metrics over substantive effectiveness. 

 

3. Methodology and Data Collection 

This section addresses how research design aimed at answering the specified research 

questions. It describes the qualitative case study methodology in relation to the fast-food sector 

in Gothenburg, Sweden and outlines the use of both primary and secondary sources of data. It 

also briefly describes the data collection framework and the ethical considerations aimed at 

ensuring a credible and transparent research process. It further explains detail procedure of how 

the research analysis are carried out, how quotes become codes and then converted it into 

themes 

3.1 Research Design 

Research design determines the overall plan that guides how a research study is 

conducted in order to answer the research questions. Research approaches are commonly 

categorized into qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method designs. A qualitative approach is 

particularly appropriate when the aim is to understand people’s experiences, perceptions, and 

behaviors within their natural work environments. Qualitative research focuses on 

understanding processes and meanings rather than measuring relationships between variables 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study adopts qualitative research design in order to understand 

the reasons (why) and ways (how) of decoupling the sustainability policies from the practices. 

In the context of this research sustainability implementation is not simply a technical process 

but a social and organizational process that involves managerial decisions, employee practices, 

and operational constraints Bryman, 2016, Creswell & Poth, 2018). Therefore, a qualitative 

design allows the researcher to gain deeper insight into how managers and employees interpret 

sustainability policies and incorporate them into their daily work routines. Moreover, Yin 

(2018) notes that “context” is very important in qualitative research and that is why it is mostly 

used to study complex organizational structures. In fast-food environments employee work is 

often time pressured and subject to operational demands. Employee work pressure may 

influence the ways the sustainability practices are enacted. 

3.2 Research Strategy - Case Study Approach 

This study uses a case study research strategy to examine the means-end decoupling 

between sustainability policies and everyday operational activities in fast food chains. A case 

study approach works best for this type of research since it involves the need to study an 

organization's complex processes and activities in the real world. Because this research studies 

the means-end decoupling of the sustainability policies in the fast food chain operational 

activities, it is necessary to study a contextual detail and practice-based research strategy instead 

of abstract generalizations (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Case study is centered around fast-food 

chains operating in Gothenburg, Sweden, which provides a relevant and focused empirical 
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setting. Fast-food chains have corporate policies that are combined with highly dynamic and 

time sensitive operational activities (Ritzer, 2019). Together, it creates a unique environment 

where formal sustainability strategies interact with daily operational pressures such as fulfilling 

customer needs, managing time and the workforce variability. As a result, this setting offers 

strong potential to observe how decoupling emerges in practice (Bromley & Powell, 2012, 

Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The choice of a case study strategy is also aligned with the theoretical 

framework of this study. Decoupling and mean-ends decoupling are processes that describe 

specific organizational contexts and cannot be fully understood without examining the working 

conditions. A case study approach enables the researcher to capture these understanding and 

dependent processes followed by corporate policies to daily operational implementations. 

 This study is based on a multiple case embedded design as it involves data collected 

through interviews conducted face to face and online platforms (Microsoft teams and google 

meets) from three different cases (fast-food chain 1, fast-food chain 2, and fast-food chain 3), 

comprising different fast-food chains, but also different actors, including frontline employees, 

shift leaders, and managers. It allows comparison across different levels of roles in different 

fast-food chains and understanding where differences found occurred and how decoupling 

occurs.  Another strength of the case study approach is its combination of multiple sources of 

evidence. In this study, we collected primary data in the form of interviews combined with 

secondary data in the form of corporate sustainability policies allowing for direct comparison 

between formal company sustainable policies and actual practices, which is important for 

finding means-ends decoupling between policy and practice. 

3.3 Data Collection Method 

This section describes how empirical data is collected for this research. Data collection 

sources for this study is divided into two primary and secondary data sources. 

3.3.1 Primary Data 

Primary data is collected through semi-structured interviews with individuals working 

in the fast-food chains including shift managers, shift leaders, and frontline employees. This 

method allows for guided conversations while still giving participants the freedom to describe 

their experiences in their own words. The interview questions were designed and based on the 

research objectives and theoretical framework focus on the areas such sustainability policies 

communicated by the company, sustainability practices in daily work, operational challenges, 

training and communication, managerial support and supervision. Participants are also asked 

about the challenges they face, in balancing speed, cost, and sustainability during busy shifts. 

Interviews were organized face to face and online platforms (Microsoft teams and google 

meets) and each interview was expected to last between 30 and 45 minutes and conducted with 

the informed consent of participants. Primary data interviews were audio-recorded and later 

transcribed to ensure accuracy during analysis.  The below mentioned table 1 represents 13 

participants across three different fast-food chains. Fast-Food Chain 1 includes 1 shift manager, 

1 shift leader and 2 front line employees, fast-food chain 2 includes 1 manager, 1 shift leader, 

and 3 employees. Fast-food chain 3 includes 1 manager, 1 shift leader, and 2 employees. For 

the purpose of anonymity, their names are represented as Employee A to M respectively 

whereas their role is represented with abbreviation “SM” for shift Managers, “SL” for shift 

leader and “FL” for front line employees. 
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Table 1. 

Name Company Role 

Employee - A Fast-Food Chain 1 Front Line Employee (FL) 

Employee - B Fast-Food Chain 2 Front Line Employee (FL) 

Employee - C Fast-Food Chain 3 Front Line Employee (FL) 

Employee - D Fast-Food Chain 1 Front Line Employee (FL) 

Employee - E Fast-Food Chain 1 Shift Manager (SM) 

Employee - F Fast-Food Chain 2 Front Line Employee (FL) 

Employee - G Fast-Food Chain 1 Shift Leader (SL) 

Employee - H Fast-Food Chain 2 Front Line Employee (FL) 

Employee - I Fast-Food Chain 3 Front Line Employee (FL) 

Employee - J Fast-Food Chain 2 Shift Manager (SM) 

Employee - K Fast-Food Chain 3 Shift Manager (SM) 

Employee - L Fast-Food Chain 3 Shift Leader (SL) 

Employee - M Fast-Food Chain 2 Shift Leader (SL) 

3.3.2 Secondary Data 

In addition to the interviews, the study has used secondary data that include company 

websites, and publicly available documents related to sustainability policies for selected fast-

food chains (anonymized as fast-food Chain 1, 2, and 3). These documents include information 

on how policies are communicated to operations, sustainability goals and targets such as waste 

reduction, energy efficiency, and responsible sourcing. The purpose of using secondary data is 

to establish the formal sustainability policies of the company which are compared with the 

actual practices described by managers, shift leaders and frontline employees. This comparison 

is important for identifying means-ends decoupling between policy and practice. For the 

purpose of anonymity, the names of the fast-food chains used in this study are referred to as 

fast-food chain 1, fast-food chain 2, and fast-food chain 3, and secondary data and sustainability 

reports which are available online are used for the analysis and findings. The use of anonymized 

references ensures the consistency with the study’s ethical approach and avoids linking findings 

to specific organizations. 

