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Abstract 
Sustainability is increasing in importance nowadays and Sweden is one of the most sustainability-
focused countries in the world. Environmental sustainability is considered to be a key factor for 
business growth and companies incorporate this aspect in their brand marketing strategies. The 
purpose of this study is to get a broader understanding of the field of environmental sustainability 
work in connection to brand equity in Sweden. The main contribution of this study derives from 
studying how companies work with environmental sustainability to improve brand equity from a 
company’s perspective in Sweden. A qualitative approach was chosen, which included semi-
structured interviews with seven companies that operate in Sweden. This paper develops an 
analytical model in order to analyse the findings from the interviews. The findings suggest that 
companies can work with environmental sustainability to improve their brand equity in Sweden 
by using strategies and practices that fit the company. It is important to consider the local context 
of Sweden, the market demands and requirements of its stakeholders and adopt a holistic approach 
in order to improve brand equity. Companies can choose to incorporate environmental 
sustainability work as an add-on to their brand or base the core of the brand around their work. 

Keywords: Environmental sustainability work, environmental sustainability strategies, 
environmental sustainability practices, brand equity, brand positioning, brand identity, brand 
image 
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1. Introduction 
Sustainability and branding go hand-in-hand with each other and Sustainable Brand Index (2019) 

states that “branding & communication strategies are key drivers for sustainability”. 

Sustainability creates a long-term value for companies, as Haanaes (2016) argues “sustainability 

is a business approach to creating long-term value”. In the end, this approach is increasingly 

demanded from companies, as Nielsen (2018) states “no matter what, sustainability is no longer 

a niche play: your bottom-line and brand growth depend on it”. 

1.1 Background of sustainability 

Sustainable development and sustainability, with major environmental crises that have recently 

emerged, are increasing in importance nowadays. Fast changes in climate, such as global warming, 

droughts and ice melting (Världsnaturfonden WWF, 2018; National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration, 2019) are becoming difficult for the world to handle and adapt to (Nunez, 2019). 

These changes will, to a certain extent, affect everyone, showcasing the worldwide importance of 

the phenomenon. Consequently, sustainable development is needed in order to tackle the challenge 

of global warming. International organisations such as the United Nations (2019), the World Trade 

Organization (2019) and the European Commission (2017) all stress the importance of the topic. 

European Union (European Commission, 2017) has had sustainable development as one of their 

main objectives for nearly twenty years. European Union has adopted the 2030 agenda for 

sustainable development presented by United Nations. United nations (2019) lists 17 goals for 

sustainable development. These goals involve reaching and enhancing different aspects of 

sustainability, while some of them are specifically focused on the environmental sustainability. 

Some of the goals suggest a common coordinated framework on an international level, clean 

renewable energy sources, innovation and infrastructure with technological progress and 

sustainable city planning. Based on these goals, it is clear that sustainability incorporates different 

sorts of actors. Responsible consumption and production incorporate the responsibility between 

consumers and producers and in order for both parties to become active contributors in the process 

of becoming sustainable.  The World Trade Organization, whose purpose is to facilitate 

international trade, has also acknowledged the importance of sustainable development as a “central 
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principle” of their organization (World Trade Organization, 2019). This viewpoint shows that trade 

and sustainability can coexist in a responsible manner. 

Sweden, ranked as one of the most sustainable countries (ADEC innovations, 2016; Schieler, 

2018; Business Sweden, 2019; Regeringskansliet, 2016; Brittlebank, 2015) focuses heavily on 

sustainability (Sweden, 2018). The focus on sustainability has been incorporated into the culture 

(Unesco, 2012) and is spread across all fields in Sweden. Sustainability has become a way of living 

for the general public (Sweden, 2018). Of the Swedish population, 73% consider sustainability 

aspects in their purchasing behaviour (Strid, 2018). In Sweden, the government has developed a 

strategy to aid the development of environmentally friendly technology companies with 400 

million crowns (Sweden, 2018) and four Swedish companies has been selected among the world’s 

most sustainable companies (Roden, 2017). On the consumer side, Swedish citizens rank at the 

top in shopping ecological products, such as food and clothing, and in recycling efforts (Sweden, 

2018). 

1.2 Environmental sustainability work 

Sustainability work is a way for producers to take responsibility and work as one of the main tools 

to achieve sustainable consumption and production (Lehner & Halliday, 2014). Consumers can 

bridge the gap with producers by reacting and choosing sustainable products (Jones, 2017). Also, 

environmental work and initiatives can help to create a competitive edge (Simpson, 2017). 

Simpson (2017) argues that reputation and perception determine the success of a brand rather than 

quality of the product alone. Hence, these initiatives and strategies are becoming more important 

for companies to adopt in order to succeed in an increasingly conscious marketplace. 

Arguably, evidence about the benefits a company has by working sustainable is strong. It is 

suggested that companies enjoy favourable stakeholder attitudes and better support behaviours, 

build corporate image, strengthen stakeholder–company relationships, and enhance stakeholders’ 

advocacy behaviours (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). The effect of these practices on brand 

equity (value) has previously been studied mostly from a consumer point of view and corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) in general in different countries (Hur, Kim & Woo, 2014; Iglesias, 

Markovic, Singh & Sierra, 2019; Taylor, Vithayathil & Yim, 2018).    
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1.3 Brand equity 

Brand equity is the added value that a company gains (Aaker, 1992; Wood, 2000; Keller, 2003; 

Leone, Rap, Keller, Luo, McAllister & Srivastava, 2006) through successful branding (Keller, 

2003). Branding is a topic that has been discussed in academia extensively, dating back to the 

previous millennium (Wernerfelt, 1988; Montgomery & Wernerfelt, 1992; Arthur Rooney, 1995; 

Aaker, 1996) and until recently, researchers have been continuously investigating different aspects 

of branding (Aaker, 2003; Keller, 2003; Ailawadi, & Keller, 2004; Keller & Lehmann, 2006; Holt, 

2016; Mohan, Voss, Jiménez & Gammoh, 2018;  Stuart, 2018).  

In order to understand branding, and therefore understand how brand equity is created, it is 

important to define what a brand is. American Marketing Association defines a brand as a “name, 

term, sign, symbol, or design, or a combination of them intended to identify the goods and services 

of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of competition” (Keller, 2003, 

p.7). Blain, Levy & Ritchie (2005, p.329) state that the most accepted definition describes branding 

as “the primary role of a brand is to identify the goods or services of either one seller or a group 

of sellers, and to differentiate those goods or services from those of competitors”. Consequently, 

branding helps companies to differentiate their products from their competitors, while getting 

consumers to know and identify the product, hence improving brand equity. 

A brand is one of the most valuable intangible aspects companies have, making branding a top 

management priority (Arthur Rooney, 1995; Keller, 2003; Ailawadi & Keller, 2004; Keller & 

Lehmann, 2006). Just by observing some of the market leaders such as Gillette, Sony, Coca-Cola, 

Calvin Klein or Marlboro, one can notice that they have a common aspect, a strong brand (Keller, 

2003). Effective branding is connected with higher short-term and long-term revenue streams 

(Esch, Langner, Schmitt & Geus, 2006) and greater market share, increase market awareness or 

acceptance of a new offering (Arthur Rooney, 1995) and consumer's trust (Berry, 2000). 

Consumers tend to be loyal and willing to pay premium price for the brand (Chaudhuri & 

Holbrook, 2001), lead to a differential point from the competition (Arthur Rooney, 1995; Wood, 

2000) and forge strong emotional bond with a brand (Thompson, Rindfleisch & Arsel, 2006). It is 

worth noting that branding is not the answer for every problem, nor that it does not have negative 

consequences, however, successful branding leads to more advantages than problems (Artur 

Rooney, 1995). 
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Not only companies realise the necessity and opportunities that comes with incorporating 

sustainable actions and want to be perceived as sustainable (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2014), 

but academics have grown their interest in researching the impact of social responsibility on brands 

(Vassileva, 2009). Companies from every industry have started to implement sustainability 

programs, highlighting the strategic importance of the topic (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2014) 

as they implement sustainable work in every business function (Jo Hatch & Mirvis, 2010). 

