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Abstract

The emergence of the EU’s Green Claims Directive has reshaped the institutional conditions
for corporate sustainability communication. While prior research has emphasized symbolic
compliance and decoupling between talk and action, less attention has been paid to the

reverse: when organizations act but deliberately tone down their communication.

This thesis investigates how one of Sweden’s largest ports responds to increasing regulatory
pressure by transitioning from visionary sustainability messaging to strategic silence. Based
on institutional theory and qualitative data from interviews and archival material, the study
traces a movement from aspirational talk to greenhushing, where fear of being accused of

greenwashing becomes a guiding force.

At the core of this shift lies a legitimacy dilemma: to be perceived as legitimate, the port must
act, and be seen to act, on sustainability. Yet visibility also increases exposure to scrutiny and
sanctions. Silencing communication offers short-term protection but may lead to long-term
irrelevance. The study contributes to research on institutional responses to sustainability
regulation by conceptualizing greenhushing as a form of communicative decoupling. It shows
how organizations manage legitimacy under uncertainty by withdrawing the narratives that

once mobilized change.
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Abbreviations

CSR: Corporate Social Responsibility
Business model that helps a company be socially accountable to itself, its stakeholders, and
the public. CSR activities often focus on environmental, social, and ethical considerations.

EU: The European Union

Political and economic union of 27 member states that are located primarily in Europe. The
EU develops policies and regulations, including those related to environmental and consumer
protection, such as the Green Claims Directive.

GDPR: General Data Protection Regulation

Regulation enacted by the European Union in 2018 to protect individuals' personal data and
privacy. It sets strict rules for how personal data must be handled and gives individuals greater
control over their personal information.

IDG: Inner Development Goals

Framework developed by the Inner Development Goals initiative. Founded in Sweden by
organizations including Ekskéret Foundation and 29k to support the inner growth needed to
reach the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG).

SDG: Sustainable Development Goals
Global agenda with 17 goals adopted by all United Nations Member States, aimed at ending
poverty, protecting the planet, and ensuring prosperity for all by 2030.

IMO: International Maritime Organization
Specialized agency of the United Nations responsible for regulating shipping. It sets global
standards for the safety, security, and environmental performance of international shipping.

SC: Sustainability Communication.
MS Copilot:
Al-powered digital assistant developed by Microsoft.

UN: United Nations
International organization founded in 1945, composed of member states, that promotes peace,
security, development, and human rights globally.



1. Introduction

In recent years, sustainability has become a central part of corporate communication. Not
living up to public or stakeholders’ expectations can be a cause of damaged reputation
(Kotzian, 2023). Ethically motivated companies respond to environmental concerns because
it’s the right thing to do but at the same time see how revenues can be improved with “green
marketing” (Bansal & Roth, 2000). Companies are expected not only to implement
environmentally responsible measures but also to speak about them and do so convincingly.
Sustainability communication (SC) with rather unspecific boundaries has emerged into a
strategic tool to enhance brand value, attract investments, and build legitimacy among
stakeholders (Golob et al., 2023). At the same time, as sustainability messages have become
more common, accusations of greenwashing, which is exaggerating or flourishing
environmental efforts, have also increased (Avcilar & Demirgiines, 2017; Liu et. Al., 2023;
Viera de Freitas Netto et al. 2020). In response to this, new regulatory frameworks, such as
the EU's Green Claims Directive (GCD), have been developed to ensure that only

substantiated and verifiable claims can be communicated. (Green Claims Directive, 2024).

This development creates a tension where companies that genuinely work on sustainability
issues must now carefully consider what, when, and how they communicate (Santos et al.
2024). This phenomenon, increasingly referred to as greenhushing, represents a new and
relatively unexplored strategic dilemma (Cheng et. al. 2024). These companies typically make
substantial green achievements but decide not to communicate their initiatives, so called
greenness (Falchi et. al. 2022). This is a new phenomenon, unlike traditional decoupling
described by Meyer & Rowan (1977), where a discrepancy arises between communication
and practice due to lack of action, greenhushing occurs when companies continue their
sustainability work but refrain from communicating it out of fear of negative attention or

regulatory sanctions (WEF, 2022).

Previous research has largely addressed the concept of decoupling, particularly how
organizations respond to institutional pressures by separating what they say from what they do
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2017). However, we know significantly less
about the reverse situation, e.g. when companies choose not to speak, despite acting. The
literature on aspirational talk (Christensen et al., 2013) points to how visionary
communication can serve as a driver for internal change but less is known about what happens

when these aspirational narratives are withdrawn.
1



To explore this gap, we study how one of Sweden's largest ports reacted to the imminent
implementation of the EU’s Green Claims Directive. Despite being long regarded as a pioneer
in sustainability, a clear strategic shift occurred in 2024 when internal and external campaigns,
marketing materials, and webpages under the communication concept “The Green
Connection” were removed. Visionary messages and images were replaced with fact-based
reports and technical descriptions. We believe this transformation raises important questions
about how organizations manage institutional pressure, reputation risks, and the value of

sustainability communication.

In this paper, we aim to identify and understand the potential marketing challenges companies
face, as well as the strategic solutions they may embrace by adapting to the new EU
legislation, the Green Claims Directive. Therefore, we ask how do companies navigate the
tension between sustainability ambitions and regulatory compliance under the new EU Green

Claims Directive?

To answer this question, we conducted a qualitative case study based on eight in-depth
interviews with key individuals working in the sustainability field at the port. The interviews
were complemented by secondary data from previous marketing materials, internal
documents, and archived versions of the company’s website. The analysis is based on
institutional theory, focusing particularly on the concepts of isomorphic pressures, decoupling,
and aspirational talk. Using this theoretical framework, we examine how regulatory
requirements are interpreted and translated into communication strategies and how these

choices reflect broader institutional dynamics.

Our results show a complex and multifaceted organizational response. On one hand, the port
continues to strive for ambitious environmental goals and invest in sustainable infrastructure,
such as onshore power for tankers, green corridors, and rail-based logistics. On the other
hand, these efforts are communicated more cautiously, or not at all, due to fear of being
accused of greenwashing. This shift represents a move from aspirational language to the
silence of caution, where communication is governed by uncertainty regarding regulation and
potential reputation risks. While prior literature on aspirational talk primarily frames it as a
strategic tool to gain legitimacy or as a potential risk for symbolic decoupling when ambitions
are not realized (Christensen et al., 2013), our study reveals a more dynamic and dual role.
Based on empirical insights from a major port organization, we observe that aspirational
communication may initially increase the likelihood of decoupling under institutional

pressure, particularly when external scrutiny is high and internal structures for follow-up are
2



weak. However, when embedded within coordinated governance mechanisms, aspirational
talk may also create internal momentum and alignment that facilitates recoupling between talk
and action. This thesis contributes to institutional theory by conceptualizing aspirational talk
not only as a potential driver of symbolic decoupling, but also as a mechanism for enabling
recoupling under certain organizational conditions. We thereby expand the existing
understanding of sustainability communication by showing how aspirational narratives, when
strategically calibrated and supported by internal verification routines, can evolve from
symbolic legitimacy tools into catalysts for realignment and transformation in

institutionalized environments.

In addition, the thesis presents a conceptual model outlining how organizations can work
strategically with sustainability communication in order to navigate the demands of the EU
Green Claims Directive. This model aims to support managers in balancing legal compliance

with the need for inspiration and credibility in their sustainability narratives.

2. Theoretical Framework

An organization is continuously influenced by both internal and external pressures, a
phenomenon that has been extensively examined within the field of organizational research.
Boxenbaum and Jonsson (2017) exemplifies how institutional theories in organizations have
added two related requirements, isomorphism and decoupling. Organizations are not only
adapting to technical pressures but also to what they believe that society is expecting from
them. This is leading to institutional isomorphism where there is a need for legitimacy, the
acceptance from the organization in society, to conduct business, and this is attained by
conforming to the expectations coming from society. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) suggest
that institutionalized concepts forces organizations to adapt to similar structures and forms
which lead to a high level of similarity between them. It’s driven by adaptation to a socially
designed environment. They pointed out three pressures that are driving organizations to be
similar: coercive, mimetic and normative pressure. Here coercive pressure stems from
external forces rooted in power relations and political influence, such as regulations or legal
mandates, which compel organizations to adopt specific structures or practices. Mimetic
pressure, in contrast, arises in contexts of uncertainty, where organizations imitate peers or
competitors perceived as successful or legitimate, such efforts to reduce ambiguity and gain

legitimacy. Normative pressure is shaped by widely accepted norms, values, or professional



standards, creating a moral or cultural expectation that organizations should conform to

practices viewed as appropriate within a given field or society.

Coming from this horizon Scott (2014) draws the concept of institutions like DiMaggio and
Powell (1983) but instead interpreted that mimetic pressure is arising from cultural-cognitive
elements of the institution. This is referred to as shared conceptions that create the nature of
social reality and define the frames through which meaning is generated (Scott, 2014; Guth,
2016). Institutions are similarly seen as compositions of normative, regulatory, and cultural-
cognitive (mimetic) systems that create stability and provide meaning to social behavior.
From here Scott (2014) developed three institutional pillars: the regulatory, the normative, and
the cultural-cognitive, which constitute fundamental building blocks that support, and shape
institutions where Scott (2014) argued that these pillars are essential for institutions to

maintain stability in society.

