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Abstract

The global business environment presents formidable environmental challenges, compelling
organizations to adopt adaptive, multi-dimensional sustainability strategies. Amidst
unprecedented climate shifts, technological advances, and evolving consumer preferences,
businesses face the imperative to rethink traditional approaches. Economic volatility and
competitive pressures necessitate strategic planning and ongoing innovation to maintain
competitiveness. Stakeholders increasingly demand ethical and sustainable practices, driving
organizations to prioritize responsible operations. This study focuses on the co-constitution of
environmental sustainability strategies in heavy industrial sectors. Employing a co-constitutive
theoretical lens, it inquires into the complexities of strategizing beyond conventional planning
paradigms. Through qualitative methods such as interviews and document analysis, data was
collected from multinational heavy industry firms. The findings highlight the dynamic interplay
between regulatory mandates, stakeholder expectations, and organizational activities in shaping
sustainability strategies. This research paper contributes valuable insights into how
environmental sustainability strategies are formed within heavy industrial organizations. It
emphasizes the importance of a holistic approach that recognizes the interconnectedness of
internal and external factors, with implications for both theory and practice in organizational
sustainability management.

Keywords: Environmental sustainability strategizing, co-constitution, planning, regulatory
framework, stakeholder multidimensionality, day-to-day activities.
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Introduction

In today's globalized and rapidly evolving business environment, organizations encounter
various grand challenges (George et. al., 2016) and wicked problems (Neugebauer et al., 2016)
that are difficult to deal with, such as environmental sustainability. The need to evolve through
both planned and emergent approaches (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985) as a result of emerging
trends becomes imperative.
Planning involves establishing explicit goals and implementing formal controls to ensure their
achievement within a compliant environment. Conversely, emergent strategies are patterns that
materialize without predefined intentions (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). The approach, known as
planned strategy, has leaders define precise goals and work to implement them with minimal
distortion and surprises, translating intentions into collective action (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985).
The imperative for organizations to be adaptive through both deliberate and emergent strategies
(Mintzberg & Waters, 1985) reflects a profound shift in fundamental beliefs in response to
evolving perspectives and dynamics that underlie the environmental sustainability challenges. In
juxtaposition with the seminal contributions of scholars like Mintzberg and Waters (1985) and
Porter (1996), the analysis herein examines the intricate interplay between planning and strategy,
elucidating how the latter transcends the limitations of the former. We problematized the notion
of planning as a panacea for sustainability challenges, this inquiry highlights the indispensability
of a multifaceted approach that acknowledges the agency and contributions of stakeholders
beyond the planning sphere. Problematization in this context is an effort to understand how and
to what extent it is possible to think differently, rather than relying on what is already known
(Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011). Strategizing, therefore, involves a dynamic interplay of evolving
interpretations of the past, present, and future (Dawson, 2020).
The importance of adopting a strategic approach to address diverse challenges spanning
organizational boundaries is highlighted (Brorström, 2023). Both conceptualizing and
implementing strategic initiatives are crucial. Initiatives to address common challenges not only
impact the adopting organization but also exert pressure on others involved, highlighting the
need for collective strategizing efforts in varied forms (Brorström & Diedrich 2022; Brorström,
2023). These challenges create a dynamic and uncertain business environment and the current
economic landscape, shaped by various contextual factors, necessitates business organizations to
develop and execute strategies to sustain competitiveness (Ramírez & Mannervik, 2016).
Companies are actively addressing regulatory, economic and environmental challenges
simultaneously, they are exploring avenues to capitalize on opportunities, presented by these
challenges by adjusting their methods to align with changing market demands, technological
advancements, and evolving consumer preferences. In response to the complexities of the
modern economic landscape, organizations are employing an adaptive strategy. This strategy
emphasizes the importance of fostering collaboration, horizontally across different departments
and functions within the organization, and vertically, between different levels of the
organizational hierarchy, and co-creating among various stakeholders within and outside the
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organization (Ramirez & Manavick, 2016). This collaborative approach is seen as essential for
navigating through the dynamic and context-specific operational challenges faced by
organizations in the contemporary business environment.
Businesses are contending with economic changes, including market fluctuations, regulatory
shifts, and the intricate interdependencies of the global economy. Globalization, conversely,
heightens competitive pressures, compelling organizations to engage in ongoing innovation to
potentially augment their capabilities and sustain competitiveness (Miller, 1992). Hence,
organizations are constantly engaged in operational effectiveness and strategic positioning
(Porter, 1996) to stay afloat. Sustainable practices are crucial for organizations seeking to adapt
to new market demands and stay ahead in their industries. Stakeholders, including customers,
employees, investors, and communities, increasingly expect organizations to operate responsibly.
The growing emphasis on ethical practices and environmental sustainability is increasingly
exacerbating the pressure on organizations. The above coupled with the call for researchers to
explore how the characteristics of sustainability challenges, in this case, the environmental
challenge of greenhouse gas emission (GHG) shape strategy formation (Brammer et al. 2019;
Egels-Zandén, 2016), spurred our interest in sustainable environmental strategy formation.
Brammer et al. (2019) further stated that categorizing Grand Challenges according to scale,
context, and geography would facilitate their articulation and the formulation of policies
addressing these challenges. Such categorization is instrumental in fostering collective action to
effectively address Grand Challenges (GC), such as environmental sustainability. By
emphasizing the interdependent relationship between organizational actors and their
socio-environmental context, this perspective challenges the notion of strategy as solely a
human-centered and meticulously planned endeavor (Poon & Kohlberger, 2022). Instead, it
advocates for a more holistic approach that acknowledges the multifaceted factors shaping
strategic decision-making, including environmental factors, technological advancements, and
stakeholder interactions. In essence, the co-constitutive perspective underscores the
interconnectedness of organizational activities with their broader ecosystem, highlighting the
need for adaptive, collaborative, and contextually sensitive strategies in today's dynamic business
environment. A co-constitutive approach encourages an understanding of power that is
intricately intertwined with social interactions, discourse, and the processes of meaning-making.
This perspective invites a recognition of the subtleties and dynamics at play within
organizational contexts. This approach allows us to examine the construction of strategy within
the environmental context as an evolving process, ongoing and dynamic, shaped by interactions
between the organization and its surroundings (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; Bruskin, 2019). The
environmental dynamics informed our research question:

RQ: How does environmental sustainability strategy unfold in heavy industrial sector
organizations?
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The research is motivated by the recognition that addressing environmental challenges extends
beyond the characteristics and quantitative measurements of emissions through planning; it
involves the intricacies of how organizations interpret, communicate, and construct the narrative
around their sustainability efforts. By focusing on the activities surrounding environmental
sustainability strategy, we aim to unravel the complex dimensions of strategizing that shape the
formation of sustainability strategy. The latter involves the continuous evolution of meanings
among organizational members, while also acknowledging the dynamic nature of how these
meanings shift and align over time (Ericson, 2001). Our investigation seeks to explore and
understand the complexities of environmental sustainability strategy within organizations
operating in the heavy industrial sector. First, through this research, we seek to contribute to the
industry with insights from environmental sustainability management. Secondly, the insights
gained from the research could inform and enhance the understanding of how organizations
navigate environmental sustainability challenges in the pursuit of environmentally sustainable
goals. Finally, we endeavor to contribute to the sustainability literature, with a different way to
look at and study environmental sustainability strategy through a co-constitute perspective.

The thesis will first present the main theories upon which it has been built through a
detailed literature review. Subsequently, methods and data will be reviewed showing how we
gathered the material to be analyzed. Afterward, the main findings with insightful quotations
from the interviews are presented in order to have the reader involved in the conversation we had
with the interviewees. The findings are followed by the discussion of the latter where, through
the co-constitutive and strategizing theoretical framework is used to explain and connect the
main points of the results. The thesis then introduces the main conclusions with implications for
the management field, contribution to the environmental sustainability organizational
management literature, limitations, and future research suggestions.

Theoretical Framework

Given the multifaceted nature of the environmental Grand Challenge, our goal was to embrace a
co-constitutive theoretical framework. The co-constitutive perspective accounts for both the
materiality and relationality of actors’ agencies and how a single phenomenon, like strategizing,
is surrounded, enabled, constrained, and shaped by various elements (Poon & Kohlberger, 2022;
Van Assche et al., 2020), such as textual, biodiversity and technological artifacts. As
environmental sustainability governance and its constitutive elements undergo continuous
evolution, strategizing unfolds through a persistent recursive process (Poon & Kohlberger, 2022;
Van Assche et al., 2020; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). The co-constitutive perspective on strategizing
encourages a shift, urging us to transcend traditional boundaries and embrace a broader
understanding of organizational dynamics.