It is considered that social responsibility has changed the rules of branding (Vallaster, Lindgreen 

& Maon, 2012). Nowadays consumers are not only looking for performance, affordability and 

convenience but want products with minimal environmental impact (Ottman, 2011). When 

sustainability is effectively incorporated into the brand, it improves brand equity (Jo Hatch & 

Mirvis, 2010), and gains a competitive advantage from consumers with environmental awareness 

(Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2014). Hence, working with sustainability has positive effects on 

brand equity.  

1.4 Research purpose 

The vast majority of the studies in this field combine corporate social responsibility in general and 

brand equity, not focusing on the environmental aspect of social responsibility. Moreover, most of 

the previous studies have been conducted from a consumer perspective whereas limited research 

has been conducted from a company’s perspective. Finally, academics highlight the importance of 

conducting research on the topic in different countries. (Hur et al., 2014; Iglesias et al., 2019; 

Taylor et al., 2018)  

Therefore, this study investigates how companies work with environmental sustainability in order 

to improve brand equity. The purpose of the study is to get a broader understanding in the field of 

environmental sustainability work in connection to brand equity. Hence, this study covers a gap in 

the literature by researching environmental sustainability work that companies do in order to 

improve brand equity in Sweden, which is to be considered as one of the most sustainable countries 

in the world. Hence, this study aims to answer the following research question: 

How can companies work with environmental sustainability to improve their brand equity in 

Sweden? 
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In order to answer the research question and achieve its purpose, this study investigates how 

companies work with environmental sustainability to improve brand equity. To get an overview 

of the environmental sustainability work in Sweden, it is important to include a variety of 

companies from different industries with different characteristics. Hence, the following companies 

are included; Burger King, AB InBev, Löfbergs, Picard, Skellefteå Kraft, Unilever and Vattenfall.  

1.5 Disposition 

After the introduction, the theoretical framework chapter follows presenting the previous literature 

on the topics of environmental sustainability work and brand equity. Then, the analytical model is 

outlined. The method chapter follows, with the empirical findings and the analysis chapters 

presented next. The research ends by presenting the conclusions and discussion of the study. This 

process is visualised in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Disposition of the study 
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2. Theoretical framework 

In this chapter, theories regarding environmental sustainability work and brand equity are 
presented. In the end of the chapter, the analytical model designed for this study is presented. 

 

2.1 Environmental sustainability work 

Marketing and sustainability work are connected, and the concepts have “something to offer each 

other” (Jones, Clarke-Hill, Comfort & Hillier, 2008, p.128). On one hand, it drives business 

imperatives to reduce cost and a better company image and on the other hand, it reduces the 

environmental impact. There are different reasons why companies choose to incorporate 

environmental sustainability work. Cost reduction, positive relations to regulators and stakeholders 

and competitiveness are some of the reasons (Weber, 2008). 

Sustainability has been involved within the society and incorporated in the field of marketing 

(Connelly, Ketchen, & Slater, 2011). The evolution of the field has been formed with three stages; 

ecological marketing, environmental marketing and sustainable marketing (Peattie, 2001). The 

three stages that can be analysed on different companies and different contexts (Peattie, 2001). 

The first stage, ecological marketing is centred on a narrowly focused aspect where small 

initiatives or marketing actions are performed. Peattie (2001) describes this stage as the first age 

of green marketing. Just because this is the first stage of green marketing does not necessarily 

mean that it is not adopted in today’s market. This interaction between the economy and the 

environment is based on reducing the dependency of damaging products and finding alternative 

solutions. (Peattie, 2001) 

The second stage, environmental marketing, evolved after the first stage became standardized 

(Peattie, 2001). This stage takes on a broader holistic approach where reduction of environmental 

damage has a high priority (Fraj-Andrés, Martinez-Salinas & Matute-Vallejo, 2009; Peattie, 2001). 

By adopting an environmental marketing approach as a way to meet the increasing demand from 

consumers to be more sustainable. Meeting this demand creates a competitive advantage due to 

the fact that consumers prefer environmental from non-environmental companies. This approach 

is not fully sustainable but focused in reduction of environmental damage. In markets where 
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environmental sustainability is of high importance, this approach will be preferable than markets 

where sustainability is not as important. (Peattie, 2001) 

The third and most recent stage is called sustainable marketing. With sustainable marketing, a 

company fully contributes to create a sustainable economy. With this focus, companies seek to 

fully meet the environmental cost of production. The evolution has reached a point where 

companies want to take responsibility for the sustainable development. Since there are more 

companies that adopt a sustainable approach to their business, newer and more advanced ways to 

be sustainable arise in order to gain competitive advantage. (Peattie, 2001)  

Environmental sustainability work that companies conduct is referred to as green marketing by 

Peattie (2001). All three stages of green marketing are different ways to adopt environmental 

sustainability strategies and practices (Peattie, 2001). For this reason, this study considers that 

environmental sustainability work includes environmental sustainability strategies and practices.  

2.1.1 Environmental sustainability strategies 
The reasoning that there is a need to adapt a strategy to the market is an aspect that Ginsberg & 

Bloom (2004) bring up. Companies need to identify and choose the right strategy in the market 

that they operate in. There are different strategies for companies to approach the market. Ginsberg 

& Bloom (2004) define four different strategies that companies can adopt, 1) lean green, 2) 

defensive green, 3) extreme green and 4) shaded green. Market segments and differentiability on 

greenness are the basis for these environmental sustainability strategies.   

Lean green strategy refers to when a company wants to find a competitive advantage with, for 

example, reduced waste and cost. The focus is on efficiency and not necessarily promoting and 

use the strategy to target the green market. Green market constitutes of the market segment that 

values environmental sustainability. The implications and risks to be considered as a green brand 

is too high, whereas the long-term orientation to find solutions that help the company to become 

more competitive is dominant. For example, Coca-Cola uses this strategy to create competitive 

advantage which they do not emphasise in their communication. (Davari & Strutton, 2014; 

Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004) 
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Defensive green is a strategy which companies adopt when they need to respond to critique or as 

a precaution for potential problems (Davari & Strutton, 2014; Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004). 

Companies use this strategy to counter their competitors in order to retain market shares of the 

green market segment. Companies make the necessary changes in order to meet the market 

requirements and hence, maintain a solid brand image without focusing to the promotion of their 

sustainability work. For example, GAP invests a lot of resources to be sustainable, however they 

only communicate it with having information on their website. (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004) 

The third strategy, shaded green, focuses on investing in long-term sustainability initiatives that 

will help develop innovative solutions and by that create a competitive advantage (Davari & 

Strutton, 2014; Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004). However, the environmental aspects of these efforts 

come second in promotion after tangible benefits. For example, Toyota’s approach of promoting 

fuel-efficient cars by highlighting the benefits that consumers gain from reducing the cost of fuel 

rather than the environmental benefits. (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004)  

The final strategy, extreme green fully integrates environmental issues into the company (Davari 

& Strutton, 2014; Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004). This market segment is usually small, and the core 

of the company and its meaning is connected with sustainability. Companies that adopt the extreme 

green strategy, have taken the sustainability aspect to its fullest and operate with a full focus on 

environmental issues. It is deeply connected to the company and without the sustainability focus, 

the brand would not be the same. (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004) 

2.1.2 Environmental sustainability practices 

Environmental sustainability practices are based on the strategies that companies adopt. 