2.1 The Regulatory pillar

This pillar is characterized by explicit regulatory mechanisms such as monitoring, sanctions,
and legally mandated rules, which organizations are expected to follow (Scott, 2014). It’s the
foundation for how rules, sanctions, punishments, and rewards are established to influence
future behavior. Regulatory frameworks are designed and enforced by legislators to ensure
compliance and restrict the scope of action for companies and individuals. A significant
emphasis is placed on rule creation, monitoring, and sanctions, which result in formal legal
actions in cases of non-compliance (Trevino, Thomas & Cullen, 2008). The regulatory pillar
is based on both written and unwritten laws and serves as a control mechanism for
organizational behavior. Legislation aims to uphold the interests of individuals within
organizations, and rules are followed as actors seek to gain rewards and avoid sanctions
(Phillips, Tracey & Karra, 2009; Dacin et al, 2022). Scott (2014) argues that a system that
combines sanctions with emotional reactions such as fear and guilt has become particularly
influential. By evoking these emotions, organizations can effectively influence behavior and

ensure compliance with regulations

2.2 Normative Pillar
The second pillar forms the foundation for norms, values, ethical guidelines, rights, and

obligations, which institutions establish to regulate organizational behavior. It is crucial as it
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defines the fundamental rules that organizations are expected to follow. Here normative
factors shape how organizational behavior evolves in response to shifting societal demands
and expectations (Scott, 2014). In social contexts, organizational actions are governed by
normative standards imposed by institutions. Considering the institutional pressure, the
normative pillar creates conditions for how organizations act in accordance with principles of
integration, accuracy, and transparency. However, Scott (2014) argues that it is important to
note that this is not necessarily a formal requirement but rather a social expectation. It further
outlined how normative pillar functions both as a guideline and a mechanism for change. It
encourages specific behaviors while simultaneously exerting pressure to ensure that
organizations adapt to evolving norms and practices. Scott (2014) describes this pillar by
stating that normative structures legitimize the existence of organizations, but more
specifically, they legitimize the main functional patterns of operation that are necessary to
uphold values. Since the normative pillar is grounded in norms and ethics, it creates a social
obligation for organizations to uphold good practices, generating the effect of shame or honor.

Since it is morally governed, it leads to a strong social obligation (Scott, 2014).

2.3 The culture-cognitive pillar

This third pillar concerns how institutions ensure that specific processes are carried out
correctly. It is grounded in shared understandings shaped by past experiences, where certain
norms and practices have been taken for granted. Scott (2014) emphasizes that behavior must
be attended to and managed carefully, as it is through the flow of behavioral patterns and
social actions that cultural forms are articulated. Social construction is therefore a central
component where the cultural-cognitive pillar influences organizational behavior through

ingrained routines and deeply embedded assumptions.

Organizations tend to internalize these patterns, which shape how they interpret and respond
to their environment. In this sense, institutional influence is often subtle yet powerful, as
behavior is guided by what is perceived as natural, obvious, or inevitable. Importantly, this
mechanism also connects to mimetic isomorphism, one of the three institutional pressures
identified by DiMaggio and Powell (1983). Under conditions of uncertainty, organizations
may unconsciously imitate others whose behavior appears legitimate or effective, not through
formal coercion or normative pressure, but because such practices feel cognitively appropriate

or “the way things are done”. Since this pillar is rooted in taken-for-grandness, it reinforces



conformity and shared meaning, ultimately leading to a deeper recognition and internalization

of prevailing social norms (Scott, 2014; Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2017; Dacin et al. 2022).

2.4 Decoupling

When these adaptations to institutional pressures contradict internal efficiency needs,
organizations sometimes communicate that they comply with the institutional pressure while
this is not reflected in their practices at the core of the organization. This is referred to how
they decouple action from structure, this to preserve organizational efficiency (Boxenbaum &
Jonsson, 2017; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Decoupling then means that organizations
superficially endorse institutional pressure and adopt new structures while they don’t
implement the necessary practices in reality. Boxenbaum and Jonsson (2017) describe how
decoupling can be a logical reaction to demands for organizational adaptation that are
misaligned or detrimental to the organization. By decoupling, organizations gain legitimacy
through stated actions while maintaining efficiency or consistency through actual actions,
which improves their chances of survival. The authors further exemplify how gaining
legitimacy without adapting relies on trust that the organization does what it claims.
Consequently, organizations that decouple must avoid close inspection to prevent being
exposed as inconsistent. When institutional pressures cause decoupling, organizations will

strive to avoid scrutiny or control the scrutiny process (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2017).

2.5 Means-end decoupling

As transparency and scrutiny have increased due to, for example, technological advancements
and social media, decoupling of talk and action has become harder to maintain (Bromley &
Powell, 2012). This has led to a complementary discussion of means-end decoupling (e.g.,
Stal & Corvellec, 2022). Here, organizations not only adopt formal policies or talks, but also
engage in practices (means) that are intended, or at least presented as intended, to achieve
specific goals (ends). However, the connection between means and ends is often weak,
missing, or more symbolic than substantive. Means-end decoupling thus describes situations
where organizations carry out activities that appear aligned with desired outcomes, but these

activities either fail to produce the intended effects or are not genuinely designed to do so.

Stél and Corvellec (2022) show that firms use two types of organizational arrangements to
sustain means-end decoupling: structural and temporal core-compartment separation.
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Structural core-compartment separation refers to how organizations divide their operations,
with core activities being separated from peripheral or compartmentalized ones. This allows
the organization to demonstrate compliance or responsiveness to external expectations in
peripheral units, while shielding core business operations from potentially conflicting
demands. Temporal core-compartment separation, on the other hand, involves scheduling
different activities at different times. By doing so, organizations can address competing
pressures or requirements sequentially, minimizing direct conflict and enabling the core

business to maintain its priorities.

Stal and Corvellec (2022) also note that such separations make it possible for less efficient or
symbolic processes to coexist with, but not disrupt, core operations. Importantly, activities
that may appear ineffective or merely symbolic in the short term can serve as stepping-stones
towards future alignment between means and ends. What looks like decoupling today may,

over time, evolve into more genuine coupling as practices and organizational structures adapt.

2.6 Aspirational talk

While the decoupling literature generally assumes that decoupling is done unintentionally and
“in good faith” (Meyer and Rowan, 1977), companies can also deliberately create a talk-
practice discrepancy. This is, for example, done when companies engage in “aspirational talk”
(e.g., Christensen et al., 2013). Here, talk in the form of, for example, future goals and
ambitions are formulated with the intention of inspiring and motivating practices. For
example, talking about a sustainable future in an engaging way can be strategically used to
drive an organization's sustainability practices forward, generating positive effects that over

time reduce the gap between talk and practices (Christensen et al., 2013).

2.7 Greenwashing

One problem with aspiration talk is that if, over time, it is shown that the discrepancy between
what was communicated and what is accomplished becomes too great, this could lead to
negative perceptions by stakeholders (Lauriano 2022). These situations are, thus, like the
above discussed decoupling with the somewhat simplified difference that in the case of
aspirational talk it is a discrepancy between historical talk and current practices (as compared
to current talk and current practices as in decoupling). In relation to sustainability, this could,

in the same way as decoupling, be interpreted as “greenwashing”. Regardless of whether the



discrepancy was a conscious or unconscious move, the company misleads consumers,
investors, and other stakeholders. This practice also entails risks for companies, including

negative media attention, loss of trust, and decreased profits (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).

Lauriano et al (2022) examines the concept of “decoupling” in relation to how employees
interpret disparities between words (talk) and actions (practices) in firms’ sustainability
communication. The authors discuss the potential advantages of communicating sustainability
goals (aspirational talk) to motivate employees and engage them in sustainability initiatives.
Companies discuss future aspirations in a manner intended to encourage employees to bridge
the gap between current practices and future goals. Lauriano et al (2022) also points out the
possible negative effects of such aspirational talk if employees notice inconsistencies between
the talk and ongoing corporate practices, suggesting that aspirational talk requires the ability
to credibly maintain and justify discrepancies between present practices and future goals.
Another risk with aspirational talk is that stakeholders interpret that it is impossible, or
unlikely, that the company will be able to achieve the aspiring future. This could lead
stakeholders to interpret the aspirational talk as decoupling/greenwashing by assuming that

this will be the case in the future.

2.8 Greenhushing

Due to the fear of being exposed to, or perceived as “greenwashes”, some companies choose
to tone down and silence their communication about their sustainability initiatives and
ambitious sustainability goals. This is often driven by fear of being accused of misleading
marketing in the sustainability domain, something referred to in research literature as
“greenhushing” (Ginder et al. 2021). The downside of this is, of course, that companies
cannot benefit from the positive effects of aspirational talk both in terms of legitimacy and in
terms of driving practices. It can, thus, lead to a negative effect on the development of
sustainability efforts among companies, government agencies, and other stakeholder
organizations. In the long run, this may reduce incentives for investors to invest in sustainable

initiatives (Southpole, 2024).