3.4 Data Analysis  

Data collected from semi-structured interviews is analyzed using thematic analysis. 

Thematic analysis is a widely accepted approach which helps in recognizing and interpreting 

patterns in qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This method is appropriate because it 
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enables both structure and flexibility in data analysis to capture the phenomena of concern. This 

method is most suitable when the goal of the study is to analyze the understanding and 

perceptions of participants about the sustainability policies and how those policies are 

implemented in practice. Below steps are involved in the process of analyzing the data. 

1. Acquaintance: The first step begins by reading the entire interview transcripts multiple 

times to gain an overall understanding of the material. This process helps to identify 

initial themes and ideas that participants bring to the interview. 

2. Creating Initial Codes: The second step involves the creation of initial codes that 

indicate major themes and patterns that relate to the research questions to aid sorting 

information into specific categories. 

3. Aims of themes seeking: In the third step researcher aim to bring together all the codes 

to form themes hence collecting all the relevant information connected with each theme. 

Themes represent all the major patterns that indicate key perceptions into research 

questions. 

4. Going through the Themes: This step involves going through all the themes to ensure 

that they stream logically and are distinct from one another but also without any 

conflicts involved. Later, the researcher refine them to make sure that they are accurately 

reflecting both the coded extracts and overall dataset. 

5. Naming and Defining Themes: This step involves naming and defining the themes. 

Each theme elaborate an extensive definition that captures its true meaning and 

represent what part of information it covers or refers and detailed explanations and 

interpretations are given for each theme selected within its major boundaries. 

6. Reporting: Finally in the last step, patterns are joined together in a coherent narrative 

which answers the research question as well as gives insight into what was studied. This 

include elaborated explanations and analysis of the themes. 

3.5 Quality of Research 

To support the credibility of this research, data collected in varying roles within the 

organization is compared to strengthen credibility. The research process including the decisions 

made during coding and the development of themes were recorded to ensure transparency. 

Quotations from participants were used in the findings to accurately represent their voices. 

Descriptions of the operational context of fast food provide an understanding of how and why 

the conclusions were made. 

3.6 Ethical Consideration 

The study maintained high attention to ethical standards and balanced considerations 

throughout the research process. Before conducting the interviews, the goal of the study and the 

proposed means of utilizing the information collected was explain to each of the interview 

participants. The interviews were conducted on a voluntary basis and proceed by the 

interviewer’s informed consent. The study has maintained anonymity by not publishing the 

names of the participants or disclosing the names of the fast-food chains. For this purpose, the 

fast-food chains were referred to as fast-food chain 1, fast-food chain 2 and fast-food chain 3 

respectively. The participants are referred by their job titles such as, Shift Manager, Shift Leader 

and Frontline Employee. This practice maintained the respondent’s anonymity reduced the 

possibility of linking responses to specific individuals or workplaces. The interview 

respondents were aware that they had the option to withdraw from the interview at any point 

and they had the right to refrain from answering any question that they felt violated their 
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personal sense of comfort. All interview recordings, transcripts and secondary documents were 

stored securely and used only for this research purpose and access to the material was limited 

to the researcher only. The researcher(s) aimed to describe the findings with the utmost fairness 

and respect. The purpose of the research was not to evaluate employee performance or criticize 

individual organizations but to understand how sustainability practices are performed in 

everyday fast-food operations. Overall, the study has followed ethical principles related to 

informed consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality, anonymity, secure data management, 

and responsible reporting throughout the whole research process. 

 

4. Results and Analysis 

This section details the primary results of the study and analyzes the incorporation of 

sustainability policies into the day-to-day activities of fast food chains. Following the data 

collected from annual sustainability reports of respective fast-food chains and semi structured 

interviews with frontline employees, shift leaders, and managers, the section explores how 

sustainability policies are communicated, interpreted, negotiated and implemented in daily 

routine working environments. The section is organized with key themes that emerged from the 

data following table 2 and 3 consist of communication of sustainability policies and 

sustainability polices respectively this section has further divided the primary data into 

respective themes including sustainability practices in daily working routine, variation in 

training and communication, role of management and supervision, impact of operational 

pressure, workforce composition and experience and situations of non-compliance with 

sustainability practices. 

4.1 Communication of Sustainability Policies  

Following is the table 2, it indicates how these fast-food chains formulate sustainability 

policies, who is responsible for which aspect and how communication approach of their 

sustainability polices takes place across all operational departments.  

Table 2. 

Aspect Fast-Food Chain 1 Fast-Food Chain 2 Fast-Food Chain 

3 

Overall 

Communication 

Approach 

Highly structured, 

hierarchical system linking 

corporate strategy to daily 

operations through formal 

processes and tools. 

Integrated and 

organization wide 

approach where 

sustainability is 

embedded across all 

departments with 

strong internal 

coordination. 

Standardized 

global framework 

adapted locally; 

communication 

flows from 

corporate 

headquarters 

through regional 

structures to 

restaurants. 

Policy 

Development 

Level 

Corporate level (Board of 

Directors and Senior 

Leadership define 

sustainability strategy and 

policies). 

Developed at top 

level by family 

ownership, Board, 

and Chief 

Developed at 

global corporate 

level by parent 

company, then 

adapted regionally. 
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Communication 

Channels Internal systems, digital 

platforms, formal 

operational guidelines, and 

structured reporting 

mechanisms. 

Internal meetings, 

cross-department 

collaboration, and 

direct communication 

through regional 

managers 

Standard operating 

procedures, 

corporate manuals, 

training systems, 

and regional 

coordination 

channels. 

Role of Middle 

Management 

Restaurant managers and 

shift leaders act as key 

intermediaries, translating 

corporate policies into 

daily practices and 

adapting them to 

operational realities 

Regional managers 

play a central role in 

transferring strategy 

into practice and 

aligning departments. 

Area managers and 

restaurant leaders 

interpret global 

policies and ensure 

compliance at the 

local level 

Employee 

Training & 

Engagement 

Strong emphasis on 

onboarding and continuous 

training programs to ensure 

employees understand and 

implement sustainability 

practices 

Sustainability is 

embedded across 

departments; 

employees engage 

through cross-

functional 

collaboration rather 

than only formal 

training. 

Training programs 

and standardized 

procedures are 

used to introduce 

sustainability 

practices to 

employees at 

restaurant level. 