Sustainability practices come in many shapes and forms and there is not a “one solution fits all” 

that is applicable for every company. Variation is key in order to utilize the impact of these 

practices. Organisations have different focus and ambition level which in turn is reflected on the 

practices they adopt. The concept of environmental sustainability practices entails a contextual 

basis that organisations need to keep in mind to find the right fit. Also, organisations need to have 

practical considerations in order to implement practices that are feasible. (van Marrewijk, 2003)  

Van Marrewijk (2003) is arguing that there is discrepancy in how corporate social responsibility 

has previously been applied. Starting from a shareholder perspective, where the goal is profit 
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maximization, to a stakeholder and societal perspective which incorporates the different 

stakeholders and their interests. Due to differences in focus, companies acknowledge that there is 

a need for different practices that consider stakeholders in a general sense rather than following a 

solely company-oriented approach. (Van Marrewijk, 2003) 

The need for a variation of environmental sustainability practices and how they affect companies 

is an aspect that Visser (2011) recognise. The author (Visser, 2011) stresses the need for improved 

practices since the modern, currently present practices are incremental, peripheral and 

uneconomic. Furthermore, Visser (2011, p.20) forms a new type of approach for social 

responsibility practices, concluding that “ultimately, the purpose of business is to serve the society, 

through the provision of safe, high quality products and services that enhances our wellbeing, 

without eroding our ecological and community life-support systems”. This new type of approach 

as the new DNA model of socially responsible activities, in other words practices (Visser, 2011). 

In Visser’s (2011) DNA model, there are four DNA responsibility bases companies work with; 

value creation, good governance, societal contribution and environmental integrity. Each of these 

bases have a primary goal with key indicators. The responsibility base, environmental integrity, 

which aligns with the environmental focus of this study, has sustainable ecosystem as the primary 

goal. The three key indicators to achieve sustainable ecosystem are ecosystem protection 

(biodiversity conservation and ecosystem restoration), renewable resources (tackling climate 

change, renewable energy and materials) and zero waste production (cradle-to-cradle processes 

and waste elimination). Environmental integrity should not just aim to minimize environmental 

damage, but rather maintain and improve the ecosystem. The key indicators are ways to practically 

describe how companies work with sustainability. The new generation of responsibility presents a 

holistic approach to responsibility in business where the focus on social responsibility is greater 

than before. This holistic approach is important for companies to adopt in their practices of the 

new generation of social responsibility practices. (Visser, 2011) 

Forming new practices of corporate social responsibility, five principles are to be considered; 

creativity, scalability, responsiveness, glocality and circularity. These principles create the new 

generation of social responsibility practices. This study takes place in the Swedish context and 

hence, the focus is on the glocality principle. The glocality principle covers the adaptation of global 

solutions in the local context, highlighting the need to find ways of implementing sustainability 
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work in one context and adapting it to another (Visser, 2011). Therefore, it is important to 

understand local differences and find solutions that fit in that specific context. Local contexts 

demand different focus, and companies can create customised practices for these contexts to 

become more sustainable based on the prerequisites of that area (Visser, 2011). Implementation of 

sustainability practices, incorporates stakeholders and their demands (Strand, Freeman & 

Hockerts, 2014). Due to the contextual circumstances that exist in the region of Scandinavia, 

institutional and cultural factors are highlighted. The authors (Strand et al., 2014, p.13) argue that 

Scandinavia is in the forefront of environmental development and “can effectively serve as 

inspiration for social responsibility and sustainability”. Consequently, the unique characteristics 

of the context have implications on companies that operate in Sweden, and how they are required 

to work with environmental sustainability.  

2.2 Brand Equity 

The increasingly importance of sustainability for companies is evident throughout the literature 

(Du et al., 2010; Labuschagne, Brent & Van Erck, 2005; Petrini & Pozzebon, 2009; Polonsky & 

Jevons, 2009; Revell & Blackburn, 2007). Yet, incorporating sustainability work to the brand is 

of equal importance. A topic well discussed within organisations is how to incorporate social 

responsibility in branding (Ben Youssef, Leicht, Pellicelli & Kitchen, 2018). Stakeholders are 

interested to know what sustainability aspects companies contribute to, and to communicate these 

aspects of responsibility is imperative (Kim & Ferguson, 2014) due to the fact that is critical to be 

perceived as a respectable and socially responsible company today (Morsing, Schultz & Nielsen, 

2008). Social responsibility has become a strategic branding tool for companies that want to benefit 

from their sustainability work (Polonsky & Jevons, 2009). It is argued that investment in corporate 

social responsibility increases brand equity (Fatma, Rahman & Khan, 2015; Hur, et al., 2014). 

Hence, environmental sustainability work is effective for companies when communicated to the 

different stakeholders.  

The topic of brand equity is well documented in academia, however there is no clear definition of 

the term brand equity (Aaker, 1992; Wood, 2000; Keller & Lehmann, 2006; Leone et al., 2006; 

Keller, 2008). It is generally accepted that brand equity represents the added value that is generated 

for the brand (Aaker, 1992; Wood, 2000; Keller, 2003; Leone et al., 2006). 
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Similarly, academics disagree on the components that brand equity consists of. Aaker (1992) noted 

that brand equity has five components: brand loyalty, brand name awareness, perceived brand 

quality, brand associations or brand image and other proprietary brand assets, while Keller (2003) 

has defined brand identity, brand meaning or image of the brand, brand responses and brand 

relationships as the components of brand equity. Additionally, other academics have incorporated 

brand positioning as a main contributing factor to brand equity (Leone et al., 2006; Manhas, 2010). 

It is believed that in order to build brand equity, four elements should be taken into account: brand 

image, identity, positioning and awareness (Keller, 1993; Cornwell, Roy & Steinard, 2001; 

Burmann, Hegner & Riley, 2009; Manhas, 2010; Vomberg, Homburg & Bornemann, 2015). In 

this study the focus is on the components that a company strategically builds its brand around. 

Consequently, the chosen components are brand image, brand positioning and brand identity. 

Therefore, it is argued that through effective brand positioning, and the establishment of brand 

image and brand identity, a company is able to add extra value to the brand and increase brand 

equity. 

2.2.1 Brand positioning 

According to Kotler (2000, p.180), brand positioning is the “the act of designing the company’s 

offering and image to occupy a distinctive place in the mind of the target market”. In other words, 

brand positioning is the company’s process to place a product or service in the mind of the 

consumer in a way that differs from the competitors. Even though brand positioning takes place in 

the mind of the consumer, it is a process constructed by a company to try to gain a competitive 

advantage (Gwin & Gwin, 2003; Sagar, Khandelwal, Mittal & Singh, 2011).  

Similarly, green brand positioning is the process of creating associations in the mind of the 

consumer by creating and distributing promotional material about the environmental benefits of a 

company’s offering (Huang, Yang, & Wang, 2014). Brüggenwirth (2006, p.141) proposed a model 

for companies to position their brand to be perceived as environmentally sustainable. The proposed 

model is divided in four parts that sustainability programs focus on, inspiration/vision, attributes, 

benefits and emotional values/lifestyle, where the first two parts are identity-based, and the two 

latter parts are market-based. Identity-based attributes have the purpose of inspiring consumers, 

while market-based attributes focus on the benefits of the sustainability work (Brüggenwirth, 2006, 

p.142). Brüggenwirth (2006, p.142) notes that companies should focus, depending on where the 
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brand positioning strategy is based, on one or more of the four parts to position the brand 

effectively. 

2.2.2 Brand identity 

Aaker defines brand identity as “A unique set of brand associations that the brand strategist 

aspires to create and maintain” (Da Silveira, Lages & Simões, 2013, p.32) while Dasilveira et al. 

(2013) define brand identity as the identity that managers want the brand to hold, and work 

consistently in order to be a point of reference for consumers. Managers try to make the brand 

unique (De Chernatony 1999) by offering points of differentiation in order to gain competitive 

advantage (Ghodeshwar 2008). Moreover, brand identity is closely connected with corporate 

values and organizational culture as it represents the company’s ethos, goals and values (De 

Chernatony 1999) and therefore, it has to reflect the brand and its business strategy (Ghodeshwar 

2008). Managers should view brand identity as a tangible component that appeals to the senses, in 

order to create associations with consumers (Wheeler, 2017). Ghodeshwar (2008) suggests that 

the associations should imply a promise to the consumers and thus companies should invest in 

sustainability work to fulfil these promises. 