The traditional model emphasising firms tendency to present themselves as more sustainable than they are

Greenhushing

I

More ambitious

Coupling Aspirational talk | Decoupling - [ practices or less Recoupling

ambitious talk

Starting in a coupling Introducing aspirational Descripancies between talk Such descripancies could

situation, formed by talk about a desired and practice in the form of in some cases lead to

institutional pressures future decoupling or peripheral actions recoupling via either more
vs core-compartment separation ambitious practices or
(means-end decoupling). less ambitious talk

(greenhushing)

Greenwashing

Figure 1 Overview of institutional pressures and organizational sustainability communication

There are several possible paths an organization may take in relation to sustainability
communication. The model above illustrates an organizational trajectory that begins in a
coupling stage, where organizations are shaped by three types of institutional pressures,
regulatory, normative, and cultural-cognitive (mimetic), which collectively influence both
sustainability practices and the ways in which these practices are communicated. In response
to these external pressures and in the pursuit of legitimacy, organizations often articulate
ambitious goals or visionary narratives, referred to as aspirational talk, intended to inspire
both internal and external stakeholders. However, this aspiration can generate tensions
between externally imposed institutional expectations and internal demands for operational
efficiency. Such tensions increase the risk of decoupling, where symbolic commitments
diverge from actual practices. As the discrepancy between communicated ambitions and
realized outcomes becomes too great, organizations risk being perceived as disingenuous,
particularly in the domain of sustainability where the fear of being accused of greenwashing is
highly salient. To manage this legitimacy dilemma, organizations may adopt means—end
decoupling, wherein sustainability communication becomes strategically separated from core
organizational operations. Alternatively, they may engage in greenhushing, intentionally
downplaying or omitting communication of authentic sustainability achievements to avoid
public scrutiny and reputational damage. Over time, however, such greenhushing may pave

the way for a renewed alignment, or recoupling, of talk and action, as organizations build
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credibility internally and gradually become more confident in communicating genuine

sustainability efforts.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

The aim of this thesis is to conduct a case study on the process by which regulation can affect
an organization. We examine the initial, intra-organizational, reactions to the EU’s Green
Claims Directive in response to the threat of potential penalties that could be imposed if
organizations are found guilty of greenwashing in marketing. To grasp the subjective thoughts
and feelings potentially emerging by this threat, a large port in Sweden were chosen and a
qualitative study with an explorative approach was conducted. As described by Bell, Bryman
and Harley (2022), this study follows an abductive research approach, moving iteratively
between empirical data and theoretical frameworks. While the thematic analysis was initially
grounded in the interview material, the interpretation was informed by institutional theory,
allowing theoretical concepts such as decoupling, legitimacy, and greenhushing to enrich the
understanding of empirical patterns. In this sense, the study combines inductive elements with

theory-driven interpretation.

3.2 Data collection

3.2.1 Primary data

The primary data was collected through semi structured interviews in person or on Teams.
The interviewees were invited in person or via E-Mail. Part of the invitation was to introduce
the subject of the thesis as well as confirm confidential participation. A total of eight (8)
interviews were conducted at the company premises and on MS TEAMS. The interviewees
selected for interviews, found in table 1 below, were all familiar with the company’s
sustainability work and represented a selection of decision makers, some formal and others
informal. All the interviewees have strategic positions within the company, either in the
Innovation, Development & Transition team, PR team, Marketing & Communications team,
Management team or Sales and Marketing team. A predefined list of open-ended questions

was used for guidance throughout the interviews, (see Appendix 2) however, the interviewee
10



was given complete freedom in answering so the questions were not presented linear, instead
adopted provided the content of the answers (see Table 1). As recommended by Bell, Bryman,
and Harley (2022) further follow-up questions were used to provide context to responses that

may have been overly brief, thereby enhancing a better understanding.

Table 1 Overview of interview participants

Role Tenure Interview duration

2,5 years 53 min
Head of Renewable Energy

4 years 50 min
Digital Marketing &
Communication Manager

8 years 1 hr, 9 min
Head of Public Affairs

1,5 years 1 hr, 25 min
Chief Executive Officer

11 years 1 hr, 5 min
Senior Production
Development Manager

13 years 52 min
Senior Manager Market
Development

11 years 49 min
Head of International Public
affairs & Sustainability

2,5 years 49 min
Vice President
Corporate Governance

3.2.2 Secondary data

Secondary data was primarily collected from two sources:

1. Official EU documents related to upcoming legislation aiming to curb greenwashing
and articles describing greenhushing as a phenomenon
2. Earlier marketing materials, campaigns and archived versions of the port’s website, all

revised after a strategic shift in communication

1.1 Official EU documents

11



One of the key sources is the EU Green Claims Directive, developed by the European Union
to combat misleading marketing practices related to environmental claims. While the EU has
introduced several consumer protection directives over the years, many have proven
ineffective in addressing greenwashing. In response, the GCD, expected to be adopted in

2025, seeks to strengthen consumer protection and enhance transparency.

The directive introduces strict verification requirements for environmental claims. Companies
will be obligated to scientifically substantiate their environmental statements before
communicating them to consumers. Furthermore, these claims must be reviewed and
validated by an independent third party. The GCD also prohibits vague and unsubstantiated
terms such as “eco-friendly” or “green” unless specific, verifiable evidence is presented.
Similarly, expressions like “climate neutral” will no longer be permitted if they rely solely on
carbon offsetting without clear documentation of actual emission reductions. The directive
also includes provisions for stronger penalties, with non-compliant companies facing fines of

up to 4% of their annual revenue. (Green Claims Directive, 2024)

2.1 Earlier marketing materials, campaigns and website

The secondary data also includes documentation and visual materials from the port’s earlier
sustainability communication efforts, which were developed prior to May 2024. During this
period, the port’s management adopted an ambitious environmental goal: to reduce CO--
equivalent emissions by 70% by 2030. To support this target, SEK 600 million was allocated
over a ten-year period, earmarked for climate-related initiatives. In connection with this
strategic direction, the marketing department was tasked with creating a concept that would

clearly convey the port’s environmental ambitions to both internal and external audiences.

In early 2023, the sustainability concept “The Green Connection” was launched, symbolizing
a green logistics link. The concept was built around two main pillars: fossil-free logistics and
future energy. Internally, posters were placed in meeting rooms, lunch areas, and offices
across the organization. A branded cube was also distributed to all employees, containing a
brief description of concept “The Green Connection” and a QR code linking to an explanatory

video.

The external launch occurred at the major logistics trade fair in Munich in June 2023, where a

large section of the exhibition booth was dedicated to concept “The Green Connection”, with
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the concept video playing on large screens. At the same time, the “Sustainability” section of
the port’s website was rebranded to reflect concept “The Green Connection”, showcasing best

practices, future visions, and placing the video at the centre of the page.

Despite being internationally recognized for its sustainability leadership, the port made a
notable shift in 2024, moving from actively promoting its green initiatives to significantly
tuning down its communication. Visionary imagery, narratives, and films related to fossil-free
transport and energy transition were replaced with concrete data from the company’s
sustainability report. Promotional YouTube content was removed and displays of the concept

“The Green Connection” at international trade fairs were discontinued (see Appendix 1).

3.3 Data Analysis

The eight interviews were conducted in Swedish and each one of them lasted between 49-85
minutes. The interviews were digitally recorded using the recording function in TEAMS and
additionally with an iPhone for extra security. The recorded interviews were then transcribed
using the tool “TurboScribe “and later translated to English using “MS copilot” which was
also used for language improvement. The translation was compared to the transcriptions and
recordings to secure both transparency and accuracy. This allowed us to review them
unlimitedly, exploring the full depth in the interviews. The data was analyzed using thematic
analysis, guided by the step-by-step process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). We began
by immersing ourselves in the material, transcribing and repeatedly reading the data to
identify initial patterns. This was followed by the generation of initial codes through a
systematic examination of the data. As coding progressed, we began grouping related codes
into potential themes and gathered relevant data to support them. These emerging themes
were then reviewed and refined in relation to both the coded extracts and the dataset, resulting
in the development of a thematic framework. In the next phase, we defined and named the
themes, clarifying their distinct features and the overarching narrative they contributed to.
Finally, we produced the report, selecting vivid and illustrative data extracts that linked back
to the research questions and theoretical framework, thus completing the analysis. As
suggested by Bryman, Bell and Harley (2022), the most emphasis was on repetition, thereby
trying to find recurrent descriptions or statements in the interviews and transcripts. The

consolidated themes including initial codes and categories are below presented in Table 2.
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Table 2 Overview consolidated codes, categories and themes

Marketing efforts Markeating and marketing
Communication of sustainakbility cammunications
. o . o Lowerad Ambitions and
Definition of sustainability Definition of Sustainakility L.
e el Motivational speech

Palitical and extemal influsncs on Intermaticnal collaborations and

sustainability rapulations

Legislation and international collaboration

Compliance with regulations

International collaborations

Social sustainahility Social Sustainabiliny

Team support

Attracting amployess

Sustainahility importance in customer Customear Relationships Regulatory Pressures as
ralationships Coearcive Mechanisms
Customear relationships and sustainahbiliy

Sustainability for batter relations

Markating efforts Marketing and marksting
Communication of sustainability cammunicaticns
Markating communications

marketing and brand value
Marksting of sustainability

Integration of sales and marketing
Markating and sustainability mitiatives
Internal and axtemal communications.
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As additional guidance throughout the thematic analysis, we in parallel looked at the approach
described by Ryan and Bernard (2003), which emphasizes sensitivity to linguistic and
structural features within the data. This included paying attention to internally defined
typologies, instances where participants used local expressions or concepts in unfamiliar
ways, as well as identifying key differences and similarities across interviews to explore
variation in perspectives. We also focused on recurrent patterns and repetitions, as these often
signal central themes. Furthermore, we examined the metaphors and analogies participants
used to articulate their experiences, as these provided deeper insight into their meaning-
making processes. Attention was also given to linguistic connectors, such as the use of causal
terms like “because” to uncover underlying explanations, and transitions within the transcripts
to understand how participants navigated between topics. This framework helped enrich our
thematic interpretation and supported a more nuanced engagement with the empirical
material. In the empirical section, the data will be presented in a narrative manner supported

by quotations.

3.4 Limitations

Qualitative and inductive research relies on the exploratory subjective interpretation of
interview data. The setting and scope of the study might be based on subjective pre-conceived
notions influencing the analysis of the data (Bell et al. 2022). Although thematic analysis was
rigorously applied, there is always a risk of researcher bias in coding, interpretation, and
theme construction, especially in a context where institutional pressures are often subtle and
multidimensional. The findings are based on a single case study of one of Sweden’s largest
ports. While this provides a rich and contextually grounded understanding, it inevitably limits
the generalizability of the results to other industries or organizational settings. Ports represent
a unique and complex organizational context, characterized by a combination of public
ownership, international operations, and capital-intensive infrastructure, which may not be

representative of other sectors.