External 

Communication 

Formal ESG reporting and 

disclosures managed by 

ESG Disclosure Committee 

to ensure 

Actively 

communicates 

sustainability through 

public platforms such 

as conferences, 

forums, and media 

engagement 

Relies on global 

sustainability 

reports and brand-

level 

communication, 

with limited local-

level transparency. 

4.1.1 Sustainability Policies 

 Following is the table 3 that indicates the sustainability policies and targets of fast-food 

chain 1, 2 and 3 respectively intended to achieve. For example, by respective years, respective 

fast-food chains aim to achieve emissions reductions by planned percentage. 

Table 3. 

Policy Fast-Food Chain 1 Fast-Food Chain 2 Fast-Food Chain 3 

Climate and 

Emissions 

Reduction 

Targets 50.4% 

reduction in Scope 1, 

2, and 3 emissions 

by 2030; includes 

supply chain and 

deforestation-linked 

emissions. 

Targets 38% 

reduction in CO₂e 

per 1000 kcal by 

2030 and long-term 

reduction to 0.66 kg 

CO₂e by 2050 (food-

related emissions). 

Aims to reduce 

emissions by 46% 

per restaurant and 

supply chain unit by 

2030 net-zero target 

by 2050 
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Packaging and 

Waste Management 

Focus on reducing 

packaging, 

increasing 

recyclability, and 

investing in 

recycling systems 

and reusable 

solutions investing in 

recycling systems 

and reusable 

solutions. 

Committed to 

making packaging 

recyclable or 

reusable and 

reducing waste 

across operations 

and supply chain. 

Targets 100% 

recoverable or 

reusable plastic-

based packaging by 

2025. 

Product, Menu and 

Nutrition 

Expanding menu 

transparency and 

offering balanced 

options; focuses on 

responsible sourcing 

and nutrition 

improvements. 

Targets 50% of 

meals without red 

meat; promotes 

plant-based and low-

impact food choices 

Targets 50% lower-

calorie menu options 

by 2030; removing 

artificial ingredients 

by 2025. 

Energy and 

Resource Efficiency 

Invests in renewable 

energy, energy-

efficient 

technologies, and 

water efficiency in 

operations. 

Focuses on reducing 

resource intensity in 

food production and 

improving efficiency 

in operations. 

Implements energy-

efficient restaurant 

designs and reduces 

resource use across 

operations. 

Deforestation and 

Supply Chain 

Responsibility 

Commitment to zero 

deforestation in key 

commodities by 

2030; responsible 

sourcing policies. 

Works with certified 

suppliers and 

sustainable sourcing 

standards to reduce 

environmental 

impact. 

Responsible 

sourcing of key 

ingredients (e.g., 

poultry, palm oil) 

aligned with global 

sustainability 

standards. 

Food Safety and 

Quality 

Strong global 

standards ensuring 

food safety and 

quality across all 

restaurants. 

Emphasizes strict 

food safety standards 

integrated across 

supply chain and 

operations. 

Maintains global 

food safety and 

quality assurance 

systems across all 

markets. 

4.1.2 Performance Measurement (KPIs)  

All three fast-food chains are using key performance indicators (KPIs) in order to 

measure the performance of their sustainability policies however their focus is different. Fast-

food chain 1 uses KPIs to track greenhouse gas emissions, energy use, waste management, and 

supply chain impacts, while also integrating these indicators broadly into their ESG reporting 

and governance systems across markets. While fast-food chain 2 uses KPIs mainly to measure 

employee engagement with sustainability policies and how the company is perceived in terms 

of being environmental responsible. Whereas fast-food chain 3 applies KPIs to monitor 
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environmental, operational practices and sourcing including emissions, waste management, 

energy use and supply chain sustainability, as well as tracks the progress toward emission 

reduction and packaging goals. 

4.2 Sustainability Practices in Daily Work Routines 

The findings indicate that sustainability practices are followed into everyday operational 

routines such as waste sorting, food preparation, and energy efficiency. Employees explained 

that food preparation is often adjusted based on workload and customer demand to reduce 

unnecessary waste. For example, Employee A (FL) who works at a food preparation station at 

fast-food chain 1 stated that “food preparation is planned according to demand in order to avoid 

food wastage”. Similarly  Employee B and Employee F both are front line employees of fast-

food chain 2 answered that they are expected to follow recycling and waste sorting every day, 

and it becomes part of their routine work on the other hand Employee C (FL, fast-food chain 3) 

who is also a frontline employee works at kitchen station, explained that the fast-food chain 

have introduced sustainability practices such as sorting waste, using energy efficient equipment, 

and recycling cooking oil for renewable fuel. Thus, these responses show that sustainability 

practices are embedded within daily tasks and are performed as part of routine work activities. 

At managerial level Employee E (SM, fast-food chain 1) explained that I monitored 

food preparation and controlled food wastage these are one the policies which are the part of 

our daily operational responsibilities. Similarly, Employee G (SL, fast-food chain 1) stated that 

“most of the sustainability practices, such as waste sorting, are already part of the normal 

workflow so they are easier to follow in my opinion and proper handling of food is the core 

policy of fast-food chain 1 I strictly monitored which employee is wearing gloves, washing 

hands and keeping overall hygiene at work while preparing food”. Employee L (SL, fast-food 

chain 3) stated: “Most sustainability practices are built into standard procedures on global level, 

so employees are expected to follow them as part of daily routines.” However, while these 

practices are a part of routine work but their implementation is not always consistent.  As 

Employee F who is a front-line employee works at fast-food chain 2 argue that “most of the 

sustainability practices we follow are part of our normal work routine but sometimes we cannot 

follow them properly when it gets busy”. This indicates that even there are sustainability 

policies are formally introduced into daily operations of these fast-food chains but their practical 

implementation highly depends on situational factors within the work environment. 

4.3 Variation in Training and Communication 

While interviewing the participants the findings reveal differences in how sustainability 

policies are communicated and how it is understood by employees. While some employees who 

work for the same fast-food chain reported receiving structured training, and others described 

more informal learning processes. Employee A and employee D both are (FL) who works for 

fast-food chain 1 mentioned receiving training from different ways as explained by employee 

A (FL, fast-Food Chain 1) received training through a digital platform along with guidance and 

support from the team leader, whereas employee D (FL, fast-food chain 1) did not receive 

training through any digital platform and learned about policies on job. While Employee B (FL, 

fast-food chain 2) received formal onboarding training through different ways such as, online 

workshops, managerial guidance, and on-the-job learning although onboarding training were 

not always clearly. Contradictory, Employee C (FL, fast-food chain 3) stated that no formal 

communication about sustainability policies were provided at the beginning and learning 

occurred by daily work experience. Further responses also highlight this variation as Employee 
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F (FL, fast-food chain 2) shared the experienced of the learning “I learned about sustainability 

mostly by observing others rather than formal training.” While Employee H (FL, fast-food chain 

2) explained: “I had some training at the beginning from internal learning system, but most of 

the learning happens during work.” 