4



Strategizing in Environmental Sustainability

Scholars such as Hart and Milstein (2003) have characterized global environmental sustainability
development as meeting present needs without jeopardizing the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs. Conversely, Morelli (2011) defines environmental sustainability as a state
of equilibrium, adaptability, and interconnectedness. In this view, human society can fulfill its
requirements without overburdening ecosystems' capacity to regenerate essential services.
Additionally, actions must not diminish biodiversity. Both definitions of environmental
sustainability share a common emphasis on meeting present economic, social, and environmental
needs while ensuring the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Hart and Milstein
(2003) highlight the importance of balancing current requirements with the preservation of
resources for the future. Similarly, Morelli (2011, p.5) highlights the concept of equilibrium and
interconnectedness, indicating that human society must operate within the capacity of
ecosystems to regenerate essential services, thereby safeguarding resources for future
generations. In essence, the intersection between these two definitions lies in the shared goal of
maintaining a harmonious relationship between human activities, the need for economic growth,
and the natural environment, thereby promoting long-term sustainability and well-being for both
current and future generations. This scholarly research on environmental sustainability strategies
hinged on the need to balance the organization’s activities, the need for profit, and the need to
also protect the environment for now, and for the future generation.

Previous scholarly investigations have regarded strategy as a competitive terrain, a notion
posited by Porter (1996), who asserted that strategic positioning entails the differentiation of
activities from competitors or the execution of similar activities through distinct methodologies
(Porter, 1996, p. 38). Strategy has always been analyzed in terms of what managers plan to do to
meet corporate goals. On the other hand, Mintzberg and Waters, (1985) looked at strategy as a
“pattern of activities”, a continuous process (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), emphasizing that strategy
is not merely a possession of organizations but an ongoing activity (Golsorkhi et al., 2015).
Mintzberg and Waters (1985) have identified that the process of strategy is composed of two
elements: one deliberate (planned strategy) and one emergent (unplanned strategy). They argued
that in contemporary contexts, the notion of having a purely deliberate strategy or a purely
emergent strategy is no longer applicable. They assert that for a strategy to be purely deliberate,
an organization would need to operate within a perfectly predictable environment. Conversely, a
purely emergent strategy would lack any intentional planning whatsoever. Besides, the
foundation of a sustainability strategy lies in the everyday activities of an organization
(Egels-Zandén and Rosén, 2015). Day-to-day operations, filled with unplanned events, play a
crucial role in shaping the overall strategic direction of an organization (Egels-Zandén and
Rosén, 2015). In essence, strategy is not solely a product of intentional decisions such as
planning but is intricately interwoven with the unintended (emergent) consequences of routine
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activities. Mouritsen and Kreiner (2016) highlight that strategies are not merely results that
conclude a series of decision-making but also serve as 'new beginnings'. While sustainability
aspirations expressed through calculations in accounting documents may represent genuine
intentions, they may be downplayed in actual interactions with organizational systems
(Brorström, 2023). The argument is based on the idea that, given that most planned (intended
strategy) is devised at the top management level, while emergent strategies often arise at the
bottom, sustainability strategy formation is inherently both planned and emergent (Mintzberg
and Waters, 1985; Balogun, 2007).

Dealing with sustainability-related issues is noted to be a complex grand challenge
(Ferraro et al., 2015; Brammer et al., 2019) with its emergent and nonlinear dynamics across
boundaries. There exists a plethora of challenges coming from different directions, both in space
and time (Hart and Milstein, 2003). Regulatory frameworks, evolving in response to mounting
environmental concerns and societal demands for sustainability, are continuously being redefined
to enforce stricter standards and compel organizations to take greater responsibility for their
environmental impacts. These frameworks, often shaped by legislative mandates, international
agreements, and stakeholder pressures, serve as essential roadmaps for guiding organizational
behavior and fostering proactive measures to mitigate environmental degradation (Meyer and
Rowan, 1977). By providing clear guidelines, standards, and incentives, regulatory frameworks
play a pivotal role in shaping organizational practices, driving innovation, and promoting
sustainable development in both the public and private sectors. Subsequently, actions can shape
and impact both these frameworks and the regulatory mechanisms associated with them
(Lawrence, Suddaby, & Leca, 2009). Stakeholders, including customers, employees, investors,
and host communities, are placing increasing demands on organizations to conduct their
operations responsibly (Waddock, Bodwell, & Graves, 2002). There is evidence that
governments, customers, suppliers, and competitors each play a significant role in shaping the
behavior and strategy of a firm (de Abreu et al., 2021). The dynamics present businesses with a
novel set of challenges that span across financial, environmental, and social dimensions, hence
effectively managing sustainability at the organizational level poses a considerable challenge in
practice (Brorström, 2023). The response of organizations to environmental challenges could be
shaped by the organizational culture and collective vision, (Gümüsay et al., 2020) encapsulating
the fundamental assumptions and values that shape their behavior. Stakeholder demands for
responsible environmental management present both challenges and opportunities (Hart and
Milstein, 2003) for organizations, driving investment in innovative practices, and highlighting
abundant opportunities in sustainability ventures. By fostering a sense of urgency, according to
Kotter (1996), organizations can integrate responsible environmental practices into their
mainstream operational frameworks, thereby aligning strategies for economic purpose and
sustainability cohesively (Hengst et al., 2020), thus, simultaneously achieving the triple bottom
line of strategizing, which includes, people, planet and profit.

Calls for greenhouse gas (GHG) calculations to reduce emissions may face constraints, as
Jørgensen and Messner (2010) suggest limitations in rigid accounting methods. In settings where
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diverse interpretations are not only possible but also justified, the presumed precision and
objectivity of accounting numbers may have limited value. Hence, the need to acknowledge the
role of human agency and power dynamics that exist in the process of strategizing (Brorström,
2023). Kornberger and Clegg, (2011) argued that strategizing transcends being a mere reflection
of an existing reality, such as GHG emission accounting calculation. Instead, it is characterized
by an ongoing recursive process (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) with a performative effect, actively
shaping and constructing reality. Knights and Morgan (1991) highlight that strategy plays an
active role in shaping or redefining problems before presenting itself as the solution to those
problems. Unlike a neutral mirror, strategizing plays a decisive role in determining what is
deemed meaningful. Moreover, it surpasses rational, calculative analysis, acting as a mechanism
to legitimize actions and decisions within organizational contexts (Knights & Morgan, 1991).

Carter et al. (2010) and Ligonie (2018) assert that studying strategy implementation
concerning calculative practices allows for an understanding of how materiality contributes to
shaping the described world. This perspective positions strategizing as a dynamic and influential
force that actively participates in the ongoing construction of reality, the definition of meaning,
and the legitimization of organizational actions and decisions. Adopting the performativity
paradigm, as proposed by (Kornberger & Clegg, 2011), underscores the performative nature of
strategizing, emphasizing its recursive tendencies. Recursiveness implies an ongoing process
where strategizing continually constitutes its subjects and molds its objects. The recursive
context of performativity serves as a crucial conceptual link, connecting strategy as practice,
discourse, and power dynamics (Kornberger & Clegg, 2011). The shift in paradigm illuminates
the recursive phenomena that co-constitute strategizing within an organization.

The achievement of environmentally sustainable outcomes from the initial planning
phase to their realization relies heavily on the intricate interplay between social factors (human
agency) and material elements such as the calculative textual artifacts. Both are pivotal in
framing and shaping the process of strategizing (Dawason, 2020). The human agency and the
material artifact are constitutively entangled through negotiation and continuous interaction in a
never-ending process in a recursive manner (Dawson, 2020; Tsoukas and Chia, 2002).