Another risk with this case study is also that it only captures a specific moment in time. Here,
focusing on the initial organizational reactions to the EU Green Claims Directive, which has
not yet been fully implemented. Given that, the findings reflect perceptions and anticipations
rather than responses to finalized and enforced legislation. This limitation may therefore

affect how durable the insights are over time.
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Another potential risk influencing the result is the limited number of interviews. Although the
eight interviews conducted provided rich data, the sample size remains relatively small, and
all participants were strategically positioned within the organization. This may have led to a
niched perspective focused on high-level reflections and potentially overlooking how lower-

tier employees perceive and respond to sustainability communication.

Interviewees may have adjusted their statements due to concerns about greenwashing and
reputational risk, especially when discussing unsuccessful initiatives or internal conflicts. This

may have affected the authenticity of some responses.

The study examines only the internal organizational response. It does not include the
viewpoints of external stakeholders like customers, partners, regulators, or media, which
could offer valuable insights into how sustainability claims are understood and assessed

outside the organization.

4. Empirical data

To explore how institutional pressures shape sustainability communication within a port’s
organization, this chapter presents empirical findings from interviews conducted with key

actors involved in sustainability, public affairs, marketing, and operational development.

4.1 Theme: Lower ambitions and motivational speech

Historically, the port adopted a bold and future-oriented approach to sustainability
communication. Central to this strategy was the concept of “The Green Connection”,
launched in 2023, which was developed to position the port as the most sustainable in the
world. This communicative framing was designed to showcase fossil-free logistics solutions
and investments in alternative fuels, aligning with the strategic goal of reducing CO:z-¢
emissions by 70% by 2030. These ambitions served not only operational purposes but also
strategic efforts to build legitimacy on both national and international levels. The Digital
Marketing & Communication Manager reflects upon this in the interview,

“l would say that in marketing, the port has been quite aggressive, up to a certain point. |

wasn’t involved at the time, but | think they saw a position that was available if they

wanted to take it, and they invested heavily in taking it, in being the most sustainable port.

Then the whole concept of sustainability changed, climate neutrality, has grown so much

bigger in some way”.
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Over time, however, this forward-leaning narrative has been challenged by the increasing
regulatory scrutiny associated with sustainability claims. The debate surrounding the EU’s
Green Claims Directive has intensified in recent years, prompting a strategic reassessment of
the port’s communication approach. Internally, this has coincided with implementation
challenges, including time constraints and varying levels of acceptance across different

departments.

Since the spring of 2024, the marketing focus has shifted. Instead of highlighting fossil-free
logistics and future fuels, the communication now emphasizes rail transportation as a
sustainable option, focusing on its environmental advantages and other tangible selling points.
This change reflects a broader shift away from aspirational messaging and toward more

grounded and operationally anchored narratives.

On the port’s website, the concept “The Green Connection “, once served as a flagship for the
entire sustainability agenda but over time, internal deliberations led to a decision to tone down
language associated with the term “green,” as illustrated in internal meeting documentation
(see Appendix 1). This culminated in the launch of a new sustainability section on the
website, signaling a strategic move toward more modest and evidence-based messaging (see

Appendix 2).

Despite the shift, many interviewees pointed to the port’s long-standing record in
sustainability as a strength, and the Senior Manager Market Development puts it like “We’ve
been out early, so we know what we’re talking about. It’s an advantage”. Electrification and
investments in hydrogen infrastructure remain important components of the sustainability
strategy, although not all external stakeholders have aligned with these ambitions. Efforts to
influence haulage, shipping, and rail companies have at times been met with resistance and
that is something that concerns the Senior Manager Market Development as he puts it that
“Electrification and all the discussions we had with haulage-, shipping- and railroad

companies. [ mean, it’s extremely important with lower emissions”.

To link sustainability to commercial value, the port has integrated it into service offerings,

such as the port’s own railport concept, explained by the Head of Renewable Energy as,
“What we’re doing now is moving goods to the railway, for example. Where we connect
sustainability to a service that we offer to show that we have this option. It also provides a

sustainable solution which shows the initiatives that are being taken there within the
energy transition. We speak about this and highlight it as a good example”.
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Yet, several respondents noted that economic realities often outweigh environmental
ambitions in customer decision-making, something the Head of Renewable Energy agrees
upon “Yes, if you look internationally at when freight is produced, it’s still on price. There’s
no competition on sustainability. But we chose this port because they have more sustainability
here than at this (other) port. That’s where we want to go, we want it, but we see that we were
downgraded anyway for a few crones on price, even though we have a more sustainable

solution”.

The port’s long-standing commitment is also reflected in its early adoption of sustainability
reporting, initiated by the Head of International Public Affairs & Sustainability, who says
“Looking back 10-15 years, one of the first and foremost things we did was the
sustainability reports long before it was required. We did a comprehensive and detailed

sustainability report that was widely distributed and became a bit of a role model for
others”.

Theme 1 “Lower ambitions and motivational speech” highlights the growing tension between
the port’s aspirational communication history and current institutional pressures. While bold
claims helped establish a leadership position in the past, new regulatory realities and
stakeholder expectations are prompting a shift toward cautious, pragmatic, and verifiable
messaging. The balance between inspiring ambition and credible restraint appears

increasingly central to the port’s evolving sustainability narrative.

4.2 Theme: Organizational practice

A clear pattern across the interviews is that sustainability is not perceived as a peripheral
activity at the port, but as an embedded practice and internalized value system. This
embeddedness appears both cultural and operational, forming what many respondents
described as part of the organization’s identity or “DNA.” Sustainability was rarely spoken of
as a stand-alone strategy, but rather as a shared mindset integrated into everyday work,
internal behavior, and long-term purpose. As the Head of Public Affairs put it “It’s not only
us, but also for the greater good of coming generations”. This collective orientation is
grounded in a sense of responsibility that extends beyond the port itself, to the city, the
national economy, and future generations. The normative framework is reinforced through
both leadership discourse and employee engagement, strengthened by the Chief Executive
Officer, who claims “That’s the primary purpose. We’re part of the city apparatus and shall

serve Swedish business life”.
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4.2.1 Strategy in progress

The port’s strategic ambition is shaped by both environmental and social objectives, with
several respondents describing sustainability in holistic terms. There is, however, a degree of
abstraction in how this ambition is translated into operational direction. While the concept
“The Green Connection” was described as central to decision-making, it was also seen as
somewhat vague and lacking in specificity, the Vice President of Corporate Governance put it
in a vague way as “If you think that these sustainability goals are outside of trade, then the
IDGs, the Inner Development Goals, are the inside”. Another clear pattern is the coexistence
of strong shared values with uncertainty about formal structures. Roughly half of the
interviewees referred to a sustainability strategy, but few could identify a concrete document
or framework. The sustainability agenda seems more driven by team spirit than by codified
plans “We had an ambitious goal and roadmap, but we never really got there” said the Senior
Manager Market Development. The theme of strategic ambiguity runs through several
responses. While positioning the port as a sustainability leader is important, many
interviewees expressed concern about the risks of overstatement. The Digital Marketing &
Communication Manager puts it like this; “The feeling is that you want to position yourself as
a sustainable alternative. But there’s a fear of saying something that may not be true... saying
something wrong or of getting caught for greenwashing, for example, or being misinterpreted
by experts. That fear is driving more than reaching the goal, I would say”. While the Head of
International Public Affairs & Sustainability described the strategy as multifaceted and global
in orientation: “Striving for being the best requires us to closely monitor the global impact and
correspondingly relate to the SDG’s... Today we’ve skipped the layer approach and are going
directly to the UN and adapting to the SDG’s”. The description on how sustainability goals
exist but are not structured as a formal strategy are explained by the Chief Executive Officer
as that “Many companies have today a Chief Sustainability Officer, but we instead encourage
everyone to work with sustainability, and it should permeate our entire business”. This reflects
a decentralized approach where sustainability is understood as a shared responsibility across

departments.
4.2.2 Social sustainability

Another recurring pattern is the integration of social sustainability into the port’s internal
purpose. Projects targeting socially vulnerable individuals are seen not only as fulfilling a

societal obligation, but also as enhancing employee motivation and meaning making as the
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Chief Executive Officer puts it; “The employees are strengthened by the feeling of doing
good, greater good. The purpose brings meaning and leads to motivation”. This emphasis on
team spirit and mutual support was often described as an important part of the port’s internal
value system where the importance of peers supporting each other, working well as a team
and fostering team spirit is highlighted as a key internal value. Flexibility and diversity were
also mentioned as organizational strengths. Senior Production Development Manager
expressed it as a cultural shift; “It’s a paradigm shift. People are people. You need to work on

internal culture and have a clear profile for your business, not just being green”.
4.2.3 Sustainability as a competitive advantage

Sustainability is also framed as a competitive advantage, not only operationally, but in
employer branding and customer expectations. The port is perceived to hold a position of
environmental leadership, both nationally and internationally as the Head of Renewable
Energy says, “I would say that everyone expects us to be sustainable. That a customer who
talks about the port of (--) expects us to have solutions for sustainability and that we are at the
forefront”. This leadership has generated visibility and opened doors to collaborations that
might otherwise have been inaccessible. The Head of International Public Affairs &
Sustainability argues that “In the last 15 years we’ve seen that sustainability, more specifically
environmental questions, has given us a place at the table with the major ports in the world.
That has given us visibility far exceeding what we should have for a port of our size.” Even
larger competitors are described as looking to the port for inspiration, as the Head of Public
Affairs says “So, there are port’s that don’t play in the same league as us, they play in a much

higher division but still look at us”.