Shift managers were also aware of such situation and answered that new employees 

often struggle to fully understand sustainability expectations due to inconsistent training 

Employee J (SM, fast-food chain 2) further stated that “we are required to communicate 

sustainability policies through meetings and internal systems which we do however there are 

inconsistency sometimes but it is also depend on the employees how they understand policies 

and standards because different employees understand them differently while Employee M (SL, 

fast-food chain 2) agrees with the respective shift manager and stated that “perhaps training is 

not always the same for everyone which leads to confusion in following procedures and also 

emphasize on the communication challenge that we don’t always have time to explain 

sustainability policies in detail especially when it gets busy.” Employee K (SM, fast-food chain 

3) took the responsibility and stated that “although the policies are clear at the corporate level, 

but explaining and integrating them into daily work depends on how they are explained locally 

by middle management.” Therefore, the findings suggest the variations in employee 

understanding of sustainability practices differs because of the how it is communicated to them 

and the type and clarity of the training they received. 

4.4 Role of Management and Supervision 

The role of management and supervision is an important aspect that can influence daily 

practices. Employees stated that shift managers and shift leaders generally support 

sustainability practices and provide guidance when needed. Employee A (FL, fast-food chain 

1) explained that both the shift manager and shift leader support sustainability practices and 

look after the situations where standard policies and procedures are not followed. Similarly, 

Employee C (FL, fast-food chain 3) agreed that there are times when other colleagues neglect 

responsibilities hence, in this case intervention from shift leaders during shifts is helpful.  

Shift managers also acknowledged their roles in ensuring that employees are being 

responsible towards following sustainability policies into daily work routines. Employee E 

(SM, fast-food chain 1) stated that “ensuring sustainability practices are followed is part of my 

daily job role and responsibilities I with the help of shift leaders ensures sustainability practices 

are followed, but supervision can vary depending on the shift.” Likewise, Employee K (SM, 

fast-food chain 3) stated that active supervision and monitoring help those to make sure their 

employees are complying with sustainability policies. However, it was also noted that 

supervision is not always consistent. Employee A and D both are front line employees and work 

for fast-food chain 1 highlighted that during night shifts the supervision from shift managers or 

shift leaders is less because they usually come in morning as result some employees does not 

follow proper procedures. While quoting one of the incidents Employee D stated that “due to 

no supervision an improper disposal of kitchen items was thrown in a non-designated area 

which was hazard sensitive”. Similarly, Employee I (FL, fast-food chain 3) explained that 

sustainability practices are neglected more during inconvenient shift hours because of the no 

supervision. Thus, this explains that even there is a key role of management in supporting 

sustainability practices, the level of supervision directly affects how consistently these practices 

are implemented. 

4.5 Impact of Operational Pressures 
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Operational pressures were identified as one of the most important factors that influence 

sustainability practices in daily work. Employees reported that during peak hours, priorities 

shift toward speed and customer service. Employees A, B, C, and D (FLs) from their respective 

fast-food chains mentioned that during busy hours it becomes difficult to consistently follow 

sustainability procedures. Employee D (FL, fast-food chain 1) further explained that “due to 

heavy workload and high customer demand it is challenging to maintain all practices.”  At the 

same time, Employees A (FL, fast-food chain 1) and B (FL, fast-food chain 2)   acknowledged 

the importance of sustainability but expressed that operational priorities became number one 

priority. In contrast, Employee C (FL, fast-food chain 3) suggested that sustainability practices 

can still be followed during peak hours with teamwork and managerial support. Additional 

responses from other front-line employees support the notion of operational pressure as one of 

the most important factor that hinders the sustainability practices Employee H (FL, fast-food 

chain 2) stated that waste sorting often overlooked when the restaurant is busy while Employee 

F (FL, fast-food chain 2) stated that “it is difficult to focus on sustainability and hygienic work 

environment when there are many customers waiting.” 

Employee E (SM, fast-food chain 1) acknowledges the fact that “as a shift manager my 

first priority is to serve more orders with efficiency and speed for that we have to prepare more 

food sometimes even more than expected quantities during peak hours in order to maintain 

service speed, which can result in food wastage.” Similarly, Employee K (SM, fast-food chain 

3) explained that “employees focus more on speed during busy shifts and we unfortunately 

skipped some procedures such as waste sorting.”  

Shift leaders also accepted that peak hours is a challenge. Employee G (SL, fast-food 

chain 1) said that balancing speed and sustainability at the same time is difficult additionally 

Employee L (SL, fast-food chain 3) explained that high workload shifts the attention from 

sustainability practices because customer service always comes first. Employee M (SL, fast-

food chain 2) quoted “customer flow and speed become the utmost important priority during 

busy shifts.” Therefore, these results show that sustainability practices are expected to be 

followed but operational needs and demands often take priority in practice. 

4.6 Workforce Composition and Experience 

Another important finding identifies the role of temporary and less experienced 

employees. Participants highlighted those employees who work for flexible hours or those with 

less experience may not always follow work procedures properly resulting in non-sustainability 

activities such as food wastage and unhygienic work environment   Employees A (FL, fast- 

food chain 1) and Employee C (FL, fast-food chain 3) mentioned that temporary or part-time 

employees lack the experience or motivation to follow sustainability practices. This can lead to 

issues such as preparing excess food, putting wrong type of raw product into wrong fryer or 

grill, prepare wrong order, ignoring customers, ignoring hygienic work environment or 

incorrectly sorting waste. Employees B (FL, fast-food chain 2) and D (FL, fast-food chain 1) 

also shared similar observations. Furthermore shift managers and shift leaders seems to support 

this issue as Employee M (SL, fast-food chain 2) explained that new employees often make 

mistakes due to the lack of clear understanding of the work place and daily standards of 

procedures, Employee J (SM, fast-food chain 2) stated that “seasonal staff sometimes struggle 

to follow all procedures correctly because firstly they are inexperienced and they usually joins 

us during summer where we cannot give them enough time to train them.” Employee H (FL, 

fast-food chain 2) recalled an incident and said “one of my new colleagues who joined just for 
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few weeks put the food waste bin in plastic bin and due to that we had to face the consequences 

from the shift leader”, Hence, findings indicate that differences in work experience and 

employment type influence how consistently sustainability practices are followed. 

4.7 Situations of Non-Compliance with Sustainability Practices  

Participants were asked about past or current situations where sustainability policies 

were not followed properly, which makes it easier to understand that even their formal 

sustainability policies developed and communicated on operational level does not necessarily 

ensure their consistent implementation in operations. Non-compliance with sustainability 

practices is not only limited to high pressure working environment but the situations occur 

across routine operations, shaped by habits, convenience, and operational decision-making. 