Co-constitutive nature of Environmental Sustainability Strategy

The co-constitutive perspective provides a comprehensive framework that considers both the
material aspects and relational dynamics of actors' agencies, elucidating how various elements
converge to shape phenomena (Poon & Kohlberger, 2022; Van Assche et al., 2020).
Environmental sustainability governance and its constitutive elements are in a state of continuous
evolution, with the formation and impact of strategies being integral components of this dynamic
process (Van Assche et al., 2020). Central to the strategizing process is the examination of how a
strategist's approach to inquiry is shaped by relational ontology. This perspective considers
reality as continually shaped by material practices, encompassing the significance conveyed

7



through textual artifacts, technology, and human agencies (Latour, 2017). Authors such as
Dawson (2020), Latour (2017), and Gregori and Holzmann (2022) have explored this perspective
using Actor-Network Theory (ANT), highlighting the interconnectedness of human and
non-human elements, such as textual artifacts in the form of reports, technologies and the
ecosystem, thus highlighting the co-constitution of strategizing. Relational ontology provides a
lens through which environmental management strategies can be understood, encompassing
mainstream and sustainability strategies as articulated by Schad and Smith (2019) and Hengst et
al. (2020. This perspective highlights the interconnectedness of organizational elements, such as
textual artifacts in the form of calculative policies and “plans”, and sustainability strategies.
Co-constitution within sustainability, as discussed by Gregori and Holzmann (2022), aligns with
the ANT model. Through the process of problematizing (Callon, 1986), organizational actors
express concerns related to sustainability issues, thus amplifying these concerns as allies are
assembled, contributing to the establishment and reinforcement of values within the context of
sustainability. El Akremi et al. (2018) advocated for the incorporation of stakeholders'
expectations and adopting a triple-bottom-line perspective in organizational actions and policies
to aid in strategizing for environmental sustainability (El Akremi et al., 2018). Besides, different
stakeholders within organizational settings (El Akremi et al., 2018) emphasize their
multidimensionality. The perspective strengthens the co-constitutive nature of environmental
sustainability in organizational strategizing. Actor-network theory (ANT) and the stakeholder
multidimensional construct (El Akremi et al., 2018) aid in recognizing the interplay between
human actions and non-human factors in molding organizational strategies (Latour, 2017;
Dawson, 2020; Gregori and Holzmann, 2022). The recursive process extends beyond individual
actors and involves structures, collective agencies, various power relations, and contextual
factors, thereby emphasizing the significance of different actors as essential elements in the
co-construction of activities within organizations' environmental sustainability strategy,
consistent with ANT principles (Latour, 2017).

Building upon the co-constitutive nature of environmental sustainability strategy, our
exploration examines the performative aspects of strategizing which highlights the polyphonic
voices and actions of various actors (Kornberger and Clegg, 2011). Additionally, Ferraro et al.,
(2015) advocate for a pragmatic approach, such as collaborative governance, which requires
collaboration among diverse stakeholders, including governments, businesses, civil society
organizations, and local communities. The multidimensionality of stakeholders fosters
partnerships and collective action, utilizing the resources and expertise of multiple actors to
achieve sustainability goals and address grand environmental challenges, reflecting the nonlinear
and emergent nature of these issues (Ferraro et al., 2015). In the same vein, Egels-Zandén and
Rosén (2015), argued that organizational operations encompass a spectrum of activities vital for
sustainability initiatives. These operational endeavors include visionary activities, shaped by
different actors (Heizmann & Liu, 2017), which entail the formulation of a sustainability
roadmap through strategic planning processes. Also, prescribed activities, as delineated by
Egels-Zandén and Rosén (2015), involve implementing strategies communicated via top-down
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directives. Furthermore, autonomous activities, as illustrated by Egels-Zandén and Rosén (2015),
encompass the day-to-day endeavors of individuals responsible for executing strategies
iteratively, adopting an emergent approach. Lastly, everyday activities aid in aligning emergent
activities with planned objectives. Additionally, Soimakallio et al. (2011) recognizing the
complexities inherent in determining greenhouse gas (GHG) emission, also advocated for a
methodological review that considers different perspectives and study goals, a notion congruent
with the ethos of ANT, which emphasizes the interrelationship between human agency and
non-human actors.

Method and Material

This qualitative research builds on interviews and sustainability report analysis of five
multinational companies active in the heavy industry. The latter has been selected given its
substantial role in climate dynamics, driven in part by the significant pollution emissions
associated with heavy industrial activities. Specifically, the companies engaged during the
research include companies in the Oil & Gas, Energy, Mining, Steel (and correlated alloys), and
Automotive industries. Our selection criteria prioritize organizations acknowledged for their
environmental commitment, focusing on projects recognized for positive environmental impact
or labeled as "sustainable projects" by the target organization or institutional authorities. We
recognized that not all organizational green initiatives achieve success and may sometimes result
in failure. However, our research focus was not solely on evaluating specific practices but rather
on understanding the perspectives of individuals working within the field.

The research paper was driven by the researcher's genuine interest in environmental
sustainability challenges both coming from past professional experiences and the strong “green”
culture of the Swedish country. In this study, we utilized a grounded theory approach to analyze
the qualitative data obtained from interviews and document analysis. Grounded theory allowed
us to develop theoretical insights from the data itself, rather than imposing preconceived notions
or frameworks onto the analysis (Silverman, 2022). By refraining from predetermined theories,
we remained open to the complexities and nuances revealed by the participants' narratives, thus
enriching the depth and authenticity of our findings. Through iterative coding and constant
comparison, we identified emergent themes and patterns, thereby generating new theoretical
understandings of environmental sustainability strategizing within the heavy industrial sector.

We collected data by adopting a comprehensive approach that encompasses interviews,
and document analysis within organizations in the heavy industrial sector actively engaged in or
having completed projects recognized for their environmental sustainability. This multifaceted
research design allowed us to research deeply into the complexities of sustainable strategy within
organizational projects (Silverman, 2022). Besides the benefits of the methodology that we
intended to use, such as the combination of interviews, and document analysis, our research
methodology allowed us to enhance the credibility and reliability of the findings (Silverman,
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2022). Sustainability report analysis helped us uncover the strategic frameworks, milestones, and
challenges faced by organizations in applying environmental sustainability strategizing.
Document analysis as textual artifacts that have been produced without our input would help us
to make sense of the phenomena under investigation, as it provides historical accounts of such
phenomena. We intended to triangulate the sustainability report and the interview data.
Triangulation in our research saw the convergence or intersection (Bowen, 2009) to address the
drawbacks of analyzing past data from the documentation. On the other hand, interviews gave us
access to actively constructed narratives (Silverman, 2022) by people working in these
multinational companies dealing every day with environmental sustainability matters and
challenges.

We acknowledge the delicacy of qualitative research in terms of privacy and possible
harm that could be inflicted on the study stakeholders. Indeed, our research was conducted
concerning participants' consent (Silverman, 2022), and meticulous attention was considered to
informing the interviewee on the use of data, with regards to the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR). Importantly, no harm, whether physical, emotional, or reputational, was
inflicted upon interviewees or any relevant stakeholders throughout the duration of the study.

Data Collection

In our quest to comprehensively explore the intricacies of sustainable strategizing within the
heavy industrial sector and its interaction with environmental challenges, we conducted
interviews with Eight key actors actively involved in heavy industrial operations and employed
within sustainability departments. Our participant pool comprised individuals from various
heavy industrial backgrounds, including a multinational oil and gas company, a steel
manufacturing company, and multinational companies specializing in energy, automotive, and
engineering sectors. Specifically, our sample included two participants from a multinational oil
and gas company, with roles such as Environmental Analyst and Laboratory Analyst
respectively. Additionally, we interviewed one sustainability manager and one head of the
technical area, environment, and energy from the steel manufacturing company and engaged
with one sustainability manager from each of the multinational energy, automotive, and
engineering companies. Finally, we also interviewed a Sustainability Technician, employed in
the automotive industry.

A total of eight semi-structured interviews were conducted, each lasting approximately
fifty minutes, resulting in a cumulative interview duration of four hundred minutes. The
interviews were designed to elicit rich qualitative data regarding participants' perspectives and
experiences (Silverman, 2022), related to sustainable strategizing within their respective
organizations. We have a set of semi-structured questions designed to gather comprehensive
insights from interviewees. The conversation started with a brief introduction where the
interviewee was asked to touch on their background, work experience, and educational journey.
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Next, we asked for an overview of the interviewee's current role, focusing on their job title and
primary responsibilities. Following this, we asked them to walk us through a typical day in their
role, detailing the key tasks and activities they engage in regularly. We then shifted our focus to
environmental sustainability, asking the interviewee to describe the goals and targets they are
working towards and to share their thoughts on these objectives. These questions elicited
answers from them that talked about planning and strategies. This helps us gauge their
involvement and perspectives on sustainability initiatives, how planning shapes the
organization's operation, and how emergent strategies also unfold. Notably, all participants
possessed extensive work experience in sustainability-related projects, averaging over ten years.
This wealth of experience and expertise contributed to the depth and richness of the
conversations, offering profound insights and detailed understandings of sustainable strategizing
within their respective organizational contexts. In addition to the interviews, document analysis
was employed as a supplementary data collection method to enhance the credibility and depth of
our findings. The document analysis involved scrutinizing five 2022 sustainability reports and
relevant organizational documents, totaling over one thousand five hundred pages. This
methodological triangulation (Silverman, 2022) facilitated the identification of convergent
themes and intersections between interview data and the sustainability report data.