Ghosh, Ghosh & Das (2013) argue that social responsibility work facilitates to the enhancement 

of brand identity. The authors (Ghosh et al., 2013) argue that managers use social responsibility 

programs to build on the established brand identity with the aim to make it more “people and 

society friendly”. There are four factors that shape the identity of a brand, advertisements, 

sponsorships, the age of the brand and the overall corporate personality. Advertisement is the first 

factor, as consumers start making associations about the brand as soon as they are exposed to the 

visuals of a commercial. Sponsorships is the second factor in which consumers associate a brand 

with the type of events that it is sponsoring. The age of the brand is the third factor that makes the 

brand to be identified as old or young in the mind of the consumers. Finally, the fourth factor is 

the overall corporate personality, as it is considered that an organisation that acts responsibly, 

ethically and according to the laws is respected, and consequently, affects the brand (Ghosh et al., 

2013).  
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2.2.3 Brand image 

Brand image is an aspect that has been mainly associated with consumer behaviour, hence most of 

the definitions are tightly connected with consumers and their attitudes, associations and 

impressions (Dobni & Zinkhan, 1990). However, some definitions given for brand image are from 

a firm’s perspective. Park, Jaworski & MacInnis (1986) state that marketers create a perception in 

the mind of the consumer that can be either functional, symbolic or experiential, whereas Bird, 

Channon & Ehrenberg (1970) state that brand image is an attitude that can be given to a brand. 

Chen (2010) continue the research on green brand equity that has previously been studied by Cretu 

& Brodie (2007) and Padgett & Allen (1997). In the theoretical framework used by Chen (2010) 

five measurements of green brand image are identified: 1) brand as a benchmark of environmental 

commitments, 2) the brand being professional about environmental reputation, 3) the brand 

succeeds in environmental performance, 4) the brand is established about environmental concern 

and 5) the brand is trustworthy about environmental promises.  

2.3 Analytical model of the effect of environmental sustainability work on brand equity 

The literature suggests that companies choose different strategies and practices in terms of their 

environmental sustainability work (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004; Peattie, 2001; van Marrewijk, 2003; 

Visser, 2011). Such work has become increasingly important, due to the fact that it directly affects 

brand equity (Fatma et al., 2015; Hur et al., 2014). With this background, the analytical model is 

based on the environmental sustainability strategies and practices (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004; 

Visser, 2011) and the aspects of brand positioning (Brüggenwirth, 2006), brand identity (Ghosh et 

al., 2013) and brand image (Chen, 2010). 

A clarification of the concepts in this study is highlighted in figure 2 and constitute of 

environmental sustainability work and brand equity. In the figure, it can be noted that 

environmental sustainability work constitutes of environmental strategies and practices, that 

affects brand positioning, identity and image, and therefore, brand equity. The arrow represents 

the effect that environmental sustainability work has on brand equity. The analytical model with 

its two main themes will be used to analyse how the included companies in this study work with 

environmental sustainability to improve brand equity. 
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Figure 2. Analytical model on the effect of environmental sustainability work on brand equity 
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3. Method 

In this chapter, the method is presented. The research strategy used is given first, followed by the 

choice of market and included companies. After, the data collection and choice of informants is 

given. The interview guide is presented, followed by how the data is analysed and the chapter 

concludes with the methodological criticism and ethical considerations. 

 

3.1 Research strategy 

In order to understand the phenomenon, a qualitative approach has been selected. A qualitative 

research method examines words rather than numbers (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.392) which is in 

line with this study. The terminology of understanding the social world on a deeper level aligns 

with the qualitative method, as qualitative research aims to understand phenomena in the real-

world (Golafshani, 2003). The study analyses the words in order to reach an understanding. This 

study aims to understand how companies are working with environmental sustainability to 

improve brand equity and hence, the focus is to study the market in a broader sense and not focus 

on one specific company, industry or field. By investigating how companies work with 

environmental sustainability to improve brand equity, and based on the analysis of the findings, 

conclusions are drawn. This study adopts an abductive approach, which is the iterative process of 

moving between theory and empirical findings (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.27). During this process, 

both the theoretical framework and the empirical findings have been connected and analysed in 

order to draw conclusions.  

3.2 Choice of market and included companies 

There are two reasons this study focuses on the market of Sweden to conduct this research. First, 

Sweden is considered as one of the most sustainable countries in the world (ADEC innovations, 

2016; Schieler, 2018; Business Sweden, 2019; Regeringskansliet, 2019; Brittlebank, 2015) which 

makes the market appropriate to study. Secondly, geographical considerations, as the Swedish 

market is the market of interest for the authors and facilitates to find suitable companies to 

participate in the study. 



16 
 

The study focuses on the general Swedish market and includes seven companies that, for the 

purpose of this study, reflect the Swedish market. It was, therefore, important to include companies 

with different characteristics. The included companies that were part of this study were chosen 

based on the principle that the more differences in companies, the more beneficial it would be in 

order to reflect the Swedish market accurately. The companies participating in this study are 

Burger King, AB InBev, Löfbergs, Picard Skellefteå Kraft, Unilever and Vattenfall, that operate 

in the industries of restaurant, beverages, coffee, frozen food, energy and consumer goods.  

An important aspect that these companies share is that all of them work with sustainability and 

that they all operate in Sweden. The reasoning that only companies that, in some ways, work with 

sustainability were chosen is due to the nature of what this thesis aims to study. All of the 

companies, based on information retrieved from their websites, are currently working with 

environmental sustainability. However, during the duration of this study, Picard is working on 

developing their sustainability program which is not yet finalized.  

The first process of finding companies to include in this study was to find companies in different 

fields and reach out to them. This was done by emailing and calling companies and their 

representatives to ask if they would be interested to be part of the study. The included companies 

come from different industries with different characteristics in terms of ownership, type of 

offering, domestic or international operations and number of brands. One of the companies has 

offerings in Sweden (Skellefteå Kraft) while six of them sell their offerings in multiple countries 

(Unilever, Picard, Vattenfall, Burger King, Löfbergs and AB InBev). Two of the companies offer 

services (Vattenfall and Skellefteå Kraft) and five offer products (Unilever, Picard, Burger King, 

AB InBev and Löfbergs). From the companies that offer products, three operate as one brand 

(Picard, Burger King and Löfbergs) while two operate as umbrella brands, offering multiple brands 

to the consumers (AB InBev and Unilever). Finally, five companies are privately owned (Picard, 

Burger King, AB InBev, Unilever and Löfbergs), one is owned by the Swedish government 

(Vattenfall) and one is owned by the Skellefteå municipality (Skellefteå Kraft). The diversity of 

the companies participating in this study is seen as a reflection, to some extent, of the Swedish 

market. After including these seven companies, the differences in the characteristics were 

considered enough to reach a saturation of information in order to reflect the Swedish market. 

Purposive sampling has been used for this study which means that the sample has been conducted 
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to the reference of the goals that the study has (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.429). Figure 3 showcases 

how these companies reflect the Swedish market. The purpose of the figure is to point the different 

characteristics of the companies and only serves to illustrate how these companies reflect the 

Swedish market in this study.  