Frontline employees stated how everyday practices can deviate from expected sustainability 

practices. Employee F (FL, fast-food chain 2) explained that fryers and grills most of the time 

left running continuously throughout the shift, even during low rush hours as quoted by the 

employee F “it is easier and convenient to keep them on than to turn them off and restart again.” 

Similarly, Employee H (FL, fast-food chain 2) shared a situation where wrong food items were 

placed on the grill because of miscommunication between team members which results in food 

being discarded. Furthermore, there was a situation of incorrect orders prepared because of the 

same reason during routine operations had to be thrown away. 

Employee A (FL, fast-food chain 1) answered that “during cleaning it has been noted 

by me that water taps are sometimes left running while multitasking between doing other duties 

the tap can be turned off but colleagues neglected this often”. Employee D (FL, fast-food chain 

1) further added that practices like this are often habitual because employees prioritize 

completing the tasks efficiently rather than consciously managing resource use. Employee G 

(SL, fast-food chain 1) said that “in my opinion there is a close link between day-to-day 

operational decisions making with negotiated sustainability polices as most of the times there 

are decisions taken by either shift manager or shift leader that keeping the grills pre-heated 

throughout the shift to ensure readiness even when grills are not in immediate use. Likewise, 

Employee L (SL, fast-food chain 3) “we allow employees to prepare food in advance based on 

expected demand patterns. However, when demand does not align with these planned 

expectations then we cannot use the prepared items and have to discard.” 

Shift managers were also asked about the situation where sustainability policies were 

not followed at the operational level. Employee E (SM, fast-food chain 1) explained that end-

of-shift cleaning routines are sometimes completed quickly and it leads to excessive water usage 

and limit the attention of employees to save the water or other resource another shift manager 

Employee J (SM, fast-food chain 2) highlighted that energy saving measures, such as turning 

off unused equipment are not followed with consistently because “staff prefer to keep 

everything ready for the next task or next day.” On the other hand, Employee K (SM, fast-food 

chain 3) stated that mishandling with waste disposal is more likely to happen during shifts with 

less experienced staff or limited supervision. Shift managers also shared their opinion regarding 

sustainability polices which are developed on higher level that on global level the chains have 

sustainability policies but when this global level developed sustainability policies comes down 

to the local operational level, they are often negotiated, modified or ignored. Employee J (SM, 

fast-food chain 2) discussed about a specific sustainability policy of the respective chain as 

stated that despite organizational efforts to promote more sustainable food options, such as 

reducing dependence on red meat and introducing plant based menu customer demand remains 
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the same “we still get order for red meat hamburger” As a result, they prepare these items 

regularly, and in some cases in advance, to meet expected demand.  

Thus, the findings indicated that all three fast-food chains have clear, defined and well 

communicated sustainability policies which are communicated and become a part of daily 

operations through routines such as food preparation, waste sorting, and resource management. 

However, the implementation of these practices is not always consistent in everyday work. 

Variations in training and communication, operational demands, differences in supervision and 

workforce experience impacts how sustainability policies are actually comes into practice. Shift 

managers, shift leaders, and employees regularly adjust their work routines based on factors 

such as workload, time pressure, and customer demand which results in even when 

sustainability is formally embedded in organizational processes its implementation in practice 

differs across roles and working conditions. 

5. Discussion 

This section illustrates the findings of the study in relation to the research question, 

literature review, and theoretical framework. The aim of this section is to explain how and why 

means-ends decoupling emerges between sustainability policies and daily operational practices 

in fast-food chains in Gothenburg, Sweden. Reflecting on decoupling (Bromley & Powell, 

2012) and the means-ends decoupling theory (Stål & Corvellec, 2022), the discussion extents 

and goes beyond identifying the gaps between policy and practice and emphasis on the 

mechanisms means-ends decoupling within everyday operations. Thus, the section is divided 

into four main themes. Theme one explains how means-ends decoupling emerges in practice 

within these fast-food operations. Theme two discusses the operational and structural 

mechanisms that contribute to means-ends decoupling. Theme three examines organizational 

and behavioral mechanisms that reinforce these inconsistencies. Lastly, theme four explains the 

consequences of means-ends decoupling for sustainability implementation and environmental 

goals. 

5.1 Exhibitions of Means-Ends Decoupling in Fast-Food Chains Operations 

The empirical findings of this study indicates that all three fast-food chains have 

formulated comprehensive sustainability policies at the corporate level respectively such as, 

clearly defined goals and targets related to reduction in emissions, energy efficiency, waste 

management, recycling and responsible sourcing also to support these sustainability policies 

these fast-food chains possess structured communication systems such as, formal reporting 

mechanisms, and performance indicators such as KPIs (key performance indicators) and ESG 

(environmental, social governance) frameworks. Therefore, at the corporate level sustainability 

policies are presented as an important and strategic priority. This can be understood by the lens 

of decoupling theory. As Meyer and Rowan (1977) argue, organizations adopt formal structures 

in order to gain legitimacy in the eyes of external stakeholders, such as regulators, customers, 

and society. In this study, sustainability policies of these fast-food chains are formal structures 

which has been formulated to gain legitimacy because they are appearing as an environmental 

responsible and their formal sustainability policies are aligning with global sustainability 

standards. Moreover, we can understand from the findings that these fast-food chains are 

becoming isomorphic DiMaggio and Powell (1983) who extends the traditional view of 

decoupling and gave the concept of institutional isomorphism where organizations respond to 

coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures which encourage the organization to adopt similar 
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sustainability practices across the industry. Thus, the findings of this study reflect this pattern 

as all three fast-food chains are experiencing similar institutional pressure to response to such 

pressure they have highly similar policies despite differences in their operational contexts. 

However, the findings suggest that sustainability policies are formally embedded within 

organizational structures of these fast-food chains but their implementation within daily 

operations remains inconsistent. Employees across all operational level stated that sustainability 

practices such as, recycling, energy-saving procedures, waste sorting, controlled food 

preparation, and resource management are part of everyday routines yet these practices are 

frequently negotiated, modified or overlooked depending on operational conditions such as 

workload, type of shift, shift timing, staff availability and customer demand .This reflects to the 

phenomenon of policy–practice decoupling Bromley and Powell, 2012) where formal policies 

exist within organizations but are not constantly implemented in practice. The findings thus 

indicates that sustainability is strongly institutionalized at the symbolic and strategic level but 

remains uneven in terms of implementation at the operational level. 