Figure 1. Data Collection

During the interviews, we acknowledged the power asymmetry created by the
conversation between us the interviewees (Kvale, 2006), so we tried our best to place in a
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comfortable position the interviewee concerning our tone, attitude, and communication cues. The
interviews were conducted through the Microsoft Teams platform. The need for flexibility
influenced the choice of video conferencing and to gain a wider reach beyond our current
geographical location (Archibald et al., 2019). In an era of organizational dynamism, leveraging
technologically advanced tools like video conferencing, such as (Zoom and MS Teams) becomes
essential for engaging with interviewees situated at a distance from us (Archibald et al., 2019).
Using video conferences, provided us with versatile access to diverse geographical locations,
providing cost-effective data collection compared to the expenses associated with traveling to
remote areas. These and many more reasons informed our decision to use video conferencing for
data collection. Additionally, utilizing video conferencing allows for expeditious data collection
compared to traditional immersive methods, as interviews can be conducted remotely. However,
we encountered some technical issues stemming from the interviewee's location (Archibald et
al., 2019) which may have affected the flow of our conversation before eventually reconnecting
with us in the instance. Moreover, a couple of interviewees lacked access to the latest technology,
resulting in lower-quality audio recordings. This posed challenges during the transcription
process, complicating the extraction of data. However, interviews were promptly transcribed and
coded into various themes that repetitively emerged from our conversation with the interviewees.

Concerning the sustainability reports of companies in the heavy industry, particular
attention has been paid to the analysis of their environmental management plan and strategy
section. We have considered by whom, for whom, and how the reports were written to avoid
dangerous assumptions. The document analysis has been done by systematically evaluating the
textual artifacts (Bowen, 2009) that have been produced without our input and also helped us
make sense of the phenomena under investigation. During the analysis, we acknowledged that
the data gathered through interviews and the sustainability reports provided us with the
perspective of the interviewees and the creators of sustainability reports on the specific social
phenomenon (Silverman, 2022). For the sustainability reports, we considered the broader context
in which the documents were created, distributed, and received. First of all, we have considered
the timing (when) of the reports, which were produced as part of the corporations' annual review
cycles. We specifically selected 2022 sustainability reports, as many companies published their
2023 sustainability results during May 2024. Acknowledging the changing context over time was
crucial, as it significantly played a significant role in the content and focus of these reports. In
addition, the reports were written by the organization's internal resources (by who) creating
potential biases. The primary audiences targeted by these sustainability reports () were
shareholders and governmental bodies, introducing potential biases in the text as the language
often emphasized positive outcomes to enhance the corporation’s reputation. A key drawback
identified was the use of these sustainability documents for legitimacy (Deegan, 2010).
Organizations strive to appear transparent, compliant and committed to their investors and
institutional bodies, which can sometimes lead to an overemphasis on positive achievements and
underreporting of challenges.
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Legitimization shapes the reports, potentially impacting the objectivity and
comprehensiveness of the information presented. Last but not least, another author’s bias that the
sustainability report presented, was the sustainability plan written in the past for future
achievements considering strategy as a written statement that will be reached at a certain point.
To address these drawbacks triangulation with interviews was employed.

Data Analysis

Our approach adopts a co-constitutive perspective, which is instrumental in understanding the
reciprocal relationship between organizational strategies and their contexts. This perspective
posits that organizational strategies and their external environments are mutually constitutive,
meaning that they continuously shape and reshape each other (Poon & Kohlberger, 2022; Van
Assche et al., 2020). By employing a co-constitutive lens, we emphasize how organizational
actions are shaped by external factors such as regulatory environments, stakeholder pressures,
and socio-economic conditions.

Figure 2: Data coding scheme
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This perspective allowed us to uncover the dynamic interactions and co-creation
processes within organizational ecosystems. It highlighted how environmental sustainability
strategies are not developed in isolation but are the result of ongoing interactions between
organizations and their contexts. This approach provides a richer and more comprehensive
understanding of the complexities inherent in environmental sustainability strategy, revealing the
intricate and evolving nature of these strategies as they adapt to changing external conditions.

First, through the coding process (Basit, 2003), we analyzed both the interviewees' words
and the content of sustainability reports. We directly utilized the initial qualitative data from the
interviewees, emphasizing their exact words and personal perspectives. Following the initial
coding of both the interviews and the sustainability report, we analyzed each code to identify the
most frequently emerging themes, which are illustrated in Figure 2. Subsequently, we pinpointed
the themes that highlighted the critical importance aspects within the domain of environmental
sustainability strategizing. This analysis encompasses the pivotal roles played by various
stakeholders in regulation and reporting, the utilization of technology for monitoring and
data-gathering activities, the diverse pressures exerted by diverse stakeholders, the role of
material artifacts in textual forms, the specific uncertainties that arise in addressing
environmental sustainability issues, and the conceptualization and construction of environmental
sustainability strategy as an iterative process. These themes collectively emphasize the
multifaceted nature of sustainability management and the dynamic interplay between different
elements within organizational ecosystems. The synthesis of these themes reveals a nuanced
understanding of environmental sustainability strategy, elucidating the intricate connections
between regulatory frameworks, data-driven strategic decision processes, stakeholder
engagement dynamics, and the iterative nature of strategic planning. By recognizing the
interconnectedness between these second-order themes, our analysis elucidates the complex web
of factors shaping organizational approaches to sustainability.

Findings and Results

The interviews conducted and the analysis of the strategic sustainability plan yielded initial
themes, which subsequently led to the identification of second-order themes. These themes
highlight the convergence of concepts extracted from both the respondent data and the
sustainability reports. Different elements emerged, which was evident from the data collected
indicating how sustainability strategies are constructed by various actors.

Human and Non-human Stakeholders’ Factors

The commitment to being accountable to stakeholders, both human and non-human, resonates
deeply within organizations. Stakeholders such as regulators, customers, and local communities,
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but also non-human actors such as animals, and the natural environments, biodiversity, which
indicates the variety of plant and animal species in different ecosystems, pollination, which
supports plant reproduction; climate regulation, which helps stabilize temperature and weather
patterns; flood protection, which mitigates the risk of flooding by absorbing and retaining water;
soil fertility maintenance, crucial for sustaining agricultural productivity; and the production of
various essentials like food, fuel, fiber, and medicines, all of which are essential for human
well-being and economic activities (Sustainability Report B, 2022). They hold a vested interest
in understanding how a company's operations impact the environment and how those impacts are
managed vis-a-vis. In the sustainability report of Company D (2022), it is emphasized how a
“multi-stakeholder approach” is employed. As articulated by the Program Sustainability
Manager,

...having two meetings with larger key accounts... asking questions, what
are you as a supplier doing in order to lower your footprint?

Additionally, in the sustainability report Company A report (2022), the significance of
stakeholder multidimensionality is highlighted, illustrating that performance on environmental,
social, and governance issues is a priority for the company's employees, partners, communities,
and stakeholders. This exemplifies the growing demand for transparency and accountability from
stakeholders regarding environmental practices. The incorporation of sustainability principles
into statutory reporting reflects a broader trend towards comprehensive reporting frameworks.
For instance, the inclusion of the EU Taxonomy in sustainability reports ensures consistency
with international reporting standards, such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Standards.
The Sustainability Report of Company C (2022) emphasized the importance of reporting their
actions based on the EU taxonomy, a key European standard. This underscores the significant
roles of regulators in shaping sustainability practices among various stakeholders. This
demonstrates a proactive approach to fulfilling reporting requirements while also fostering
transparency and trust among stakeholders. These regulatory guidelines are in part helping to
shape the sustainability strategies of organizations, as reported by Company A (2022)
highlighting its commitment to initiatives such as "responsible water management" and
prioritizing biodiversity conservation, particularly in ecologically sensitive regions where the
company operates. This is significant as it acknowledges the various stakeholders whose actions
or inaction could enable or constrain their operational activities.

Furthermore, interview responses suggest that stakeholders have significant roles in
organizational strategies and decision-making processes. The complexities of stakeholder
relationships are highlighted in the Sustainability Report of Company B (2022), which
acknowledges the challenges posed by unpredictable and dramatic events during a three-year
period. The report underscores the importance of dialogue and collaboration with suppliers to
meet quality and sustainability standards, highlighting the dynamic nature of stakeholder
engagement. Company C report (2022) also emphasizes the complexities of its diverse
stakeholder groups, including customers, shareholders, investors, employees, future employees,
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and business partners (suppliers, authorities, media, and surrounding communities). By
prioritizing these groups for engagement on sustainability issues, the company demonstrates its
commitment to addressing the varied concerns and expectations of its key stakeholders.
Furthermore, customers were described as an integral component of the supply chain, exerting
pressure on organizations to disclose environmental information regarding product emissions.
The Head of the Technical area, Environment, and Energy emphasized that:

Our customers are part of the supply chain, and they demand
environmental information about our products.

The latter indicates the pivotal role of customers in driving sustainability initiatives across
industries owing to increased awareness of sustainability. Company C report (2022) highlighted
its adherence to an absolute reduction of 50 percent in Scope 3 emissions by 2030, aligning with
the Paris Agreement. This demonstrates the company's dedication to harmonizing its
sustainability strategies with the regional integration of key actors.