 

                 Figure 3. Reflection of Swedish market 

3.3 Data collection and choice of informants 

The shape of this study is structured based on semi-structured interviews with the seven 

companies. Semi-structured interviews create flexibility for researchers to go beyond the set of 

prepared questions and dig deeper in aspects that are considered to be important in order to get a 

better understanding (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.481). This method creates a clear structure for the 

interviews and at the same time customise when necessary. This flexibility is important when 

conducting qualitative research since it clarifies inconsistencies and following up leads, generated 

during the interview (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.481).  
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An interview guide was created for each interview with customised question about each 

companies’ environmental sustainability work. The interviews were conducted face-to-face with 

four companies; Picard, Burger King, Unilever and InBev, which is the preferred method because 

of the personal aspect they include (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004). The interviews with Vattenfall, 

Löfbergs and Skellefteå Kraft were conducted over the phone, and all the interviews were 

conducted in the period span of one month. Telephone interviewing has some benefits because it 

helps with reaching hard-to-reach groups, which in this study is the case with top managers in the 

respective companies that have been interviewed (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.215). Six of the seven 

interviews were recorded with consent from the informants and later transcribed. One of the 

interviews was not recorded upon the request from the informant. According to Yin (2009, p.109), 

recording interviews help the researcher to provide a more accurate output of the information. The 

interviews took approximately between thirty to fifty minutes based on the answers that were given 

in each interview and the amount of follow up questions that were needed. The language of the 

interviews was based on the informants’ choice. Five interviews were held in English and two 

interviews were held in Swedish which later ware translated to English for the purpose of this 

study. Apart from the primary data in the form of the interviews, data from the companies’ websites 

and sustainability reports were obtained and used in order to prepare for the interviews. 

The table 1 summarises the information about the informants. One interview was conducted with 

each company, either face-to-face or via phone. The choice of informants was based on their 

positions, which are marketing director, area director for the Nordics, director of quality and 

sustainability, product and marketing manager, communication and sustainability manager, Nordic 

marketing director and head of sustainability.  

Table 1. Summary of informants 

Company Industry Position of informant Interview method 

Burger King Restaurant Marketing Director Face-to-face 

InBev AB Beverages Area director Nordics Face-to-face 

Löfbergs Coffee 
Director of Quality & 
Sustainability 

Phone 
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Picard Frozen food 
Product & Marketing 
Manager 

Face-to-face 

Skellefteå Kraft Energy 
Communication and 
sustainability manager 

Phone 

Unilever Consumer goods 
Nordic marketing director 
- Home, Beauty and 
Personal Care 

Face-to-face 

Vattenfall Energy Head of Sustainability Phone 

3.4 Interview guide 

The interview guide (see Appendix 1) was created based on the themes of the analytical model, 

their environmental sustainability work (strategies and practices) and brand equity (brand image, 

brand positioning and brand image). In addition to the two themes, an extra theme has been added 

to the interview guide to get the general overview of the sustainability work that the companies 

do. To supplement the original questions, some sub-questions were formed, both before and during 

the interviews, for the purpose of retrieving additional data. Sub-questions were used when the 

informants did not provide relevant or enough data by answering the respective question. Most of 

the questions correspond to a theory used in the analytical model, whereas the first question that 

does not correspond to a theory has the purpose of getting a general overview of the company’s 

sustainability work (see Appendix 1). This question is based on the information gathered from 

websites and sustainability reports of the companies. It is noticeable that question number two and 

three fits the purpose of getting a general overview of the company’s sustainability work and in 

connection to their environmental sustainability work with the strategies and practices. 

3.5 Analysis of data 

The analysis of the empirical findings is based on the analytical model. The empirical findings are 

divided into three themes. The first theme of the empirical data, general overview of the 

sustainability work, is used in order to get information about the sustainability work that the 

companies do and will therefore only be used as background information. For this reason, this 

theme will not be analysed, but rather incorporated into the other themes for the analysis part that 
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is structured on the two other themes. The analytical model with its two themes, environmental 

sustainability work and brand equity is the basis for the structure of the analysis. The first theme, 

which consists of strategies and practices is divided accordingly to go in depth on the different 

aspects. Brand equity, as portrayed in the theoretical model, is divided up in to the three aspects 

of brand equity that this study includes, brand positioning, brand identity and brand image. Firstly, 

the analysis of the strategies that the companies adopt and their practices in terms of environmental 

sustainability, is presented. Thereafter, the analysis of brand equity and its elements follows. The 

Swedish focus is incorporated in the two themes and since the themes are interconnected, the data 

are presented and analysed where the authors consider they fit best based on the primary argument 

that informants describe. For example, if an informant provided information about brand image in 

the first theme, the authors present it and analyse it in the second theme. By gathering information 

from the informants of the companies, patterns appeared. Similarities and differences that came 

from the different interviews are highlighted in the different themes and analysed in order to be 

able to get an overview of how the companies work with environmental sustainability to improve 

brand equity.  

3.6 Methodological criticism 

In terms of the reliability and to ensure making the study more reliable, the methodological 

reasoning that this study follows was described in detail. The structure and the process of how the 

study was conducted ensures that the study can be replicated and hence increase the reliability 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.400).  

Studying a social phenomenon, which is often characterized with changes over time and changes 

in the context affects the generalizability of this study (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.400). This study 

investigates the phenomenon in the context of Sweden and in present time, therefore is the study 

just applicable to these premises. An aspect that increases the generalizability lies in the nature of 

this study since it focuses on the Swedish market with multiple companies to reflect the market. 

This makes it so that the study is generalizable in the Swedish market and markets with similar 

characteristics as Sweden. 

According to Denscombe (2009, p.143), in order to increase the validity of a study, interview 

questions, data collected, and analysis should be accurate and should accord with what is true and 
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real. Making sure that you actually study what you aim to study. In terms of this study and its 

validity, did consideration on how the connection between the theories and interviews were 

connected to study what it was aimed to study. In order to increase the validity did the interview 

questions connect to the theoretical framework, which is seen in Appendix 1. The data collected 

from the interviews were connected to the theoretical framework and later connected with the 

analysis. This coherent structure creates relevance and accuracy of the study which improves the 

validity. The authors were aware of possible biases (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.104), hence a 

systematic review of the literature was adopted. 

3.7 Ethical considerations 

According to Bryman & Bell (2015, p.134) there are four ethical principles in business research: 

1) harm to participants, 2) lack of informed consent, 3) invasion of privacy and 4) deception. Stress 

and harm to career prospects are two of the aspects that harm can formulate (Bryman & Bell, 2015, 

p.135). In order not to stress the informants, the interviewers considered giving enough time to the 

informants to answer each question without interruption. In addition, the informants picked the 

date and time it was most suitable for them and their schedule in order to conduct the interviews 

in less stressed periods for them. In order not to harm the career prospects, the option of anonymity 

was given to the informants. Informed consent is achieved when the informants are given as much 

information as might be needed to make an informed decision about whether or not they wish to 

participate in the study (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.139). In order to tackle this problem, the 

interviewers explained the purpose of the interview, how the informant’s contribution would be 

used, the number and estimated length of the interview and a summary of the discussion topics 

were given to informants. Invasion of privacy is an issue linked to anonymity and confidentiality 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.143). The option of anonymity that was given also covers the issue of 

privacy concerns. The informant could use to what extend they want to be anonymous, either the 

company name, their name or their position. Additionally, the recordings were optional, and the 

interviews were recorder after the approval by the informants. The interviewers made it clear that 

the recordings would only be used for the purpose of not missing information and would be deleted 

after the study was finalised. Finally, deception “occurs when researchers represent their research 

as something other than what it is” (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.144). In order to deal with this issue, 

the interviewers gave sufficient and correct information about the study, before and during the 
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interviews. After the interviews, the informants were given the option to read through and approve 

the content of the study.   



23 
 

4. Empirical findings 

The empirical findings, driven out of the interviews, are presented based on the three themes of 

the interview. The overview of the environmental sustainability work, environmental sustainability 

work and brand equity. Notably, theme 1 combines information gathered from interviews, 

sustainability reports and companies’ websites. 

 

Theme 1: Overview of the environmental sustainability work 

The environmental sustainability work that the companies do, highlights different aspects. 

According to the informants, energy efficiency is a common work that the companies are working 

with. Vattenfall and Skellefteå Kraft both work with renewable energy where Vattenfall has the 

fossil free within one generation initiative and Skellefteå Kraft has their 100% renewable energy 

production goal until 2040. Both of these companies are working with hydro power, wind power, 

sun power and bioenergy power. Moreover, informants from Löfbergs, Burger King and AB InBev 

stated that they work with improving their energy efficiency. Löfbergs is working with sustainable 

energy in their production to reach 100% fossil free energy and specifies that the company has 

managed to keep their energy usage at the same level while doubling their production. AB InBev’s 

informant describe that they have opened a new brewery in India that is climate neutral while 

breweries in United Kingdom are already powered by renewable resources. 