Moreover, the findings of this study are not limited to policy-practice gap but even 

extends beyond a simple implementation gap and aligns more closely with the recent theoretical 

developments known as means-ends decoupling. The findings strongly suggest the emergence 

of means-ends decoupling within these fast-food chains. As Stål and Corvellec (2022), gave the 

phenomenon of means-ends decoupling where organizations stay committed to sustainability 

goals (ends) but the operational practices and activities (means) that are carried out to achieve 

these goals or targets fail to consistently lead or produce the intended environmental outcomes. 

The findings also reveals that sustainability practices are not absent completely within fast-food 

operations but practices are performed or carried out in ways which are shaped by competing 

operational priorities. For example, we understood from the above section “4” that the food is 

often prepared in advance in order to maintain the service speed and workflow efficiency 

however, this commonly results in food wastage this happens especially when customer 

demand does not match expectations. Similarly, we found from the findings that fryers and 

grills are kept on running continuously in order to ensure operational readiness although we 

observe that all three fast-food chains have a sustainability policy that emphasizing on energy 

efficiency and resource reduction but the practices (means) carried out is not leading to the 

intended goal (ends). Likewise, employees also recalled the situations where they observed food 

preparation was incorrect, excessive use of water during end of the shift cleaning and wrong 

ways of waste sorting these situations happened sometimes because of miscommunication, 

operational convenience or immense workload. Thus, these examples shows that sustainability 

practices are formally exist within operations but often fail to achieve the intended sustainability 

outcomes. 

To conclude, the findings are not merely limited to identifying policy and practice gap 

but reveal a major misalignment between sustainability goals and operational realities 

Sustainability practices are continuously negotiated in fast-food operations while efficiency, 

convenience, speed and customer service is being prioritized over environmental objectives 

moreover, in fast-food chains operations sustainability exists in a state of partial or incomplete 

implementation where sustainability goals are formally visible and structurally legitimate but 

operational conditions and situations limit their practical effectiveness. Therefore, the findings 

suggest that means-ends decoupling in fast-food chains is a persistent gap between intended 

sustainability outcomes and the daily operational practices by performing these practices the 
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outcomes are intended to achieve and not an issue of absence of sustainability policies or 

initiatives alone. 

5.2 Operational and Structural Mechanisms 

Operational pressure is one of the most significant mechanisms producing means-ends 

decoupling within fast-food chains this study has identify. Across all organizational levels, 

employees either a shift manager or shift leader or a front-line employee all described how 

operational priorities such as, workflow efficiency, service speed, customer satisfaction and 

productivity frequently dominate sustainability practices during daily operations. Front-line 

employees reported busy shifts as one of the difficulties they face in order to consistently 

following sustainability procedures while shift managers and shift leaders acknowledged the 

fact that maintaining operational efficiency often becomes the prime priority during high 

customer demand which results in sustainability practices such as, energy-saving routines, 

controlled food preparation and waste sorting are often modified, delayed, or overlooked 

entirely. Thus, there is a continuous tension between environmental responsibility and 

economic performance that these fast-food chain experiences (Bansal, 2005) particularly when 

operational systems prioritize short-term efficiency outcomes. Rigid routines and time 

pressures also come under operational pressure and it draws the mechanism that leads to means-

ends decoupling. The findings of the study support Tilcsik’s (2010) argument on operational 

pressure as one of the drivers, where rigid routines and time pressures are two factors and the 

author explains how these two factors effect organizational practices implementation within 

everyday work environments thus, in case of these fast-food chains operations this is very 

common, as employees work within highly standardized systems which are planned around 

speed, consistency, and customer flow. Employees are seeming to commonly rely on shortcuts 

and simplified routines in order to maintain workflow efficiency under systems like these. 

Similarly, sustainability practices tend to become weak because of operational pressures. For 

example, employees reported skipping waste sorting procedures properly is very common 

during rush hours, leaving the equipment continuously running for personal convenience and 

preparing excess food in advance to reduce customer waiting times. These practices suggest 

that operational pressure is not simply a situational barrier or challenge but also appears as a 

structural mechanism of means-ends decoupling resulting in systematically prioritizing 

efficiency, work flow and customer flow over sustainability outcomes.  

Furthermore, the findings indicate there is a structural misalignment between corporate 

sustainability goals and operational systems from which operations are designed. On one side 

sustainability policies highlight in the importance of having long term environmental 

responsibility and resource efficiency while on the other side everyday operational systems 

within fast-food chains are mainly designed to increase speed, efficiency, workflow 

optimization, productivity, and customer service performance which results in difficultly to 

achieve sustainability goals within daily operations. This reflects Lounsbury’s (2007) notion of 

competing institutional logics, where organizations operate under multiple and mostly under 

conflicting priorities. Thus, the findings of the study reveal there are two logics on which these 

fast-food chains are operating, one is sustainability logic emphasizes long-term environmental 

goals and another one is operational efficiency logic which prioritizes rapid service delivery, 

workflow optimization, and profitability. Thus, the findings suggest that operational efficiency 

logic commonly dominates daily restaurant operations, particularly during periods of high 

workload and customer pressure. Shift managers and shift leaders frequently reported 
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circumstances where they had to make decisions that favors speed and convenience and 

prioritized over sustainability practices in order to maintain operational performance targets. 

In order to further understand the structural mechanism, the finding reveal customer 

demand and external market pressures further reinforce this structural imbalance where the 

findings show that despite having corporate sustainability policies on promoting 

environmentally responsible consumption the customer preferences continue to shape 

operational decision making. For example, fast-food chain 2 introduced plant-based and 

sustainability-oriented menu in order to reduce environmental impact however, shift managers 

explained despite of making changes in menu locally customer demand for red meat products 

remains high. Thus, employees continue to prepare these products regularly and also in advance 

to maintain service efficiency responding to multiple institutional pressures (DiMaggio and 

Powell’s, 1983) stated that organizations give respond to multiple institutional pressures at the 

same time such as market expectations and social legitimacy demands. Organizations want to 

gain legitimacy through sustainability commitments however; they have to maintain customer 

satisfaction and economic performance as well. Therefore, the findings suggest that means-ends 

decoupling is not just a result of simple implementation failure but relatively a predictable 

outcome of structural tensions present within the fast-food chains. 

5.3 Organizational and Behavioral Mechanisms 

The findings indicate several organizational and behavioral mechanisms that strengthen 

means-ends decoupling within fast-food chains. Firstly, inconsistency in communication and 

training regarding sustainability practices is identified one of the most substantial mechanisms.  