Furthermore, heightened awareness of environmental issues among investors has led to
increased scrutiny of companies' environmental performance. Investors now demand
transparency regarding environmental practices and pollution levels. As noted by the
Environmental Analyst (Company A),

...investors demand to know how you are producing, what level of
pollution you are releasing into the environment

showing the interconnectedness of financial interests with environmental sustainability concerns.
The multifaceted nature of stakeholder dynamics, encompassing regulatory bodies,

customers, investors, and local communities, creates a complex web of pressures and
expectations for organizations. As highlighted by the Program Sustainability Manager,
navigating these pressures is an ongoing challenge, as “there's nothing like a normal day at
work…”, he stated! Indicating the dynamic nature of stakeholder interactions and the evolving
landscape of environmental sustainability.

Interestingly, different stakeholders appear to play a significant role in shaping
environmental sustainability strategies. Organizations need to address governmental bodies,
NGOs, other businesses, community groups, animal communities, and technology interests.
From NGOs to local communities, stakeholders contribute diverse perspectives to the
formulation of sustainability initiatives. As articulated by the Environmental Analyst, “The life,
the animals, the fish they (local communities) get, are from the sea…”. Considerations of the
host community’s well-being and ecosystem services inform decision-making processes,
highlighting the interconnectedness of environmental sustainability with broader societal
concerns.
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Regulation

Compliance with regulations is not just a legal obligation but a cornerstone of responsible
business conduct, as elucidated by one interviewee, the Sustainability Manager, who emphasized
the commitment to embracing new regulations and activities. They stated,

Of course, for me, the commitment is to new regulations, new services,
new activities….

This dedication to regulatory adherence was further illustrated by the Company B report
(2022), which detailed the organization's voluntary commitments to environmental management
systems, highlighting the proactive stance towards regulatory compliance. Company B is part of
an international initiative associated with the World Economic Forum. The coalition focuses on
decarbonization, starting with the supply chain of seven key sectors. The roles of regulatory
mandates, such as the impending Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD),
reverberate throughout organizational planning processes. The Program Sustainability Manager
of Company B reflected on the necessity of formulating a transition plan in anticipation of
regulatory changes, emphasizing the proactive approach towards aligning with the evolving
regulatory frameworks. They remarked, “...as a sustainability manager, I am involved in defining
directly with the ownership” underscoring the collaborative effort between management and
owners in navigating regulatory landscapes. The European Union's pivotal role in shaping
regulatory landscapes was acknowledged by another Program Sustainability Manager (Company
C), who noted, “The EU is implementing this type of regulation,” indicating the global impact of
regional regulatory initiatives. Company B report (2022) emphasizes that the company's
direction is based on making decisions according to the principles of social and ethical
responsibility, consistent with sustainability policies. Transparent reporting and standardized
methodologies are not only integral components of regulatory compliance but also essential for
fostering accountability and trust. The Program Sustainability Manager elaborated on the
importance of robust reporting mechanisms, stating,

…there's a lot about the reporting, setting the standards and the
methodology and the principles for that.

Furthermore, the Company B report (2022) emphasized the significance of aligning
organizational objectives with international industry benchmarks, underscoring the commitment
to continuous improvement and benchmarking against global standards,

17



Monitoring and measuring

The importance of monitoring in shaping environmental sustainability strategies cannot be
overstated. It serves as a backbone amidst the pressures exerted by regulations and stakeholders.
As the Head of the Technical area, Environment, and Energy highlighted,

Strategies for sustainability are born from monitoring, new regulations,
and a growing sensitivity among companies to advance sustainability
efforts.

This underscores how monitoring acts as a catalyst for proactive sustainability initiatives.
Company B report (2022) features modern chemical and microbiological analysis laboratories,
along with a dedicated area for organizing training courses and sessions on relevant topics
(Company B, 2022). Moreover, monitoring extends beyond mere compliance. It serves as a
guiding beacon for informed decision-making within organizations. In particular, in the value
chain, it serves for the selection of suppliers (Company B, 2022). The Head of the Technical area
emphasized, “This monitoring work is crucial for ensuring compliance and making informed
decisions…” Such insights gleaned from monitoring activities form the bedrock upon which
strategic plans are formulated and executed.

The tangible outcomes of monitoring and measurement activities find their manifestation
in numerical artifacts, as elucidated in sustainability reports. For instance, the Sustainability
Report of Company C outlines specific emission reduction targets, aiming to “achieve an
absolute reduction in Scope C emissions by 50 percent by 2030.” (Company C, 2022, p. 57).
These metrics provide measurable benchmarks for evaluating progress and driving continuous
improvement efforts. Furthermore, monitoring permeates throughout the organizational
ecosystem, extending its reach to encompass the entire supply chain. This holistic approach is
evident in procurement management activities highlighted in Sustainability Report B, which
include monitoring of suppliers and market demands. By ensuring compliance and
standardization across the supply chain, organizations can bolster sustainability efforts and
minimize environmental impacts. In multinational organizations, monitoring takes on
multifaceted dimensions, encompassing various technical nuances and operational intricacies.
From chemicals monitoring to chimney emissions monitoring, the breadth of monitoring
activities highlights the diverse methodologies employed to uphold environmental standards. As
articulated by the Sustainability Production Chemist, “We also have what they call microbial
monitoring,” highlighting the breadth of monitoring activities undertaken. This ongoing
monitoring process is crucial as it directly ties the organization's operations to the regulatory
standards (Company B, 2022).

However, monitoring is not without its challenges, particularly in maintaining adherence
to standards and regulations amidst day-to-day operations. The Environmental Analysts
emphasize the complexities inherent in tracking production and ensuring sustainability across the
supply chain,
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So we do that three times a day. If there's an upset … we now have to
monitor hourly. So each hour you go take samples till it comes down to
the normal level. So that's our responsibility.

The meticulous execution of operational procedures and the constant vigilance required in
monitoring activities underscore the arduous nature of ensuring compliance and minimizing
environmental risks.

Uncertainty in environmental sustainability

Uncertainty looms large in the formulation and execution of sustainability strategies,
presenting formidable challenges for organizations striving to navigate complex
environmental landscapes. This uncertainty is multifaceted, stemming from various
sources such as data limitations, evolving regulatory frameworks, and the intricate
interplay of global supply chains. There are relatively high uncertainties in the available
underlying data for supply chain and biodiversity (Company E, 2022). Organizations are
addressing some of the most significant and complex challenges in the industry and
society. As articulated by the Program Sustainability,

...it's not because they don't have a system, it's because the data is not
there and companies are not ready yet to start sharing … . But it keeps
being refined.

The task at hand involves diminishing emissions from energy-intensive industries
(Company B, 2022). The lack of comprehensive data, particularly in areas like Scope 3
emissions, poses significant hurdles for organizations seeking to measure and mitigate
their environmental footprint accurately.

Moreover, the dynamic nature of regulatory landscapes adds another layer of
uncertainty, requiring organizations to adapt and recalibrate their sustainability strategies
continuously. This sentiment was echoed by the Sustainability Manager, who reflected on
the challenges of navigating evolving regulatory frameworks and emphasizing the need
for agility and foresight in sustainability strategizing. They remarked,

“... you don't know where to get the data, you don't know what to do with
it. You don't know how the data trends over time, in short…”.

This uncertainty extends beyond data collection to encompass broader strategic
considerations, such as anticipating future regulatory mandates and aligning
organizational objectives accordingly.
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Iterative Process

In response to these uncertainties, organizations adopt an iterative approach to
sustainability planning and implementation, characterized by continuous learning and
adaptation. It is highlighted that improvement is a constant journey with no final product
or service (Company D, 2022). This iterative process entails refining strategies and
practices based on evolving insights and emerging best practices. As articulated by the
Sustainability Manager,

Optimizing today – innovating for tomorrow… This journey is ongoing,
and “Company C” is constantly optimizing and refining its existing ways
of working.

The iterative approach fosters a culture of continuous improvement, enabling
organizations to stay ahead of regulatory shifts and stakeholder expectations. Company
B's proactive stance is the introduction of hybrid heating technology, which relies on
properly combined electrification and gas combustion (Company B, 2022). Again
optimizing the current processes stands out as the optimal approach to minimize reliance
on conventional sources and drive advancements in the existing methodology (Company
B, 2022). Not only that, adjustments in product assortment and the development of
effective technological solutions are pivotal in meeting and surpassing the standards set
by both current and forthcoming emissions legislation (Company E, 2022)

Furthermore, collaboration and knowledge-sharing play integral roles in this
iterative process, as organizations leverage external partnerships and industry networks to
glean insights and best practices. Sustainability initiatives, such as the Global Methane
Pledge and the Oil and Gas Climate Initiative Aiming for Zero Methane Emissions
Initiative, provide valuable platforms for knowledge exchange and collective action
(Company A, 2022). By learning from peers and industry leaders, organizations can
enhance their understanding of sustainability challenges and opportunities, driving
innovation and progress.