Sustainable transportation is key for companies in order to achieve their sustainability goals.  

Löfbergs explain that they ship their goods with boats and trains rather than trucks and flights and 

use smart packaging to reduce the number of transports needed to deliver their products, an action 

that Burger King described as well. Skellefteå Kraft stated that they work with suppliers to ensure 

that they fulfil the quality requirements that they set up in order to fit with the company’s 

sustainability goals. Vattenfall highlights travel policy in how they work with sustainable 

transportation. Travel policies are common for other companies too, for example, Löfbergs discuss 

their travel policy to be as sustainable as possible. Finally, Picard described how they work with 

sustainable transportation, as climate smartness is an aspect incorporated throughout the company. 
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Packaging is another sustainability work that the companies are focusing on. According to the 

informant of Löfbergs, the company has removed aluminium from their packaging and the 

informant of Burger King discuss how the company works with biodegradable packaging. 

Moreover, Unilever reveals how they introduced a new package for the detergent brand Via, that 

is 97% recyclable while generally all of their bottles are 97% to 100% recyclable. According to 

the informant, Unilever made the decision to take on the extra cost of production in order to have 

a recyclable plastic bottle because of the positive impact on the environment. For AB InBev, 

circular packaging is one of the four pillars of sustainability where the company has invested, 

aiming to make all products returnable or made out of recycled plastic, as it was explained from 

its informant. Companies use ecolabeling as a part of their sustainability work. According to 

Löfbergs, they were among the first “big” coffee companies in Sweden to label all of their products 

with either fair-trade, organic or rainforest alliance certification. Moreover, Burger King’s 

informant states that the company offers certified coffee in their restaurants.  

When it comes to sustainable actions, companies work with waste reduction and make use of their 

waste in a sustainable way. The informant from Burger King states that the company works with 

waste reduction in an effort to minimize it but also recycle the waste that they generate. Similarly, 

Picard’s informant noted that the company works with waste reduction to minimize their 

environmental footprint. Waste reduction and resource efficiency in an optimal way, is a common 

action discussed by most of the companies. Sustainability, in terms of resources, is a point of focus 

as well. One of AB InBev’s sustainable pillars is water stewardship as described by the informant, 

where increasing water quality and access is a global goal, as beer consists of 90% of water. 

Theme 2: Environmental sustainability work 

The environmental sustainability work that the companies do, comes in different forms. When 

discussing the approach that companies adopt, the informant of Skellefteå Kraft mentions that 

“from the start, this has been our DNA. We come from the Skellefteå river where we started 

electrifying Skellefteå over 100 years ago.” and the company takes an integrated focus, stating that 

“the economic, social and environmental must stick together and then we talk about 9 different 

areas that we focus on as a whole. All in all, this gives us a good picture of how we work 

sustainably at all different levels”. This approach can be noticed for Löfbergs as the informant 

said, “have a holistic focus with our sustainability work”. The reasoning for this focus has been 
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grounded in the company from the beginning as the informant states that “the main reason for the 

sustainability work is about the company's core values that the company and the family has… we 

have worked actively on this, among other things, we were, for example, the first in Europe to 

change packaging...we have many, many initiatives both small and large” 

The informant of Vattenfall brings up their reasoning behind the integration of sustainability in all 

areas, stating that “the strategy has its starting point in sustainability and it is based on discussions 

that have been with all different stakeholder groups, understanding what their expectations are or 

not... and this strategy is fully integrated in to all areas”. This resonates with what Burger King is 

working with. Burger King’s informant explained that the company takes a wide approach to 

sustainability and try to incorporate that aspect into all fields, which entail operational functions 

and adding on value to the company.  

According to the informant of Unilever, sustainability was there from the beginning, representing 

a core value for the company. The informant further explains that the company takes different 

sustainability actions and pair them with different brands, in order to work on their goal of creating 

a sustainable common living place for everyone, meaning they are working on the health and 

wealth of the communities, improving people’s everyday life and environmental sustainability. 

AB InBev’s commitment to sustainability is prominent as explained by the informant, working on 

four big pillars, smart agriculture, water stewardship, circular packaging and climate action, that 

have been formed based on United Nations’ sustainable goals. According to the informant, 

sustainability runs through the company, and every employee should be conscious about their 

impact on local and global goals. Picard did not work with environmental sustainability from the 

start, however the informant states that “it involved within the company the last 5-10 year”. The 

informant of Skellefteå Kraft stresses the regional responsibility stating that “we have owner 

directives from Skellefteå municipality to be a force in the region and contribute to society”. 

Burger King’s informant highlights the add-on effect that their environmental sustainability work 

generates. According to the informant, Burger King’s main driver to work with environmental 

sustainability comes when the work does not compromise the core value of the taste and when it 

can benefit the company in a natural way. In other words, the work has to be aligned with the core 

of the company. Furthermore, the informants from Burger King, AB InBev, Picard and Unilever 

stress the market trends and how external and internal expectations are pushing them to act and 
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meet the market in a way that makes them keep their identity and include sustainability in a 

relevant way for their brands. For example, Unilever’s informant argued that consumers will 

ultimately make the most sustainable choices.  

Informants from AB InBev and Unilever stated that the strategy of the company is to pair 

sustainable programs with brands. AB InBev’s informant exemplifies this strategy with the brands 

Corona and Budweiser. Corona is linked with beach, oceans and summer life, so the company 

created a program to protect the oceans and connected it with the brand. Additionally, AB InBev 

links Budweiser with more of a nightlife and high energy lifestyle, so the company paired the 

brand with a renewable electricity program. Similarly, the informant of Unilever exemplifies how 

the company made a more concentrated detergent for the brand Via in order for consumers to need 

less amount to clean their clothes. As the informants from both Unilever and AB InBev explain, 

the companies take under consideration the purpose of each brand and work on sustainability 

aspects that are in line with each brand’s purpose.   

Furthermore, the informant of AB InBev considers their sustainability work as a key factor to 

attract and retain talent in the company. As the informant said, “as an employee I expect my 

company to do something in return, and if you want to attract talent it is very important to show 

that you have a clear sustainability agenda”. The same theme arises for Unilever where the 

informant states that people with purpose thrive and that it is easier to retain employees that feel 

proud of their work and feel that they contribute. Burger King’s informant argues that employees 

are additionally motivated to find solutions in regard to the company’s sustainability pillars. 

Furthermore, the informant of Vattenfall stated that the company has noted a drastic increase of 

employee’s perceptions and satisfaction the last few years for the fact that now it is clear how they 

contribute to the sustainable goals that the company has. 

Benefits of environmental sustainability work were discussed by the informants. For example, AB 

InBev’s informant stated that “it makes good business sense” to leverage the power of a brand to 

raise awareness for an important issue. The informant argued that first, it will ultimately build 

positive connotation about the brand in the mind of the consumers, and second, it is cost efficient 

for the company, for example actions as simple as switching off the lights can save money for the 

company. Also, the informant of Picard stated that communicating climate smartness can help the 

brand to be more of a “talk of the town”. The informant of Skellefteå Kraft adds to the point, 
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stating that “we see an advantage of being identified as sustainable”, a similar to the statement by 

Vattenfall’s informant “we definitely see that it is a competitive advantage, we have managed to 

get a number of prestigious contracts, we have formed a number of partnerships that we would 

not be able to form 8-10 years ago when our purpose and plan was not as clear at least externally”. 