All three fast-food chains have a formal communication systems, training platforms and 

programs but employees reported major variations regarding how sustainability policies and 

goals were communicated to them and those policies were understood by them at the 

operational level. Some of the employees acknowledged the fact of getting formal training by 

respective fast-food chain's digital learning systems, workshops, and managerial guidance 

however, other employees mostly relied mainly on informal learning through observation or 

day-to-day work experience they learn and understood corporate sustainability policies of their 

respective fast-food chains. This variation resulted in different levels of employee 

understanding about sustainability measures and their intended purpose. Thus, this leads us to 

a phenomenon called organizational hypocrisy (Brunsson’s, 1989) the separation between 

organizational talk, decisions, and actions. Sustainability commitments and policies are 

thoroughly developed and communicated at the corporate level however the practical meaning 

of these commitments becomes less clear when employees receive inconsistent guidance or 

trainings regarding its implementation. Likewise, Wijen (2014) argues that sustainability 

practices are often unevenly implemented across organizational contexts because of the 

differences in interpretation and communication. The findings of this study support this 

perception as employees implement sustainability practices differently depending on factors 

such as individual experience, local supervision, workforce composition and workplace 

conditions. Therefore, formal uniform policies at the corporate level does not guarantee 

uniformity in practice.  

Behavioral and habitual practices at workplace also produce means-ends decoupling as 

employees frequently described following convenience-based routines during daily operational 

working hours specifically under situations of high workload and time pressure. Such practices 

can be referred from section “4” including keeping grills and fryers continuously heated, 
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leaving water taps running during cleaning routines and preparing excess food were often 

normalized as efficient operational behaviors. Hallett (2010) explains social interaction and 

repeated workplace routines shape organizational practices not merely formal policies alone. In 

a given context in fast-food operations, employees develop a common behavioral pattern that 

prioritize speed, convenience, and workflow continuity. Which results in treating sustainability 

practices as secondary responsibilities, particularly when employees perceive them as 

additional workload or a factor that slows down the daily operations.  

Furthermore, the findings further suggest that management and supervision have a dual 

role in emphasizing means-ends decoupling within fast-food chains. Both shift managers and 

shift leaders are accountable for communicating monitoring employee behavior, sustainability 

expectations and ensuring operational compliance thus, act as an intermediaries between 

corporate sustainability strategies and daily operational practices (Burgelman et al,. 2018) and 

(Johnson et al,. 2015). However, we can argue from the findings that shift managers are not 

only a neutral intermediaries actors but also they are active organizational actors who reinforces 

means-ends decoupling within daily operations unintentionally. The findings depict that shift 

managers themselves works under competing pressures such as productivity, staffing, 

operational efficiency and customer service. Likewise, their decisions often prioritize 

operational performance over sustainability goals. For example, shift managers recalled the 

situations where excess food production was encouraged to maintain service speed or there are 

certain situations where sustainability procedures were relaxed for employees during busy 

shifts. Similarly, employees observe type of shift influences the sustainability practices as 

supervision was often weaker during night shifts as well as limited staffing also effect the 

sustainability practices. Thus, flexibility is managerial decisions which intends to maintain 

operational efficiency, unintentionally reinforces means-ends decoupling within daily 

operations. 

Workforce composition also emerges as an organizational and behavior mechanism that 

contribute to means-ends decoupling. All employees reported that seasonal, temporary and less 

experienced employees often resist to follow sustainability practices in a correct manner the 

reason being limited or no training, insufficient onboarding or experience, and high staff 

turnover. Mistakes in preparing food sorting or disposal of waste, and hygiene practices were 

usually associated with inexperienced or temporary. Aravind and Christmann’s (2011) stated 

that sustainability practices must require reinforcement, motivation, and integration into in 

order to become consistently implemented. In highly dynamic industry such as fast-food, 

workforce instability weakens the constant integration of sustainability practices (means) into 

everyday routines. Therefore, organizational communication gaps, behavioral routines, 

inconsistent supervision, and instability in workforce composition together function as 

reinforcing mechanisms of means-ends decoupling. 

5.4 Consequences of Means-Ends Decoupling 

The empirical findings suggest that means-ends decoupling produces numerous 

significant consequences for sustainability implementation within fast-food chains. At the 

corporate level, the findings show that sustainability becomes partially symbolic rather than 

fully operational. Although there are sustainability policies, ESG frameworks, KPIs and 

environmental commitments are formally integrated into fast-food chains structures at 

corporate level but it can be seen that operational inconsistencies limit the effectiveness of these 

initiatives in practice thus, formal organizational structures may function symbolically to 
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maintain legitimacy even when implementation remains incomplete (Meyer and Rowan’s 

1977). Palmer (2013) argues that organizational practices may slowly lose their connection to 

planned goals (ends) when operational priorities and practices (means) begin to dominate 

implementation processes in situations like this indeed practices are continued to exist formally 

within organizations yet their substantive effectiveness becomes weakened through everyday 

operational priorities. Other authors also support this perspective as Stål and Corvellec’s (2022) 

explains that sustainability practices may remain highly visible and institutionally legitimate 

however fails in substance and produce limited intended environmental outcomes. Thus, the 

findings support Stål and Corvellec’s (2022) because sustainability practices (means) in fast-

food chains are highly evident in practice however, they lead to uneven or sometimes 

contradictory environmental goals in practice (ends).  

Another important consequence is the weakening of sustainability effectiveness and 

environmental outcomes. The aim or intention behind sustainability practices is to minimize 

the wastage of food, improve energy efficiency, and minimize resource consumption. However, 

these intentions are frequently compromised by operational realities such as time pressure, 

convenience-based decision-making and customer demand. Subsequently, sustainability 

practices which are designed to support sustainability goals often produce opposing outcomes 

which includes excessive food waste, unnecessary energy consumption, and inconsistent 

recycling behaviors. So organizations may continue executing sustainability practices at the 

same time failing to achieve the environmental outcomes those practices were designed to 

produce (Stål and Corvellec’s, 2022). Therefore, sustainability practices within fast-food 

operations have risks of becoming performative rather than transformative. At the employee 

level consequences occurred as well different ways of communication, variation in training, 

and differing supervisory practices developed uncertainty regarding sustainability expectations 

between employees. Some of the employees were clearly aware of sustainability goals while 

some of the employees perceived or understand sustainability practices as a secondary 

operational duty rather than a meaningful organizational priority. When employees clearly 

understand how their work contributes to broader organizational objectives, they are more 

likely to support organizational strategies (Kang and Sung, 2017). However, the findings show 

that these variations lead employee towards demotivation as well as it is weakening long-term 

engagement with sustainability initiatives. 