Experiment, innovate, and utilize new technologies to advance industry
innovation and implement current technologies in pursuit of sustainability (Company D,
2022). The iterative nature of environmental sustainability strategizing acknowledges the
inherent uncertainties of environmental stewardship and embraces them as opportunities
for growth and improvement, “... until they start, they can't really know”. Sustainability is
a perpetual pursuit, constantly offering opportunities for enhancement and innovation
(Company D, 2022). Additionally, as depicted in Company A report (2022), statements
such as “We are funding projects to lower the cost of carbon capture, using our own
assets to test new technologies, while investing in advancing large, regional storage hubs
along the Texas Gulf Coast and offshore Australia to store Carbon dioxide (CO₂)
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underground,” exemplify the importance of collaborations, alliances while iteratively
innovating towards crafting sustainable environmental strategies.

Discussion and Analysis

The research paper aimed to investigate and comprehend the intricacies of environmental
sustainability strategizing in organizations operating in the industrial sector. Our findings have
identified various agencies and actors contributing to the construction of environmental
sustainability strategies, highlighting the interconnectedness of various elements constraining
and enabling each other recursively in a never-ending process (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). The
interviews, involving managers, and employees working in the sustainability department,
emphasized the significant role of regulation and stakeholder pressures in driving the strategic
direction of the organization. Additionally, the day-to-day iterative process of strategizing within
an organization's ecosystem plays a relevant role in the overall environmental sustainability
strategy (Egels-Zandén and Rosén, 2015; Brorström, 2023). Simultaneously, through a
comprehensive analysis of the sustainability reports, we found a connection with the
interviewees' accounts. The reporting standards embedded within these reports are shaped by
regulations and activities related to the environmental sustainability strategizing that emerges
through the day-to-day activities of stakeholders. Moreover, it has been acknowledged that
organizations use sustainability reports to legitimize their actions, addressing the issue of
legitimacy (Deegan, 2010). Employees in the sustainability department stated that companies
have a defined plan comprising various statements and activities. However, the ongoing
interaction with stakeholders results in the plan evolving constantly, with changes occurring
daily. Indeed, Kornberger and Clegg (2011) argue that strategizing transcends a mere reflection
of existing realities, such as greenhouse gas emissions calculation, instead emphasizing its
ongoing recursive nature (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), which actively shapes and constructs reality.
Despite concerted efforts to meet environmental targets, organizations face numerous obstacles
in accounting for various elements crucial to environmental sustainability strategy. The intricate
interplay between stakeholder demands, regulation, and organizational activities (Porter, 1996;
Mintzberg and Waters, 1985; Brorström, 2023) creates many uncertainties for people working in
organizations' sustainability departments. The notion of strategy as an ongoing process (Tsoukas
and Chia, 2002) encompasses both deliberate strategies, shaped by regulations and stakeholders'
interests, and emergent strategies (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985), which evolve from daily
iterations. This indicates that there's no typical day as discovered from within an organizational
ecosystem during our interview and data collection. This dynamic is driven by individuals
asserting their agency throughout the organization, gradually shaping strategy formation over
time.
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The role of stakeholders in shaping environmental strategizing

Stakeholders’ incessant changes in values and preferences appear to be one of the key elements
in our findings, particularly regarding diverse actors whose interests and identities change over
time depending on the context and prevailing circumstances. Thus, highlighting the significance
of human agency and power dynamics cannot be overlooked (Brorström, 2023). The
complexities of stakeholder interactions and negotiations exemplified the diverse pressures faced
by organizations. Regulatory requirements, customer preferences, host communities but also
non-human actors such as animals, soil, and pollination concerns all contribute to shaping
organizational strategies. Our findings indicated that not only them but also technologies used in
everyday practice play a role in co-constituting strategy. All these actors and their varied
interests frequently introduce ambiguities, and intricacies in adeptly handling stakeholder
relationships (Hart and Milstein, 2003). Conversely, as posited by Hart and Christensen (2002)
stakeholders present a dual scenario for organizations, comprising challenges as well as
opportunities. The claim aligns with the position of our interviewees, who stated that customers
are asking questions regarding their organization's approach to environmental management, as
regulators and investors. Respondents contended that the customers are integral to the supply
chain, and they expect to receive environmental information about products. Hence providing
this information exemplifies commitment to both customers and the investors who are the
backbone of the organization’s existence, as collaboration with competitors, investors, and
customers regarding environmental management is the new form of competition (Ramírez and
Mannervik, 2016). For instance, Company C's sustainability report indicates that they are
aligning their economic strategies with regional sustainability alliances, such as adhering to the
tenets of the Paris Agreement and the EU taxonomy. This is an indication of how regional bodies
and regulators shape environmental sustainability strategizing. For organizations to successfully
engage in sustainability ventures, they must co-enact dual strategies to embrace the inherent
tension involved in implementing sustainability initiatives (Hengst et al., 2020). The
co-constitutive perspective on strategizing underscores the dynamic nature of these interactions,
emphasizing how stakeholders and organizations co-create strategies through ongoing dialogue
and negotiation (Poon and Kohlberger, 2022). This perspective enriches the understanding of
strategizing by highlighting the interaction between organizations and their stakeholders, where
strategy emerges from the complex interplay of interests, values, and power dynamics.

Organizations tend to consider context-specific actions and policies aligned with
stakeholders' expectations and the triple bottom line of economic, social, and environmental
performance (El Akremi et al., 2018). No single entity can assert exclusive ownership over the
effective formulation of a sustainability strategy (Heizmann and Liu, 2017). This relational
interplay between diverse actors enhances a firm's competitive advantage by fostering shared
value creation, thus shaping environmental sustainability strategies collaboratively. The
multidimensionality of stakeholders re-emphasizes the construction of actors within an
organizational ecosystem (El Akremi et al., 2018). The construction of stakeholders implies that
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stakeholders are not homogeneous entities but rather encompass a diverse range of actors with
varying interests, values, and roles. The multidimensionality of stakeholders indicates that
stakeholders possess multiple dimensions or facets, including but not limited to their roles as
customers, employees, investors, regulators, suppliers, and members of the community.

Furthermore, the multidimensionality of stakeholders underscores the dynamic and
relational nature of stakeholder identification and engagement. It suggests that stakeholders are
not static entities but are continuously constructed and shaped by the interactions and perceptions
of individuals and groups within the organizational ecosystem. This construction process
involves recognizing and acknowledging the diverse perspectives, needs, and contributions of
stakeholders, as well as the interconnectedness of their interests with the organization's activities
and outcomes. The multidimensionality of stakeholders encourages the adoption of a
comprehensive and inclusive approach to stakeholder management, one that recognizes the
multifaceted and dynamic nature of stakeholders and their significance in shaping organizational
sustainability strategies, decisions, and performance. The significance of these stakeholders is
interrelated with regulations and day-to-day activities, thereby reinforcing the co-constitutive
nature of environmental sustainability in organizational strategizing.

The exploration of stakeholder dynamics, as highlighted by El Akremi et al. (2018), has
illuminated the intricate relationship between human agency, external elements, and
organizational strategies (Latour, 2017; Dawson, 2020; Gregori and Holzmann, 2022). For
instance, in the context of environmental sustainability, stakeholders may include not only
human actors such as regulatory bodies and community groups but also non-human elements
such as contextual business environment, technological tools, infrastructures, and the
environment. Both are required to be present in everyday practices but are also required by
regulation. The non-human stakeholders play a crucial role in shaping everyday strategizing
through their interactions with human actors (Brorström, 2023). The multidimensional nature of
stakeholders (El Akremi et al., 2018), stands out from the findings and shows the holistic
ecosystem within which organizations operate, where human and non-human actors interact and
coalesce to shape environmental strategic outcomes (Heizmann and Liu, 2017). The
organization's use of various artifacts (textual, documents technology, etc) highlights their
relevance in organization sustainability strategies as depicted in the sustainability reports and as
highlighted by the interviewees. As indicated in the 2022 sustainability report of company A
within the heavy industrial energy sector, the adoption of an Environmental, Social, and
Governance (ESG) risk identification and technologies utilizing artificial intelligence to detect,
prioritize, and oversee ESG issues is highlighted as integral to the progression of environmental
management stakeholders. These tangible artifacts not only shape but are also shaped by each
other in a continuous and dynamic process, as illustrated by Tsoukas and Chia (2002), thereby
demonstrating the interconnectedness of all stakeholders crucial in the development of
environmental sustainability strategies.
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Regulatory frameworks: a fundamental requirement