4.2.4 Internal discourse on sustainability

A consistent internal discourse on sustainability was also noted as a strength, as the Vice
President Corporate Governance emphasize “It is important, and we do have, a common
language about sustainability”. However, the port’s early mover advantage is now perceived
to be under pressure. The Senior Manager Market Development explains that “During a long
period, we were first on the ball but now we’ve lost momentum, and others seem to catch up”.
To retain its relevance, the port is actively investing in new energy solutions and sustainable
infrastructure, aiming to enable a broader transition, something the Chief Executive Officer
lifts in the interview “By creating the conditions for that and building a business for us, we

also create conditions for the shipping and the other stakeholders to make a change”. The
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environmental impact is not seen in isolation but as part of a systems-level effect, which
highlights by the Digital Marketing & Communication Manager “For some it’s super
important, for some it’s less important. However, I think in the long run you should be an
innovative port, important for us since we are an innovative city. I think that sustainability is
very important in the long run for the Port of (--)”. In the port strategic governance is
supported internally by a dedicated environmental council lead by the Vice President
Corporate Governance who claims, “It’s with public affairs we’re trying to see through these
dimensions. The climate council will then investigate how we work with the climate measures

we have set”.

In sum these interviewees describe sustainability as embedded in the port’s culture and daily
operations, perceived as part of its identity rather than a separate strategy. It is driven by
shared values, though there is some uncertainty due to a lack of formal structures.
Communication is cautious, with the fear of greenwashing leading to toned-down messaging
and less marketing communications initiatives. Still, sustainability is viewed as a competitive
advantage and a source of employee motivation. Despite concerns about losing momentum,

ongoing investments aim to support long-term transition and innovation.

4.3 Theme: Regulatory pressures as coercive mechanisms

One recurring theme in the interviews is how regulatory frameworks shape the port’s
sustainability work, not only as compliance requirements, but as institutional mechanisms that
influence legitimacy, communication, and strategic orientation. These pressures operate at

multiple levels, from local policy to global maritime governance.

Several respondents emphasized the port’s proactive engagement in international
sustainability discussions to both influence and anticipate regulatory developments. The Head
of International Public Affairs & Sustainability put it as “We have a visible role in those
organizations which is then a way for us to marketing ourselves towards the entire maritime
society as a serious player for sustainability”. Here the port's participation in global forums is
not only seen as necessary due to the international character of shipping, but also as a channel
to promote the port’s leadership position, something the Chief Executive Officer brings up,
“The shipping industry is global and driven by international regulations stipulated by IMO
and the UN. We need to participate here, not only at the local and EU tables”. This external
engagement is mirrored by active efforts to shape political decisions on national and EU
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levels. As the Head of Public Affairs put it, “We’re trying to move the political decisions on
sustainability closer. Now when we meet on an international level, we can reconcile those
things and highlight different aspects of it.” It becomes clear throughout the interviews that
the port uses its position and expertise to advocate for sustainability policies that are both
ambitious and feasible from an operational standpoint. Despite these efforts, regulatory
compliance is not without friction. Several respondents described how lengthy processes, and
bureaucratic complexity can hinder innovation and delay important sustainability initiatives.
One of them, the Vice President of Corporate Governance emphasizes “Regulations, they can
be an obstacle to different things, for example if you are going to set up wind power and so
on, it can take a very long time before it takes off”. This tension highlights a paradox: while
regulations offer legitimacy and structure, they can also constrain flexibility and

responsiveness.

Anticipating future regulation is a priority for the port. Respondents referred to the ongoing
development of new global frameworks for decarbonizing shipping and the Head of
Renewable Energy refers to this by saying “There’s the IMO which has a regulatory
framework that will steer towards net zero by 2050, and they are in the process of developing
this. It has not been released yet but they are working on it and will deliver it in 2025 and then

it will be a global regulatory framework for shipping. They’re talking about a CO, tax”.

These regulatory dynamics also influence customer relationships. The port’s strong
environmental profile attracts clients who prioritize sustainability, as reflected in the comment
by Head of International Public Affairs & Sustainability “Many companies and customers
who want to be sustainable have often turned to us. We see that many shipowners have done
screening of ports and they’re almost apologizing for screening us since they know we’re the

best in class.”

Sustainability increasingly initiates or deepens dialogue with customers, as technical experts
are brought into co-develop solutions, the Head of Renewable Energy explains this like “They
get to bring their experts, and the ports bring in their experts. So, we sat in a separate meeting
and talked about those parts, but it has become clearer that it is more important for customers
now than it was a few years ago”. These meetings, according to the Head of Renewable
Energy, now often foster innovation in ways that weren’t previously common, “In the past,
they could expect that what they needed was there. And now there are so many different
solutions, so they can’t expect that anymore, they must engage in that dialogue, and they’ve

done that”.
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Nonetheless, there is a variation in how much weight customers assign to sustainability. The
Senior Manager Market Development has a close relation to the ports customers and says,
“New and alternative fuels are important as well as sustainability but honestly, these questions
tend to come late in meetings”. Despite this, the port’s marketing and sales teams are
described as closely aligned with the sustainability agenda. Data-driven messaging and cost
comparisons are used to demonstrate business cases for climate-friendly logistics, something
the Senior Manager Market Development has noticed, “Many of the people we have these
dialogues with work with some type of freight purchasing or in the entire supply chain
function, and they also have requirements to deliver against their companies' climate

emissions”.

Collaboration is described as key in achieving regulatory adaptation and innovation. The port
engages with other companies and ports, acting as an ambassador in international working
groups and sharing knowledge. Yet, legislative complexity, particularly in the EU, can affect
the pace of innovation. Nonetheless, employees across departments show strong awareness of
the need to align their work with future regulatory frameworks, one of them, the Senior
Production Development Manager puts it, “Then we might be associated with innovative

technology in the sustainability issue when it comes to reducing emissions from the seaside”.

Across the interviews, a clear pattern emerges that regulatory pressures are not simply
restrictive, they are structuring forces that define the boundaries of what is possible, desirable,
and legitimate. By aligning early and participating actively in shaping these frameworks, the

port not only ensures compliance but leverages regulation to maintain strategic relevance.

4.4 Theme: Fear of greenwashing and the pursuit of legitimacy

A dominant pattern across interviews is the growing communicative caution surrounding
sustainability. While the port’s long-standing environmental efforts have strengthened its
brand and stakeholder relationships, interviewees expressed a clear concern that bold claims
may backfire in the current regulatory climate. The importance of credibility and integrity in
sustainability communication was emphasized repeatedly, often in connection with the port’s
desire to avoid accusations of greenwashing, one example is from the Senior Production
Development Manager, “It may not always be Green Cargo when it’s a diesel locomotive
pulling the goods or boats that run on heavy fuel oil”. This self-critical awareness reflects a

broader shift from visionary sustainability narratives toward more restrained, fact-based
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messaging. Several respondents emphasized that sustainability communication must now be
rooted in verifiable action, like the Chief Executive Officer explains, “Sustainability is either
1 or 0, it’s completely binary and you can’t be semi-sustainable. It’s such transparency that

strengthens the brand”.

The port’s internal and external communications have therefore become more focused and
cohesive, like the Head of Public Affairs reflecting on this, “If I go back a year, maybe it was
a little more, so to speak, sprawling in the sense that we did so much and communicated
everything around”. Today, authenticity and consistency are seen as more important than
volume. The Vice President of Corporate Governance explains it like “That means we don’t
say one thing on the outside that sounds good and then we do something else in here”. This
emphasis on credibility has led to a more cautious approach in how and when to communicate
sustainability efforts. Several interviewees described how materials and presentations had
been developed but never shared externally, this is strengthened by the Head of Renewable
Energy “We’ve made very good presentation material but have chosen not to go external with
it. No, not externally because it was paused after the former CEO, or yes, at the turning point

in the CEO change there”.

This deliberate withholding of communication despite ongoing efforts reflects what is
described in the literature as greenhushing. The risk of overstating achievements has made
some at the port more hesitant in terms of market sustainability at all. A symbolic example of
this concern is the phrase “The most sustainable port in the world,” which many employees
view as problematic, one of them, the Head of Public affairs say “If you take the world’s most
sustainable port (for example), we have never included CO; emissions from our construction
in that concept. For some, the notion of greenwashing has never been applicable to the port’s
communication practices. Still, a growing concern about definitional clarity was raised, like
from the Senior Manager Market Development, who says “The USP’s for sustainability 1s
extremely important and we’re advanced in comparison”. But this strong positioning comes
with heightened reputational risk, especially as competition around sustainability intensifies

and the regulatory landscape tightens.

The anticipated implementation of the EU Green Claims Directive was seen as a turning
point. While it was generally welcomed for promoting evidence-based communication, many

respondents worried about its unintended consequences.

24



“Then it will be more difficult to market sustainability, it will be more expensive, it will take
more time, it will also take more time just to produce the material, so I think the advantage is
that the messages that come out can be trusted. The disadvantage is that you will not invest as
much in focus, sustainability in marketing and if you cannot market it, there’s a risk that
people will not invest in it as an initiative, and there’s also a small risk that sustainability work
will backfire because no companies want to invest in USP’s that they can’t market because

then they don’t exist” (Digital Marketing & Communication Manager).

Some respondents acknowledged that the directive had already contributed to a more cautious
stance at the port, one of them Head of Renewable Energy says “We can’t say this: We’re the
most sustainable port. Then we must know that we are. You can’t say that Carlsberg is the best
beer in the world, you can’t. It’s the same thing, so it must be fact-based and then I think we
will also be very credible. Then I see that we are credible.” Yet, despite broad agreement on
the value of transparency, there is concern that this new caution might have a cooling effect
and refers to another directive, “It’s like GDPR. Companies will avoid talking since they’re
afraid of penalties”. The Vice President Corporate Governance expressed a similar concern
about hesitation but are taking a more progressive angel to it. “We’re cautious. But if you
never dare to move a little in any direction there, you wouldn’t be able to give really good

examples either”.