Lastly, the findings suggest means-ends decoupling is appearing as a tool that 

contributes to the gradual acceptance of partial sustainability implementation within fast-food 

chains operations. In this case, sustainability practices are not completely rejected or ignored 

instead they are continuously modified, negotiated, adjusted and selectively applied depending 

on operational conditions such as workload, staffing levels, and customer demand. Witha 

passage of time these ongoing adaptations take a shape of a work environment where 

incomplete or inconsistent sustainability implementation becomes normal or an expected and 

part of routine of daily operations rather than an exception that requires correction. This broaden 

the understanding by knowing that sustainability continues to be emphasized at the symbolic 

and policy level however its practical execution is shaped or designed and often challenged by 

everyday operational realities where formal sustainability commitments with operational 

priorities (speed, efficiency, and service delivery) are two coexistence factors who are not 

always completely aligned in practice. Thus, sustainability remains an important organizational 

value in formal structures, but its implementation in practice is uneven and context dependent. 
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To conclude, we understood from the given section about how means-ends decoupling 

occurs in practice within fast-food chains operations furthermore, we understood how many 

interacting mechanisms produce means-ends decoupling in fast-food chains such as structural 

and operational pressures prioritizing speed and efficiency, organizational and behavioral 

factors include communication gaps, workforce composition, and training differences. 

Moreover, managerial practices that often try to make a balance but unintentionally reinforce 

operational priorities over sustainability therefore, these mechanisms come together and create 

a solid misalignment between sustainability objectives and their practical implementation in 

daily operations. Overall, the findings suggest that means-ends decoupling is an ongoing and 

systemically embedded outcome of how fast-food functions rather than an implementation issue 

alone. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The study investigates the reasons and mechanisms behind the emergence of means-

ends decoupling in the context of fast-food chains in Gothenburg, Sweden, as it relates to 

sustainability policies and operational practices. While earlier studies on decoupling have 

mainly focused on the gap between formal policies and their implementation, this research 

examined how sustainability practices are carried out within everyday operations yet do not 

always achieve the intended environmental outcomes. By focusing on operational realities, the 

study provides a deeper understanding of how sustainability functions in practice within high-

pressure fast-food environments. Using a qualitative case study approach, the research 

examined three fast-food chains represented as fast-food chain 1, fast-food chain 2, and fast-

food chain 3. The study was based on semi-structured interviews with shift managers, shift 

leaders, and frontline employees, supported by secondary organizational data. The findings 

show that sustainability policies are formally integrated into organizational structures, 

operational systems, and daily work routines. Practices such as waste sorting, controlled food 

preparation, recycling, and energy management are incorporated into everyday operations. 

However, based on the finding results, research conclude that implementation and effectiveness 

of these practices are continuously shaped by usual operating logic or operational realities 

within fast-food work environment. In other words, means-ends decoupling emerges through a 

continuous operational process where sustainability goals are formally communicated at the 

corporate level and are operationalized through sustainability practices within daily routine 

operations. However, these practices are frequently reshaped under operational pressures such 

as service speed, time constraints, workflow efficiency, customer demand, and workforce 

composition. Shift managers and employees do not completely ignore sustainability practices 

but they adapt them according to situational workplace demands and operational priorities. As 

a result, sustainability practices remain operationally present but do not consistently achieving 

the desired environmental outcomes. Moreover, the research examined several interconnected 

mechanisms contributing to the emergence of means-ends decoupling within fast-food 

operations. There are mainly four mechanism that has been identified by the study are, 

operational, structural, organizational and behavioral. Additionally, these mechanisms consist 

of several factors. Firstly, one significant contributor to this phenomenon is operational 

pressures. These pressures indicate that workforce efficiency and customer service demand 

along with the need for rapid processing or speed overshadow the initiatives for sustainability. 

Secondly, another major concern that this study identifies is the influence of gaps in the 
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communication and lack of training about the knowledge and execution of sustainability 

practices across shifts and employees. Within the same context, the workforce composition, 

especially the presence of temporary and less experienced staff is also considered a significant 

contributor of means-ends decoupling and due to this the consistency of sustainability practices 

in daily work routines is compromised. The results show that the shift managers and shift 

leaders of fast-food restaurants have to perform dual and complex role based on demand. On 

one hand, they are expected to meet the objectives of sustainability and on the other hand, they 

are expected to fulfill the demands of customer service and operational efficiencies. Thus, 

means-ends decoupling emerges through these mechanisms within these fast-food chains. 

Moreover, the study investigates the consequences of means-ends decoupling on the fast-food 

sustainability practices. Although the internal policies, communication systems and operational 

routines are representative of the practices but the sustainability practices often fail to achieve 

the desired outcomes. Certain operational adjustments can create risk in normalizing partial or 

inconsistent sustainability implementation within everyday work practices. The study further 

explain how the structural characteristics of fast-food operations such as speed, standardization 

along with the efficiency demands and high customer flow can create an environment where 

sustainability practices become difficult to sustain consistency in daily operations. 

From a theoretical perspective of the research, the study contributes to decoupling 

literature by extending the understanding of means-ends decoupling within operational 

environments. Findings illustrate that the means-ends decoupling does not emerge because 

sustainability practices are completely absent. Instead, it emerges because operational realities 

continuously reshape how sustainability practices are enacted and whether they achieve their 

intended outcomes. As a result, the study goes beyond viewing sustainability implementation 

as simply successful or unsuccessful but instead explains sustainability as a negotiated and 

operationally adapted process within everyday fast-food work environments.  From a practical 

perspective, the study argues that improving sustainability performance in fast-food chains 

require more than formal sustainability policies, sustainability reporting frameworks and 

defining sustainability targets. Sustainability initiatives must be integrated and aligned with 

operational realities, workflow systems and workplace environment. In addition, strong 

supervision, clear communication, and systematic training as well as embedding sustainability 

considerations into the operational practices may help to reduce the gaps and inconsistencies of 

sustainability initiatives in day-to-day operational practices. The study has certain limitations. 

First and foremost, the study is limited to only three fast-food restaurants in Gothenburg. The 

focus of future studies may include different geographical scopes as well as different service 

industries and organizations. Additionally, research may also take into consideration the 

varying organizational social, and institutional contexts which may help in understanding the 

concept of means-ends decoupling. The focus of research is sustainability practices and day-to-

day operations. It also examines the perspectives of shift managers, shift leaders and frontline 

employees however, the perspectives or experiences of customers and external stakeholders 

remain unexplored.  

Research conclude that integrating sustainability into a fast food operation is more 

challenging and complex than simply integrating in policy. It involves continuous operational 

negotiation and engagement with everyday working conditions and the competing priorities of 

the organization. Although sustainability practices are formally incorporated into organizational 

structure and daily working routines but their effectiveness is strongly influenced by operational 
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pressures, workplace behavior and work efficiency demands. As a result, means-ends 

decoupling becomes an ongoing and operationally embedded outcome of everyday fast-food 

work environments where sustainability goals remain visible and important but are not always 

consistently achieved in practice. 
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