The iterative process sees business organizations demonstrating their commitment to regulatory
frameworks like the Paris Agreement, EU taxonomy, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC), and numerous other governmental and independent environmental regulations.
These regulatory frameworks, as discussed by Meyer and Rowan (1977), offer guidance for
actionable steps, such as science-based targets, thus constituting a fundamental requirement for
contemporary organizations. Central to environmental sustainability strategy formulation is the
integration of regulatory requirements into organizational practices (Waddock, Bodwell, &
Graves, 2002). The co-constitutive perspective on strategizing emphasizes how regulatory
frameworks are not merely external constraints but actively shape organizational strategies
through ongoing interpretation and negotiation (Poon and Kohlberger, 2022). The sustainability
manager of Company B for instance, highlighted the collaborative efforts involved in the
"planning" process of sustainability strategies. This is an indication of the roles European
standards play before and after strategic planning is undertaken. These roles were detailed in the
sustainability reports documents of all the companies we analyzed, showing how organizations
strive for compliance while pursuing economic growth. Another Program Sustainability Manager
acknowledged the European Union's significant role in shaping regulatory landscapes, stating,
“The EU is implementing this type of regulation.” This remark emphasizes the global impact of
regional regulatory initiatives. While the importance of regulations cannot be overstated, it is
also crucial to recognize the collaborative roles of organizations, regulators, and host
communities in shaping sustainable strategies over time. The interaction between these entities
fosters a dynamic environment where sustainability efforts are continually refined and improved.
Through this collaboration, companies can align their economic objectives with regulatory
requirements and community expectations, ultimately contributing to more sustainable and
resilient business practices.

Governments, customers, investors, and host communities collectively shape the
regulatory landscape, setting the stage for organizations to align their economic objectives with
environmental sustainability goals (de Abreu et al., 2021). The fluidity amongst stakeholders
reflects a broader recognition of the interconnectedness between economic prosperity and
environmental stewardship, highlighting the imperative for organizations to adopt a holistic
approach to environmental sustainability management. Organizations are faced with the
challenge of aligning economic objectives with environmental sustainability goals in response to
evolving regulatory landscapes (Hart and Christensen, 2002). The interviews that we conducted
highlighted how the landscape is shaped and changed almost every day which is imperative for
organizations to align their objectives with regulatory benchmarks, emphasizing the importance
of transparent reporting, standardization, and third-party certification. During the interviews,
respondents stated that everything that used to be voluntary is no longer voluntary as there are
mandatory steps to be taken regarding how things should be done as outlined in the
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environmental regulatory frameworks. In this context, regulatory guidelines serve as frameworks
for strategic planning, while day-to-day activities highlight the emergent nature of sustainability
strategies. The finding corresponds with Mintzberg and Waters' (1985) assertion that strategy
encompasses both planned and emergent activities, illustrating their interdependence as they both
shape and are shaped by interactions, thereby molding sustainability strategizing recursively and
continuously (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). The perspective resonates with the observations of our
respondents and the data presented in the sustainability strategy report, indicating that there is no
typical workday, as contextual factors constantly prompt adjustments to plans and actions.

Everyday action in environmental sustainability strategizing

The day-to-day aspect of strategizing implies that strategy is a continuum (Minzberg and Waters,
1985) which implies that, strategizing is a never-ending phenomenon (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002),
as it could shift anytime as the context changes over time during the execution of “planned
strategies” as explained by the respondents and was subsequently corroborated in the
sustainability reports. The iterative nature of the organizational ecosystem significantly shapes
overall strategic direction (Egels-Zandén and Rosén, 2015). Indeed, is exemplified in the
perspective of the data derived from both the respondent and the sustainability report which
highlighted the importance of monitoring, analysis, calculative work, and continuous
technological investment.

Indeed, the interviewee's insights and the sustainability report underscored the critical
role of day-to-day activities in shaping the sustainability strategy for future investments. Thus,
the annual reporting does not define the strategy; instead, it represents a part constituting an
iterative and ongoing process that constructs organizational sustainability strategizing
(Kornberger and Clegg, 2011). These authors argue that strategizing surpasses the mere
reflection of existing realities, such as GHG emissions calculations. Rather, it constitutes a
continual recursive process (Chatterjee et al., 2023) actively involved in shaping and
constructing reality through its performative impact. Also, Egels-Zandén and Rosén (2015) call
attention to everyday activities, marked by unforeseen occurrences, which significantly shape the
overarching strategic trajectory of an organization.

Our data reveals that sustainability strategies entail day-to-day activities involving a
plethora of actors with varying interests (Heizman and Liu, 2017). The activities reflect the
understanding that there is no one-size-fits-all approach due to the complexity of sustainability. It
presents a continuous learning curve, with fluctuating numbers from the day-to-day activities
process highlighting its dynamic nature. The collaborative nature of sustainability strategizing
involves various human and non-human actors, such as textual artifacts derived from
calculations and technologies often overseen by human agencies (Brorström, 2023). The
continuous refinement of the strategizing processes indicates the impact of human agencies'
interplay with technology, regulation, and other stakeholders in shaping the strategic trajectory of
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an organization while also being shaped by the process through negotiations and adjustments. As
outlined in Company E report (2022), it is not just about adjustments in product assortment and
the development of effective technological solutions; organizational strategizing also involves
the need to meet and exceed the standards set by both current and future emissions legislation.
This underscores the critical role that global, regional, and local regulations play in shaping
organizational environmental sustainability strategies. Compliance with these regulations isn't
merely a legal obligation; it's a strategic imperative for ensuring long-term environmental
responsibility and competitiveness. The relatively high uncertainties in the available underlying
data for supply chain and biodiversity, as depicted in the Sustainability Report of Company E
(2022), illustrate the fluidity and incessant changes that could occur before and during the
“implementation” process of sustainability strategies. These uncertainties highlight the dynamic
nature of sustainability efforts, where data is constantly evolving, influencing strategic decisions.
This level of uncertainty, prominently featured in the sustainability reports A, B, C, and D, was
also a recurrent theme during our interviews with respondents. Many interviewees pointed out
that strategies need to be adaptable to respond to new information and changing conditions. As
data about supply chains and biodiversity is continually updated, organizations must be prepared
to revise their strategies accordingly. This discovery suggests that sustainability strategies are not
static plans but rather evolving processes that require continuous adjustment. The iterative
process of strategizing, characterized by regular reassessment and modification, ensures that the
strategies remain relevant and effective in the face of new challenges and opportunities. This
ongoing adaptation is crucial for achieving long-term sustainability goals, as it allows
organizations to respond to emerging trends, regulatory changes, and stakeholder expectations.

As expressed by a Sustainability Manager, the process of understanding and addressing
environmental sustainability issues only truly begins when organizations initiate action. Without
practical engagement, it's challenging to grasp the full scope of the challenges at hand. The
journey towards environmental sustainability is not a one-time effort but an ongoing process of
optimization and innovation (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). As highlighted in the Sustainability
Report C, the approach is twofold: optimizing current practices to minimize environmental
impact in the present while concurrently innovating for the future. The dual focus reflects a
commitment to continuous improvement, where the organization constantly evaluates and refines
its existing methods. By acknowledging the dynamic nature of sustainability challenges, the
organization remains adaptable (Potter, 1996) and responsive to emerging environmental
concerns (Ramírez & Mannervik, 2016) ensuring its practices remain aligned with long-term
sustainability objectives.

Conclusion and Implications

The complex interplay of environmental sustainability strategizing highlights the
interconnectedness among the various components involved in formulating environmental
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strategies. Through the lens of a co-constitutive perspective, our analysis reveals how
environmental strategy unfolds daily through an ongoing interaction between organizational
actors and their contextual environment in contrast with the planning as a panacea for
environmental sustainability challenges. Reality has been considered as an assemblage of
different actors interconnected in the environmental sustainability strategy context. Thus,
strategizing is viewed as a dynamic interaction between actors who are being constrained,
enabled, and actively constructing the reality and the legitimization of organizational actions and
decisions (Carter et al., 2010; Ligonie, 2018). The proclivity of co-constitutiveness of
strategizing aligning with the performativity paradigm also underscores the recursive nature of
strategizing, where it continually constitutes its subjects and molds its objects (Kornberger &
Clegg, 2011). Organizations’ environmental sustainability strategies are not formed singularly by
plans made by institutions, stakeholders, or internal activities, rather, they are intertwined and
co-constitutive in nature (Van Assche et al., 2020).