This fear has practical implications, especially on the word “Green”. In one ongoing initiative,
the so-called “Green corridor”, where vessels run from point A to B on fossil-free fuel, Senior
Manager Market Development questioned whether the term or project branding would be

viable under the new rules. “We need to know how we can communicate and what we can say

and can’t say”.

Even so, many interviewees welcomed the directive in principle, one of them, the Chief
Executive Officer, says “I don’t know the regulation in detail, but I believe it’s a sound move
to start regulating what can and cannot be communicated in terms of sustainability” and
another, the Senior Production Development Manager took it one step further, “It’s good. We
should only market what we do, and that we can prove”. But a few of the interviewees
expressed ambiguity, weighing the benefits of clearer standards against the bureaucratic
burden, like the Head of International Public Affairs & Sustainability, who says “I’m thinking
of it with mixed feelings. On the one hand, finally something that straightens it out in time.
My other half thinks oh no, even more EU administration and complications”. Others warned

that the new standardization might eliminate room for differentiation and brand identity, like
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the Senior Manager of Market Development, who thinks that “The purpose of sustainability
communication might disappear. If everyone is following the same standard, then the USP

might be gone”.

Looking ahead, the ability to communicate sustainability seems to be increasingly depending
on having robust internal systems and credible proof, this according to the Digital Marketing
& Communication Manager, who says “Going forward, there will be caution as I said, and |
think there will be a lot of people looking at those who have done well in the past and taking
inspiration from them. There are several that have managed to position themselves as
sustainable, but others that have not called themselves “sustainable”. The company ICE Bug
is then mentioned as an example of being able to communicate sustainability successfully
because it is integrated. It was further commented by the same person as “Those who can
market sustainability are the ones who have the foundation, they have it in their backbone,
they have it kind of built into the brand and to the organization. It’s a sustainable organization,

it’s important and then they can start marketing it.”

In conclusion, this theme reveals how legitimacy-concerns are driving a shift in
communicative behavior. The port is somehow caught between the risk of overstating its
achievements and the fear that saying too little might erode its visibility and influence.
Balancing between greenwashing and greenhushing, between regulatory compliance and

communicative relevance, is an emerging dilemma.

4.5 Summarizing the empirics

Across the four themes, a dynamic and at times contradictory picture emerges of how the port
navigates sustainability in practice and communication. The findings reveal a continuous
balancing act between ambition and restraint, internal commitment and external scrutiny,

visionary positioning, and pragmatic adaptation.

In the first theme, Lower Ambitions and Motivational Speech, we saw how the port has
historically used bold narratives and aspirational messaging, such as the concept “The Green
Connection” to claim a leadership role in sustainability. However, this forward-leaning
posture has in recent years been tempered by regulatory pressure and internal challenges,

leading to a more modest communication strategy focused on concrete actions. This shift
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illustrates an emerging tension between legacy ambitions and current expectations for

credibility and verifiability.

The second theme, Organizational Practice, highlights how sustainability is deeply embedded
in the port’s organizational culture. Employees share a common language and sense of
responsibility, and the sustainability agenda is integrated across departments. Yet, this strong
internal normativity is accompanied by a lack of clarity around formal strategy. The
coexistence of shared values and strategic ambiguity suggests a culture that is morally driven

but structurally diffuse, highly engaged but vulnerable to uncertainty and inconsistency.

In Regulatory Pressures as Coercive Mechanisms, the third theme, the port is shown to
actively engage with regulatory frameworks not only as constraints but as platforms for
influence and legitimacy. Global and EU-level policy processes are seen as both drivers of
innovation and potential bottlenecks. The port anticipates regulation, adapts internally, and
uses its position to co-shape sustainability standards. However, this responsiveness also
highlights the degree to which external institutional logics shape internal priorities and limit

communicative flexibility.

Finally, the fourth theme, Fear of Greenwashing and the Pursuit of Legitimacy, demonstrates
how legitimacy concerns increasingly influence what the port dares to communicate. While
sustainability remains central to brand and stakeholder relations, the fear of being perceived
as misleading has given rise to cautious communication strategies, what the literature refers to
as greenhushing. The looming EU Green Claims Directive intensifies this dilemma, as it

raises both the bar for substantiation and the cost of visibility.

In summary, the port functions in a heavily regulated environment where legitimacy is
achieved not just through bold claims but by consistently aligning its practices and messages
with institutional expectations. This requires careful management of its aspirations, values,

compliance with regulations, and reputation.

In the following chapter, these findings are interpreted through the lens of institutional theory.
Drawing on the concepts of isomorphism, decoupling, aspirational talk, and legitimacy, the
analysis explores how the port’s sustainability communication reflects broader institutional
logics, and how it manages the growing tension between ambition, compliance, and

authenticity.
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5. Analysis

Our analysis begins in the period preceding the turning point in April 2024, when the
sustainability concept, “The Green Connection”, was still prominently featured by the port

and continues through the period of change that followed.

The analysis applies to the model developed in this thesis (see Figure 1) and examines how
institutional pressures shape not only sustainability actions, but the port’s ability and
willingness to communicate them. The model outlines a progression in which the company
moves from coupled ambition to communicative restraint in response to legitimacy threats.
This movement is emergent, dependent on the interplay between regulatory demands,

stakeholder expectations, internal capacities, and reputational risk.

5.1 Legitimacy at the crossroads, navigating sustainability
communication under institutional pressure

This case study of the port provides empirical evidence of how each phase of this trajectory
manifests in practice. Furthermore, it demonstrates how ambitious sustainability
communication can both create value and entail risk. On the one hand, the visionary
communication approach, exemplified by the concept “The Green Connection”, has helped
position the port as a leading player in sustainable logistics. On the other hand, increased
scrutiny, especially related to the EU’s Green Claims Directive, has forced the company to
reassess what is communicated and how. This illustrates the challenge of balancing symbolic
legitimacy and operational responsibility. Our findings suggest that the fear of being
perceived as greenwashing has become a stronger driving force than the potential inherent in
visionary communication, leading to a shift from bold storytelling to the precautionary
principle, a movement reflecting coercive isomorphism, where organizations adapt to formal

rules and sanction systems (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 2014).

5.2 Coupling and aspirational talk as strategic legitimacy

The port’s early sustainability communication, exemplified by the concept of “The Green
Connection”, reflects a clear coupling between symbolic ambition and operational action.
This phase was marked by the articulation of visionary goals such as becoming the world’s
most sustainable port and the allocation of significant resources to initiatives like
electrification, hydrogen development, and rail logistics. These ambitions were framed

through aspirational talk (Christensen et al., 2013) and served not only internal motivational
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functions but also contributed to constructing an image of legitimacy in the eyes of

stakeholders.

Importantly, this coupling phase was not naive, it was strategically positioned in response to
what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) would term normative and mimetic pressures. As
sustainability became an expected dimension of legitimacy in the logistics and transport
sectors, the port sought to align itself with these expectations and even define the standards
others might follow. Through exhibitions, promotional videos describing fossil-free logistics
and future energies, and internal branding explaining the sustainable future of the port,
(Appendix 1), the port translated abstract ambitions into communicative identity. However,
this form of aspirational language, used to motivate and signal long-term intentions, is now
being re-evaluated. Although such language once played a central role in the port’s
positioning, increasing demands for verifiability and legal certainty have significantly
narrowed the space for future-oriented messaging. This development introduces a risk of
greenhushing, a phenomenon where organizations intentionally downplay or withhold
communication about sustainability initiatives for fear of misinterpretation or sanction
(Ginder et al. 2021). Even with the port’s solid sustainability credentials, our interviews reveal
growing uncertainty about what can be said and how, which may ultimately undermine both

external legitimacy and internal motivation.

5.3 Emerging tensions: from vision to constraint

Over time, however, the port’s sustainability communication encountered resistance, not from
within the organization, but from an evolving institutional environment. The introduction of
the EU’s Green Claims Directive marks a coercive pressure of a different magnitude. This
regulation shifts sustainability from being a visionary and inspirational, e.g. aspirational
domain to one governed by legislation, audit, and risk management. It introduces strict
requirements for the substantiation of environmental claims, including third-party verification
and bans vague terminology such as “climate neutral” unless supported by concrete data. As a
result, even well-intentioned messaging must now pass through legal filters before being

communicated, significantly raising the bar for what is considered acceptable discourse.

The interviews reveal how this shift produces an organizational tension between the pursuit of
legitimacy and the fear of losing it. This tension is both emotional and operational. On an
emotional level, employees express concern about “saying the wrong thing,” being

misinterpreted, or overpromising. This fear is not unfounded, as the reputational
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consequences of perceived greenwashing have become more severe, ranging from public
criticism to legal penalties. Several interviewees mentioned withholding campaign materials
or tuning down presentations, not because of their inaccuracy, but due to uncertainty about
how the claims would be interpreted under the new directive. On an operational level,
sustainability communication is increasingly shaped by legal boundaries rather than strategic
positioning. Where communication was once a proactive and creative force aligned with
brand identity, it is now reactive, dominated by risk management and legal review processes.
For example, internal communication concepts such as “The Green Connection” were

removed or reformulated in response to concerns about regulatory compliance.

These dynamics reflect the regulatory pillar in Scott’s (2014) institutional theory, where
legitimacy becomes contingent on compliance, and where compliance is increasingly defined
externally. This externalization of legitimacy means that companies can no longer rely solely
on internal values or past reputation, they must continually adapt to shifting regulatory

interpretations and evidentiary demands.