Another aspect about the sustainability work that the informants highlight is the long-term 

orientation. Skellefteå Kraft’s informant states that “some parts, deal with our owners' demands 

and expectations, but what we see is that if we are to be a successful company that lasts for many 

years and that we will be chosen by different stakeholders” At the same time, Vattenfall’s 

informant highlights the same aspect saying “first of all, we see that the climate is under dramatic 

stress so everyone needs to act and contribute … Vattenfall has been around for more than 100 

years and we intend to continue to be around an additional 100 years, in a numbers of years from 

now there will be no business for fossil-based activities... we all need to act and we want to be 

early adopters towards a fossil free society. It is very much a business decision in the end, and it 

is also a trend.”. Moreover, AB InBev’s informant stated that “we want to be a company that is 

here for 100 plus years, so we have to make sure that the local communities are here for 100 plus 

years as well”. For Unilever, purpose is the key factor, as brands with purpose outlive and outgrow 

companies without one, as it was argued by the informant.  

When presenting their views on how the local context of the Swedish market affects their 

environmental sustainability work, the informant of Skellefteå Kraft stated that “Sweden is at the 

forefront when it comes to sustainability and I believe it has affected us in our sustainability work”. 

The informant continues further on the subject of the Swedish focus by stating that “this focus 

drives us a lot and there is a favourable environment where one works and tracks each other to 

work more sustainably … most customers and partners are in Sweden and therefore it affects us.” 

The context of the Swedish market and how sustainability is incorporated in different levels is also 

something that Löfbergs’ informant brings up when discussing the importance of stakeholders and 

their role: “I believe that the Swedish market has had a huge impact and Löfbergs has been hugely 

affected by it. The market with all stakeholders has this focus, which affects us in our work. We 

pack, and work with other companies, and we notice that they have a greater demand for 

sustainable products. We also attract other responsible companies throughout the world.” 
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The increasingly focus around sustainable businesses, in the local context of the Swedish market, 

is also highlighted by the informant of Burger King. The company identify trends and recognise 

that consumers are demanding from them to be more sustainable, and they focus on how they can 

adapt while operating according to their core values at the same time. The informant of Burger 

King stated that the company believes that Sweden is a good market to find innovative new 

strategies that could be tested and, ultimately, transferred if successful to other regions within the 

global company. There is basically a possibility to start with the Swedish market in implementing 

more sustainable initiatives. According to the informant, the company also work closely with the 

headquarter to see how other regions are working and incorporating sustainable ideas to see if they 

potentially could implement it in Sweden, in some way. Unilever has a similar approach, as the 

informant said that other countries are looking at Sweden to implement ideas because of the fact 

that the country is at the forefront, stating that staying at the forefront is more difficult than getting 

there. The informant further argued that in order to stay at the forefront, companies in Sweden 

have to continuously innovate and find new solution. According to the informant, Unilever 

implements new ideas and is quick at adopting new trends, so the Swedish market is suitable to 

test new products and then be adopted in other countries. 

From all the companies that operates in Sweden as well as other regions, Vattenfall, AB InBev 

and Picard have overall strategies that they work with throughout the company with some 

differential focus on the markets, according to their informants. Vattenfall’s informant describes 

that “the overall strategy is the same, but the focus can change. In Sweden the focus is on fossil 

free transports and industries, getting rid of the plastic fraction in waste for district heating, and 

encourage suppliers to be fossil free whereas in Germany the focus is on phasing out the coal and 

finding new solutions around the gas”. Also, according to the informant of AB InBev, the 

company has a global strategy and the four main pillars they work with, so the process is that they 

will see what is relevant for Sweden, identify local objectives and see how they can achieve those 

objectives. As AB InBev’s informant described “we take our global priorities and identify which 

ones that are relevant for the local market”. The informant further continues by recognising that 

stakeholders in Sweden demand from the company to act in a sustainable way, from consumers, 

big customers to employees, stakeholders’ need for sustainability work is evident. Picard’s 

informant presents a different approach, as the sustainability strategy is starting from scratch in 

Sweden for the reason that “it is challenging because we have a totally different approach...in 
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France they do not have the setup we have in Sweden” but Picard’s informant believes that the 

environmental work in Sweden can influence the departments abroad when it is fully complete. 

Theme 3: Brand equity 

The way that the companies’ environmental sustainability work affects their brand equity and how 

companies work to improve brand equity, was discussed in the interviews. The informant of 

Skellefteå Kraft describes their brand positioning in terms of their environmental sustainability 

work by saying “this is our strategy, which leads to other areas such as what we choose to invest 

in and choose to position ourselves very clearly in that matter in everything from communication, 

advertising to the end consumer. We very much believe in the circular and the renewable”. The 

informant also stresses the importance of positioning stating that “brand position is a part. One 

needs some knowledge to be elected, in different ways. The brand is then important for choosing 

us … we highly want to be identified with sustainability”. The informant of Löfbergs argues that 

“we want to be perceived as the most sustainable coffee in Europe. We are constantly looking at 

the vision to be able to adapt … we work very hard to be inspiring.... we try to reach out to a 

younger target group that prefers sustainability”. Furthermore, Picard’s informant states that 

“there are three different pillars that we focus on, sustainability and climate smartness is one of 

them, second one is the high quality food and the third one is the everyday problem solver Picard 

hands, in all situations whether you are a single man or a family with 2 kids”. In terms of 

sustainability, Picard wants to, expressed by the informant, promote the quality of the food, the 

fact that it is great all year round, last longer and have no additives.   

In terms of brand positioning, the informant of Burger King states that the company focuses on 

their core, which is the taste, and that it is not to be compromised with. However, the sustainability 

aspect is seen, as expressed by the informant, as an add-on to the brand and, therefore they are not 

focused on positioning the brand as sustainable and change their established position. To illustrate 

that, the informant brought up the recent commercial of the impossible Whopper, a burger that is 

made out of plants but tastes exactly like a meat burger. The commercial maintains the identity of 

the brand, communicating the new product in a playful way focusing on the strength of the brand, 

its taste, while only in the end it adds that the burger has zero milligrams of cholesterol and has 

seventeen grams of protein. 



30 
 

Unilever, as expressed by the informant, prefers to focus on the purpose that each brand has rather 

than positioning the brands as sustainable. According to the informant, “for the large majority of 

the brands, environmental sustainability has little to do with the purpose of the brand”. The 

informant continues by giving the brand Via as an example, arguing that the company inspires kids 

to go out and play and that the communication focuses on the effectiveness of the product, while 

the environmental aspects are written on the packaging but do not replace this main message. 

However, the informant argued that Unilever works with sustainability regardless of the purpose 

of the brands but will use it as add-on only when it fits the purpose of the brand. Moreover, AB 

InBev’s informant stated that the company applies a strategy that pairs sustainability programs to 

their brands according to the identity of the brand. The informant argues that by matching a 

sustainability problem with the brand identity and what a brand represents is the most effective 

way to create awareness both for the issue and for the brand. 

When it comes to brand identity, Unilever’s informant was clear that the identity of the brands 

should not be defined by sustainability work if that doesn’t fit the purpose of the brand, however 

when it does fit the purpose and is relevant they include that in the communication efforts. The 

informant stated that in addition to the advertising, the company includes relevant information to 

the packaging as well. According to the informant, Picard will promote their sustainability work 

more in the future including social media promotions as well as posters in stores. Skellefteå Kraft’s 

informant states that the company promotes its sustainability work in their communication efforts 

to some extent, with 100% renewable energy, but not in terms of communication to the consumers. 

The company has sustainability as an “umbrella” that is always there, but according to the 

informant they don’t only highlight that aspect in their communication efforts. According to the 

informant of AB InBev, the company focuses on the right connection between brands and 

sustainability programs to build the brand identity, while advertisements are used in order to 

maximise awareness for the right combination of sustainability program, brand and market. For 

example, the informant brings up the “wind never felt better” commercial that communicated the 

use of wind power in brewing beer for the brand Budweiser. Finally, according to the informant 

of Vattenfall, the company uses their own LinkedIn and Facebook accounts to promote their 

sustainability work, in addition to sustainability reports, dialogues with stakeholders (customers, 

investors, suppliers, NGOs, interest organisations and the public) and press releases. 
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The informant of Löfbergs highlights a difficulty in their field due to the market group for the 

grocery industry, but at the same time the informant highlights the increase in market groups that 

demands these types of focuses “being identified with sustainability is not so important in the 

grocery trade unfortunately, but it becomes more important for a growing target group. We focus 

a little more on communicating this with sustainability to the younger target group and this is 

something we have become better at in recent years”. 