First, our scrutiny of heavy industrial sectors’ regulatory frameworks within the context
of organizational environmental sustainability strategy elucidates a fluid terrain wherein
regulations assume pivotal roles as guiding principles for action. Our analysis highlights the
dynamic nature of regulatory requirements, emphasizing their active role in shaping and
influencing organizational strategies through continual interpretation and negotiation processes.
As expounded by numerous scholars, including Meyer and Rowan (1977), and corroborated by
our empirical findings, regulatory frameworks such as the Paris Agreement and the EU
taxonomy play instrumental roles in providing contemporary organizations with essential
direction, emphasizing the adoption of science-based targets and actionable measures.
Furthermore, the continuous evolution of environmental regulations necessitates organizations to
align their economic objectives with environmental sustainability goals. Our research highlights
the critical importance of transparent reporting, standardization, and third-party certification in
ensuring organizational adherence to regulatory benchmarks. Ultimately, our findings reinforce
the perspective that regulatory guidelines serve as foundational frameworks for strategic
planning, with day-to-day operational activities serving as tangible manifestations of the iterative
and adaptive nature of organizational responses to the dynamic regulatory landscape.

Secondly, our exploration of stakeholder dynamics within organizational environmental
sustainability strategy reveals a complex interplay between human agency, external elements,
and organizational strategies. Our analysis highlights stakeholders as multifaceted entities
encompassing diverse interests, values, and roles. Moreover, stakeholders are not static but
continuously constructed and shaped by interactions within the organizational ecosystem. This
multidimensionality underscores the dynamic and relational nature of stakeholder identification
and engagement, emphasizing the need for a comprehensive and inclusive approach to
stakeholder engagement and management. Our findings contributed to the co-constitutive
perspective on strategizing, which emphasizes the recursive relationship between organizations
and stakeholders (human and non-humans) in co-creating strategies through ongoing dialogue
and negotiation. Furthermore, our research exemplifies the significance of stakeholders in
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shaping organizational sustainability strategies, decisions, and performance, thereby reinforcing
the interconnectedness between regulatory frameworks, day-to-day activities, and stakeholder
dynamics.

Thirdly, through our analysis of day-to-day activities within organizational environmental
sustainability strategy, we discovered a multifaceted and dynamic process characterized by
continual optimization and innovation. Our research highlights the pivotal role played by
everyday activities in sculpting the trajectory of sustainability strategy and informing future
investment decisions. Contrary to the traditional notion that strategy is predominantly defined
through annual reporting and planning, our findings accentuate the integral role of day-to-day
operations in shaping organizational sustainability strategizing. This recognition underscores the
iterative and ongoing nature of sustainability initiatives, where each day's activities contribute
incrementally to the broader strategic framework. Moreover, our research illustrates the
collaborative nature inherent in sustainability strategizing, involving a diverse array of actors
through day-to-day micro-processes. This collaboration reflects the multifaceted nature of
sustainability challenges, necessitating continuous engagement from various stakeholders across
different sectors. The continuous refinement of strategizing processes emphasizes the intricate
interplay between human agencies, technological advancements, regulatory frameworks, and
stakeholder dynamics in steering the strategic course of organizations toward environmental
sustainability.

Through a co-constitutive perspective, we have identified the continuous interaction and
evolution among organizational actors and their contextual environment, emphasizing the
recursive nature of strategy formation. Our analysis sheds light on how environmental
sustainability strategies are co-constituted in organizations operating in the heavy industrial
sector through the intricate dynamics and multifaceted nature of environmental sustainability
strategizing. We advocate for a shift in the perception of environmental sustainability from being
seen as a fixed and planned endpoint to understanding it as an ongoing journey constituted by
various elements, such as the interactions between the pivotal role of regulations, organizational
interactive process, and other stakeholder influences including, biodiversity, technology etc. This
perspective recognizes the dynamic and constantly evolving nature of sustainability challenges,
governance, and management, thus acknowledging that the landscape of environmental concerns
is continually changing.

The research has both implications for the management academic field and management
practitioners. The combination of a co-constitutive lens and strategizing theory offers a novel
framework for analyzing environmental sustainability strategies. This integration offers a novel
perspective that transcends traditional approaches to studying environmental sustainability
strategy, which often rely on a narrow focus, such as planned efforts. Adopting this broader view,
it potentially yields deeper insights into how sustainability strategies are embedded within
organizational iterative practices, regulatory frameworks, and continuous interactions with
various stakeholders. Environmental sustainability strategy is formed by three main elements:
regulation, stakeholders’ negotiation, engagements, and the “nitty-gritty” activities at the low
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ground of the organization. The approach emphasizes the interconnectedness of macro
(regulatory), meso (stakeholder engagements), and micro (nitty-gritty activities) levels, offering a
more co-constituted understanding of strategic processes. By incorporating non-human actors
(such as animals, protected areas, technology, and artifacts) into the stakeholder concept, the
analysis challenges and extends traditional stakeholder theory. The broadening of the stakeholder
definition necessitates a reconsideration of existing theoretical models to account for the
complex interplay between human and non-human influences on organizational strategies.

Rather than treating sustainability as a static goal to be achieved and then maintained,
organizations should view it as a continuous process of improvement and adaptation. This
approach enables organizations to align their strategies with the ever-changing environmental
imperatives, ensuring that they remain relevant and effective in addressing current and future
sustainability challenges. Through proactive engagement with these challenges, organizations
can enhance their resilience, foster innovation, and contribute meaningfully to sustainable
development goals. The implications for management practitioners focus mainly on how
organizations should continuously adapt and innovate in response to evolving environmental
challenges. By embracing this ethos of ongoing optimization and innovation, organizations can
proactively navigate through the complexities inherent in environmental sustainability and
subsequently relish the opportunities as well. Managers and heads of departments should
prioritize stakeholder management, recognizing the different interests and values of actors in
various contexts. Additionally, practitioners should acknowledge technology as a stakeholder,
emphasizing the importance of continuous technological innovation to adapt to evolving
organizational landscapes. Particular attention should be given to the interconnectedness of
regulation and management system certification, connected with the internal everyday activities
and stakeholders. A sustainability strategy extends beyond annual reporting and calculations and
is intricately woven into daily operations. Monitoring, data analysis, and interpersonal
interactions significantly shape strategic decisions, demanding attention from managers. Close
collaboration with employees, including hands-on involvement in fieldwork, is essential as it is
the starting point for effective strategizing, and also the pool where data are found and used
continuously.

Limitation and Guidance for Future Research

While our qualitative research provided rich insights into the co-constitutive nature of
environmental sustainability strategizing within organizational ecosystems, it is important to
acknowledge certain limitations. Firstly, the sample size was relatively small, compensated by
the relevancy and experience of the participants from the heavy industry. Moreso, the
complexities of sustainability phenomena require a large set of data, due to its complexity and
multifaceted nature. This limited scope may restrict the generalizability of our findings to other
organizational contexts or sectors. Secondly, the data collection process relied predominantly on
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interviews and document analysis, which may have introduced biases or overlooked certain
perspectives, such as the direct organizational practices which could have given us first-hand
knowledge of how strategy is “practiced” within the context of industrial organizations.
Additionally, the study's qualitative nature inherently involves subjective interpretation,
potentially influencing the analysis and conclusions drawn. Finally, logistical constraints, such as
time and access to organizations, posed challenges in data collection, potentially impacting the
depth and breadth of our investigation. Enhancements for future researchers could entail a
multifaceted approach, encompassing various methodologies to augment the depth and breadth
of research endeavors in the realm of sustainability. Firstly, researchers could benefit from
establishing close and prolonged collaborations with target organizations, facilitating a
comprehensive analysis that investigates the intricacies of sustainability practices. This
immersive engagement would enable researchers to gain firsthand insights and lived experiences,
fostering a nuanced understanding of organizational dynamics and contextual nuances.

Future investigations could leverage ethnographic research methodologies, spanning
extended durations to capture the evolving dynamics of sustainability phenomena. By immersing
themselves within organizational ecosystems over prolonged periods, researchers can unearth
deeper insights into the complex interplay of factors influencing sustainability strategizing. This
longitudinal approach would unveil the temporal dimensions of sustainability initiatives and
long-term dynamics, shedding light on how strategies evolve and adapt in response to shifting
environmental landscapes and stakeholder dynamics. Furthermore, researchers could adopt a
broader lens to examine how the characteristics of environmental grand challenges intersect with
the diverse compositions of stakeholders, shaping sustainability strategies over time. By
elucidating the interdependencies between environmental contexts, stakeholder attributes, and
strategic responses, future studies can unravel the underlying mechanisms driving sustainability
practices. This holistic perspective would provide a comprehensive understanding of the
multifaceted roles shaping sustainability strategizing, paving the way for more informed
system-based, and impactful interventions in pursuit of environmental sustainability goals.
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