These developments align with what the literature describes as coercive isomorphism, as
organizations adapt to new laws and threats of sanctions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott,
2014; Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2017). The Green Claims Directive functions as a direct source
of coercive pressure, pushing organizations to align their communicative practices with
externally defined legal norms. The threat of penalties up to 4% of annual revenue, as well as
heightened media and stakeholder scrutiny, reinforces this alignment. However, in our case,
we also observe signs of mimetic isomorphism, where the port adopts cautious
communication strategies by imitating industry peers. In the context of uncertainty, looking to
others perceived as successful, or safe, becomes a rational strategy. For instance, some
interviewees described benchmarking against other major ports to assess what sustainability
narratives were still being publicly used and modifying their own tone accordingly. Normative
isomorphism also emerges, as internally anchored values around transparency and ethical
responsibility increasingly guide decisions about what can, and cannot, be communicated.
Employees spoke of a shared language around credibility and authenticity, with
communication seen not only as a strategic tool, but as an ethical act. This internal culture
reinforces restraint, not just because of legal risks, but because exaggeration would feel

inconsistent with the port’s identity as a trusted actor in the sustainability domain.
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5.4 Greenhushing and the reversal of aspirational logic

In response to these pressures, the port appears to have left their sustainability efforts to
remain intact, and in some cases have expanded, these are no longer communicated with the
same clarity or confidence. The concept “The Green Connection” has been de-emphasized
where visuals have been removed, messaging softened, and presentations withheld. At the
same time, the organization continues to invest in onshore power supply, rail infrastructure,

alternative fuels, and social communities' initiatives.

This separation of communication from the operational core is not evidence of hypocrisy, but
rather a somewhat strategic form of means-end decoupling (Stél and Corvellec, 2022).
Bromley and Powell (2012) note that as transparency mechanisms increase, traditional
decoupling becomes harder to maintain. Instead, organizations may compartmentalize efforts,
both structurally and temporally. The port’s strategy, shifting communication to report-based
formats and avoiding general sustainability claims, reflects this logic. It allows the port to

retain control over what can be verified, while limiting exposure to criticism or legal risk.

What emerges most clearly is the port’s entry into a greenhushing phase (Ginder et al., 2021),
where communicative silence becomes a protective strategy. The situation is notably
paradoxical where transparency, formerly regarded as a key attribute of leadership, has now
become a potential disadvantage. The concern over misrepresentation, rather than an absence

of effort, promotes reticence.

This reflects a deeper paradox at the heart of the current regulatory landscape: while the EU’s
Green Claims Directive is intended to reward and promote companies that genuinely engage
in sustainability, it may in practice discourage them from communicating those efforts. In the
case of the port, uncertainty about the directive’s application has generated compliance
anxiety, prompting a cautious stance, even when concrete initiatives are in place. In this sense,
the regulation may inadvertently silence the very actors it aims to uplift, as visibility becomes

intertwined with legal and reputational risk.

This communicative retreat has important implications. It suggests that aspirational talk, when
disconnected from a clear strategy for evidence and delivery, may no longer be viable under
conditions of institutional scrutiny. The legitimacy once gained through bold narrative must

now be earned through measured proof, likely at the cost of inspiration.

This development also illustrates the dynamic interplay between institutional pressures and

organizational response. As coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphisms co-exist, we
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observe forms of decoupling, where ambition and practice diverge, either deliberately or
inadvertently. In particular, “The Green Connection” can be understood as a communicative

symbol of adaptation, even in cases where full implementation remains elusive.

5.5 The legitimacy dilemma: between visibility and verifiability

At the heart of this analysis lies a legitimacy dilemma. To be perceived as legitimate, the port
must act, and be seen to act, on sustainability. Yet the visibility required for this legitimacy
also exposes it to judgment, contestation, and sanction. This creates a clear paradox where the

more sustainability matters, the more difficult it becomes to talk about.

The case illustrates that organizations are not merely conforming to external expectations but
strategically navigating them. Legitimacy is not simply achieved through alignment; it is
negotiated through carefully balanced exposure. In this environment, silence may offer short-
term safety but risks long-term irrelevance, while boldness may inspire but also invite

scrutiny.

In sum, the case of the port highlights how institutional pressures shape both action and
inaction, both ambition and avoidance. Sustainability communication is no longer merely a
matter of branding, it is an institutional terrain governed by compliance, trust, and risk

management.

Ultimately, the model of institutional pressures and communicative strategy developed in this
thesis hopefully offers a useful lens to understand how organizations transition between
various states, from coupling, to decoupling, to greenhushing, in the ongoing pursuit of
legitimacy. This analysis suggests that future efforts must not only reconcile discourse with
practice but also develop new frameworks for credible aspiration in a world that increasingly

demands proof before promise.
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5.6 From coupling to greenhushing: a stepwise movement through our
model

The model developed in this thesis (Figure 1) illustrates an institutional trajectory consisting
of five stages: (1) Coupling, (2) Aspirational Talk, (3) Decoupling, (4) Greenhushing, and (5)
Recoupling. The case study supports each stage in the following way:

1. Coupling: At the time of the launch of “The Green Connection,” there was a clear
alignment between sustainability visions, investments in infrastructure, and internal
engagement. A strong coupling existed between what was said and what was done,
motivated by normative and mimetic pressures to position the port as a leader in the
sector.

2. Aspirational talk: As sustainability communication grew more ambitious, future-
oriented visions were formulated that could not yet be fully verified. This aspirational
language was intended to inspire, but it also carried the risk of being perceived as
exaggerated.

3. Decoupling: With the emergence of the EU Green Claims Directive, the port began
reassessing its communication strategy. Interview data shows that campaign materials
were paused or withdrawn, not because the content was inaccurate, but due to
uncertainty regarding interpretation and regulatory expectations. This reflects a new
form of decoupling: action without talk, driven by coercive institutional pressures and
reputational concern.

4. Greenhushing: This phase is characterized by a stabilized communicative silence.
Sustainability work continues, but public exposure is minimized. Rather than
positioning itself as a frontrunner, the port adopts a cautious stance. Greenhushing is
not passive, it is a strategic, risk-calibrated communication behavior, developed at the
intersection of regulation, legitimacy demands, and internal ethical norms.

5. Recoupling: By gradually increasing the volume of external sustainability
communication in alignment with the forthcoming legislation, the port may take the
next step toward recoupling, moving beyond the greenhushing phase. At this stage,
balance can be achieved, where relevant, credible sustainability communication is

grounded in actual initiatives and aligned with the new EU legal framework.
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6. Conclusion

Based on this study of how one of Sweden’s largest ports responds to increasing regulatory
pressure, we asked: how do companies navigate the tension between sustainability ambitions
and regulatory compliance under the new EU Green Claims Directive? Drawing on
institutional theory, we show how the port moved from so-called aspirational talk to
greenhushing, where fear of being accused of greenwashing becomes a guiding force. In
short, the port faced a legitimate dilemma. To be perceived as legitimate, the port must act,
and be seen to act, on sustainability. Yet, the visibility required for this legitimacy also
exposes it to greenwash judgements and sanctions. Removing aspirations and silencing
communication offers short-term safety but risks long-term irrelevance, while bold
communication can inspire but also invite scrutiny. This creates a clear paradox where the
more sustainability matters, the more difficult it becomes to talk about. The thesis contributes
to the literature on decoupling and greenwashing by emphasizing the opposing effect of

greenhushing as a response to sustainability regulation.

The findings of this study suggest that sustainability communication in highly
institutionalized contexts must be approached with a new kind of strategic sensitivity.
Companies can no longer rely solely on aspirational narratives to secure legitimacy, nor can
they afford to fall into communicative silence out of fear of regulatory backlash. Instead, a
strategic middle path is required, one that balances ambition with accountability, and visibility
with verifiability. This tension is clearly visible in our data. Interviewees described how well-
developed communication materials were withheld due to fear of misinterpretation, despite
reflecting real initiatives. As one respondent noted, “We’ve made very good presentation
material but have chosen not to go external with it.” At the same time, there was concern that
silence could weaken the port’s position and reduce internal engagement. These findings point
to the need for calibrated communication, credible, cautious, but still inspiring. Rather than
choosing between overstatement and silence, organizations must develop communication
strategies that are both legally sound and strategically meaningful, as reflected in the final

phase of our model: recoupling.

Based on the model developed in this thesis and the empirical insights gathered, we suggest
establishing a communication model that links aspirational talk to structured evidence-
building over time supported by clear internal framework for risk calibrated disclosure. This

recommendation rests on three key components:
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Calibrated aspirational talk:

Companies should not abandon aspirational communication, but they must calibrate it. Instead
of framing themselves as “the most sustainable,” they should frame communication around
sustainability journeys, next steps or evidence-informed ambitions. This can shift the
expectation from flawless delivery to continuous improvement, which is both more credible

and more aligned with stakeholder reality.

Institutionalized verification processes: To support such recalibration, companies should
create an internal structure for verifying and reviewing claims before external communication.
This may take the form of a cross-functional communication advisory group (e.g.,
sustainability, legal, marketing, operations) tasked with stress-testing new campaigns,
identifying gaps between action and narrative, and flagging potential risk-prone terminology.

This mechanism allows for ambition without overreaching.

Communicative transparency as a form of legitimacy: Instead of silence efforts,
organizations should lean into transparent partiality, communicating what is done, what
remains, and what is uncertain. For instance, instead of omitting early-stage projects, they can
frame them as pilots or proof-of-concept initiatives. This maintains trust while acknowledging

the complexity of long-term sustainability work.

6.1 Managerial implications

This study demonstrates that sustainability communication in highly institutionalized contexts
requires a new kind of strategic sensitivity. Organizations must navigate increasing demands
for legal compliance and verifiability, without losing their ability to inspire and lead through
sustainability initiatives. There are several steps an organization can take in relation to
sustainability communication. The model below (Figure 2) illustrates a new approach, and

key checkpoints designed to support a renewed way of communicating sustainability.
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Strategic sustainability communication —
fit for the EU Green Claims Directive

1. Internal structures

- Invest in systems for learning and
verification
Build tools to check claims and support
continuous learning

- Align communication -, sustainability-, and
legal teams
Ensure these functions work together for
consistent messaging

- Support aspirational goals with clear
routines and governance
Back up visionary talk with concrete processes

2. Communicative judgement

- Train teams in precise and legally safe
language
Help staif communicate clearly without legal
risk

- Assess both reputational and legal risks
Weigh how messages might affect trust and
compliance

- Craft narratives that are both ambitious
and credible
Encourage forward-looking messages
grounded in reality

3. Strategic positioning

- Connect ambitions to measurable
outcomes
Show real progress behind bold goals

- Define “safe zones” for aspirational
messaging
Align big statements with what regulations
allow

- Leverage sustainability for long-term brand
value
Make sustainability a core part of the

and accountability company’s identity and strategy

Figure 2 Managerial roadmap for sustainability communication

Based on our findings, we outline the following key implications for managers, assembled in

a playbook, Figure 3:

book for sustainability communication

1: Develop internal communication frameworks
Implement structures that connect aspirational goals with verifiable progress over time, enabling risk-calibrated
communication strategies

2: Calibrate aspirational language
Frame messages around “next steps” or “ongoing journeys” rather than absolute end goals, to maintain ambition without
ovVerpromising

3: Establish internal verification processes
Set up cross-functional teams (e.g., legal, sustainability, communication) to review messaging, flag risky terminology, and
ensure compliance

4: Frame transparency as a legitimacy strategy
Communicate even uncertainties or imitations, for example, by presenting sustainability efforts as pilot initiatives or proof-of-
concept phases

5: Treat sustainability communication as a risk domain
Recognize that messaging is tied to regulatory exposure and reputational risk, requiring legal expertise in strategic decision-
making

6: Invest in follow-up and monitoring systems
Build processes for tracking, verifying, and learning from both communicative and operational outcomes to avoid symbolic
compliance

7: Think in terms of incentives, not just sanctions
Explore mechanisms that reward transparency, such as safe harbor principles for cautiously framed forward-looking
statements

8: Recognize the parado: regulation can silence pioneers
Even leading actors may choose silence under regulatory pressure. Communicative restraint may be rational in the short term,
but risky in the long run if sustainability initiatives, capable of driving progress in the green transition, are muted

Figure 3 Playbook for sustainably communication
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Together, these implications suggest that managers must carefully balance ambition and
accountability. Sustainability communication should not only be truthful and compliant, but
also strategically framed to preserve legitimacy in a landscape where visibility and

verifiability are increasingly intertwined.

6.2 Final note

Companies navigating the sustainability field must develop not only strong operational
strategies, but also dynamic communicative literacy, one that understands legitimacy as
something negotiated across time, channels, and expectations. The recommendation offered
here supports such an approach by connecting internal structure, communicative judgment,
and strategic positioning into a holistic sustainability communication model fit for the EU
Green Claims Directive. This thesis contributes theoretically by extending the concept of
decoupling into the communicative domain, illustrating how organizations may transition
from highly visible and aspirational sustainability communication to strategic silence under
regulatory pressure. Through the integration of institutional theory and concepts such as
aspirational talk and greenhushing, we show how legitimacy is not only achieved through the
alignment of structures and narratives but also managed through deliberate communicative
restraint. Our proposed model adds to the existing literature by mapping the progression from
symbolic alignment and performative communication to silence, and ultimately to recoupling,

as a dynamic organizational response to evolving institutional demands.

7. Future Research

The study has examined a single case within a specific, upcoming, regulatory framework and

industry. Future research could:

1. Benefit from incorporating various stakeholder perspectives to enhance the depth and
breadth of the analysis.

2. Compare different industries within the EU to see if response patterns vary depending
on the institutional context.

3. Study the long-term effects of greenhushing and whether this is leading to increased
strategic integration or passivity.

4. Quantitatively investigate how changes in sustainability communication affect

consumer trust and brand value.
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9. Appendix 1

Screenshot from website, home page: “The Green Connection” launched 2023, removed April

2024.

' e s e ———

The Green Connection

We take the lead. To be the World's most sustainable port we are reducing Co2-emissions by
70°% until 2030. We follow an ambitious plan. Our projects have real impact. Join us to
change the whole logistics chain.

600
MILLION

22 Fossil-free logistics. Wl i Future energies.

We are wor

THE GREEN CONNECTION

Fossil-free logistics

Fossil-free logistics

We work hard

Tranzero Initiative Onshore Power
1 fro Supply for tankers
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THE GREEN CONNECTION

Future Energies

Future energies.

@ Den hér videon &r privat

The Green Connection.

js plan. We act now

@ Den hér videon &r privat

We aim to be the world’s most sustainable port.

To be worthy of that title we promise 70% lower CO2 emissions by 2030. And we are well on our way - that's why we are the

Green Connection
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Screenshot of film “The Green Connection”, launched 2023, removed May 2024:

-70% CO, emissions 2030

JOIN

IHEGREEN

CONNECTI)PN

The Green Connection film lyrics:

“Everything is connected. What we do here affects people on the other side of the world, because the Earth is a
connection of ecosystems. Climate change is a mortal threat to humanity, and what we do now affects
generations. Everything is connected. That's why XX has decided to become the world's most sustainable

gateway, and we are well on our way.

We are following an ambitious plan with two main goals. To make logistics fossil-free, and to bring society's
change back to future energy issues. Our work has a real impact, because we connect research results with our
experience of making changes robust enough for the future. Always in collaboration with the world's best
partners, both regionally and internationally. And this year we have followed an industry of climate initiatives.
For example, having trains that go all the way out to Key, in a seventeen-track system that connects the logistics
of sea and land efficiently and sustainably, but also collaborating with key players in the automotive industry to

rapidly increase the change to fossil-free fuels on our roads.

We plan to be a large-scale hub for carbon capacity, and we are creating green corridors to other innovative ports
around the world. We are electrifying all of our port operations to access the power of green for born thinkers
and to access fossil-free fuel with infrastructure for a variety of green options. Everything is connected. All our
impacts, both at home and throughout the logistics industry, are to minimize climate impact on land and sea. It is
a gigantic and complex challenge. That is why we work together with all partners who share our vision, as our
next collaboration with the world's leading porter, but also as an advocate for change in politics and international

organizations.

Perhaps the biggest challenge facing humanity today is the transition from fossil fuels to sustainable energy. As
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the largest energy gateway in Scandinavia, we strive to transform and empower our partners in the green
transition. Together, we invest heavily in tomorrow's energy solutions so that we can become a large-scale hub
for the sustainable energy product of the future. This is how we reduce our carbon emissions by 70% by 2030
and make a fossil-free future possible so that our children can look back on what we do now with happiness and
perhaps even pride. But we can only achieve these goals if we work together, and the competitiveness of the

future lies with those who invest in the climate today. Join the Green Connection to a better future”
Internal communication: Screenshot of poster were put up on the office walls:
Vi har.en amb:tn)s plai\, bawad.pi vele.nskaphg k
THEGREENQ) | Soisesias Sl s
i hamnen till initiativ fophela logistikkedjan. =

Vi leder omstallningen. For att vara varidens

mest hallbara hamn reducerar vi vart CO,-utslapp
med 70% till 2030. Vi foljer en tydlig och ambitids plan.

Vi agerar nu och véra projekt gor verklig skillnad.
Tillsammans kan vi gora hela transportkedjan hallbar.

GREEN CONNECTION BYGGER PA TVA BEN:
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Presentation slide from internal meeting on the 20:th April 2024:

Screenshot from the new website, launched in May 2024:

Our approachto

sustainability

We create sustainable value chains for a thriving Society

The Port of impact on the UN's global sustainable
development goals

Our most important
Q sustainability issues:

030

SUSTAINABILITY
ISSUES
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10. Appendix 2

Research question:

How will the new EU regulation, Green Claims Directive, influence sustainability marketing

strategies?
Welcome!

Thank you for participating in this interview regarding your port's sustainability work. We
will ask open-ended questions, so feel free to speak freely. Your participation will be
anonymized in the thesis; only your title will be mentioned, and the company will be

described as one of the larger ports in Sweden.

Our questions are about the company's position on sustainability and which internal

and external factors may affect this work.
We are recording the conversation to be able to transcribe it later.

e Briefly describe your role at the port, what title you have, and the name of your
department.

e What does sustainability mean to you?

e What purpose do you see in the port working with sustainability?

e Can you describe how the port works with sustainability?

e How do you describe the port's sustainability work internally?

e How do you describe the port's sustainability work externally?

e What values can sustainability work contribute to the company?

e Does the port use sustainability to build its brand and position itself?

e How was the communication about the company's sustainability work a year ago
compared to today?

e s there anything in the external environment that has influenced your view on
communicating the company's sustainability work externally? (Any regulations,
existing or upcoming)

e What does the Green Claim Directive mean to you and the company?

e Has the Green Claims Directive affected how you communicate the port's

sustainability work to your target groups?
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How do you think the Green Claim Directive might affect the port?

How do you think the Green Claim Directive might affect the industry as a whole in
Sweden and the EU?

What consequences do you see the Green Claim Directive having for the port?
What consequences do you see the Green Claim Directive having for the industry at
large?

What disadvantages do you see with the Green Claim Directive?

What advantages do you see with the Green Claim Directive?

What is important to consider when the port communicates sustainability with
customers and other external target groups?

What does greenwashing mean to you?

How is sustainability discussed in the management team?

We observe a slowdown in communication regarding sustainability. Do you agree?
When did this slowdown occur?

What happened? Give exemples.

What do you think this slowdown might mean for sustainability work going forward?
What do you think this slowdown might mean for the position as the world's most
sustainable port?

Describe the port's sustainability strategy.

Who is responsible for sustainability work in the company?

How do you view this division of responsibility?

What education do you have in sustainability?

What work experience do you have in sustainability?

Is there anything else you want to bring up?
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