Informants of AB InBev, Unilever, Picard and Vattenfall state that the age and heritage of the 

brand in terms of sustainability is not an aspect they want to communicate externally. The 

informants of AB InBev and Unilever state that this aspect is used internally for the employees as 

the majority of the consumers might not know the umbrella company as well as they know its 

brands. According to the Picard’s informant, sustainability has become a priority the past five to 

ten years, whereas Vattenfall’s informant believes that the trust does not come from the age of the 

brand but more of that it is a state-owned company. Skellefteå Kraft’s informant express that the 

company views sustainability as a part of their origin, and Löfbergs’ informant argues that the 

family that owns the company, which is the fourth generation, thinks that sustainability is 

important and is embedded in the heritage of the company. 

The informant of Löfbergs continues discussing their sustainability work stating “the [brand] 

image has, in some circles, been branded the image of being sustainable, but this has difficulty 

reaching out to consumers”. The difficulties in order to reach out to consumers is also being 

brought up by Burger King’s informant. Burger King does not communicate its work, since its 

customers do not make their choices based on sustainability, however if they do not work with 

sustainability, they risk of losing market share from consumers that value environmental 

sustainability. Moreover, Burger King’s informant states that they trust the consumers and their 

knowledge that the company is honest with its operations and therefore, they don’t need to 

communicate their work to them. AB InBev and Unilever’s informants, state that they are not 

promoting sustainability aspects because that would have a negative effect on brand image and 

consumers will get confused. They argue that the brand image should be enhanced by sustainability 

work and not be based on it. 

Perceptions and meeting market trends are being brought up by the informant of Vattenfall: “we 

want to be perceived more as a company that see the broader picture and doesn't only work on 
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one topic, we work with different partnerships to help the entire society to become fossil free. We 

have taken the position of really looking at the broader picture and not only act in our own sector. 

We believe we will develop new business by taking this approach. We constantly benchmark 

ourself, we are out there listening to different trends and try to see how any trend can be adopted 

in our company and if it fits, this is a constant ongoing work”. 

The informants of Skellefteå Kraft and Vattenfall stress that sustainability has a depth that needs 

to be weighted in terms of the actual benefits of the strategy. Skellefteå Kraft’s informant 

articulates this proposition by saying “it is important for us to also live up to not only becoming a 

slogan but the brand must be filled with a substance that in turn will stick with the consumers” 

whereas Vattenfall’s informant states “the strategy has the starting point in the sustainability and 

the two key things that we talk about is being fossil free within one generation and seek 

sustainability through value chain so it is therefore in everything, so sustainability is deeply in the 

identity.” 

The informants of most of the companies, Unilever, AB InBev, Skellefteå Kraft, Löfbergs, 

Vattenfall and Burger King, agree on the effect that sustainability work has on company’s 

reputation and credibility. According to the informant of Unilever, the reputation of the company 

in terms of sustainability efforts is not communicated externally, but internally for the employees. 

AB InBev’s informant discuss that their sustainability goals “run through the company and 

connect all employees”. Skellefteå Kraft’s informant state that “reputation and credibility I believe 

are positively affected. Completely decisive in some cases with target groups that have a strong 

sustainability focus. It is a desired effect of our sustainability work”. Löfbergs’ informant says that 

“We believe and hope that the reputation and credibility will be improved by the work because we 

see no other future” and Vattenfall’s informant noted that “now it is trustworthy and credible 

because of the clear plan and not starting anything on marketing unless there is something very 

concrete.”. Burger King’s informant also argues for the benefits of sustainability since the 

company is viewed as a more modern and responsible brand and they are trying to do this gradually 

in a smart way to not move away too much from the core. Highlighting this aspect according to 

the informant, increases and enhances the core values as an add-on to stable build the sustainability 

factors in.  
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5. Analysis 

This chapter presents the analysis of the empirical data. The analysis is structured based on the 

analytical model, with environmental sustainability work and brand equity as the two themes. 

Within these themes, there are different aspects such as sustainability strategies and practices for 

the first theme, environmental sustainability work and brand positioning, identity and image for 

the second theme, brand equity.

 

5.1 Environmental sustainability work 

As the theory of sustainability stages indicates (Peattie, 2001), companies operate differently, and 

these differences can entail that companies are in different stages when it comes to sustainability. 

Efforts in sustainability work for each company determines the stage for the respective company 

and serves as a basis for environmental sustainability strategies and practices (Peattie, 2001).  

The first stage, ecological marketing, is where companies adapt to trends and create initiatives of 

a smaller scale in order to reduce the dependency of damaging products (Peattie, 2001). One 

example of this stage comes from Burger King. As the informant said, Burger King created an 

initiative to use only biodegradable packaging. In addition, another example comes from Löfbergs, 

as the company changed their packaging and removed aluminium.  

Companies in the second stage, environmental marketing, are those that have a broad approach 

towards environmental damage and are committed to reduce their impact in order to get a 

competitive edge from the increasing demand of consumers that value environmental sustainability 

(Peattie, 2001). The findings indicate that the majority of the companies participating in the study 

belong to this category. Löfbergs’ broad environmental work aligns well with this stage. They take 

on a broad approach in where they utilize the environmental work in order to gain a competitive 

edge. They prioritize and focus heavily on sustainability which they consider to be a core aspect 

of their company. Burger King’s environmental sustainability work has aspects which could be 

connected with this stage, to some extent. Their work with waste reduction and recycling indicates 

how they are corresponding to the environmental marketing stage. However, since they do not 

focus on this as a way to gain a competitive advantage but rather an add-on to the core value of 
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the brand, they do not fully correspond with this stage. Additionally, the informants of AB InBev, 

Picard, Vattenfall and Skellefteå Kraft recognise the competitive advantage they can get from 

sustainability programs, which corresponds with the second sustainability stage (Peattie, 2001). 

The third stage, sustainable marketing is the most radical one due to the fact that companies in this 

stage are willing to take the economic cost of production in order to contribute to a more 

sustainable society (Peattie, 2001). According to the empirical findings, Unilever is the only 

company that has taken the financial cost of production in order to contribute towards a more 

sustainable society. The findings support that more companies, such as Löfbergs, AB InBev, 

Vattenfall and Skellefteå Kraft contribute to a more sustainable society, however this is mainly 

driven from business-oriented decisions rather than only a radical approach to sustainability which 

entails taking on the cost of production. Therefore, these companies do not correspond to the third 

sustainability stage. 

The summary of what sustainability stage the companies’ environmental sustainability work 

corresponds with can be seen in table 2. Burger King and Löfbergs correspond to the first two 

stages, ecological marketing and environmental marketing, Unilever corresponds with the third 

stage, sustainable marketing, and AB InBev, Picard, Vattenfall and Skellefteå Kraft correspond 

with the second stage, environmental marketing.  

Table 2. Summary of the companies’ sustainability stages 

Sustainability stage Companies 

Ecological marketing Burger King & Löfbergs 

Environmental marketing 

Burger King, Löfbergs, AB 

InBev, Picard, Vattenfall & 

Skellefteå Kraft 

Sustainable marketing Unilever 

                 

5.1.1 Environmental sustainability strategies 

Lean green refers to a company that adopt a strategy to get a competitive edge in terms of cost 

reduction and focuses more on efficiency rather than promoting the sustainability work to target 

consumers that value environmental sustainability (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004). Both the informants 
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of Burger King and AB InBev note that behaving in a sustainable manner will have financial 

benefits for the company. Burger King’s informant highlight the aspect of working on waste 

reduction. Not only reducing waste creates a sustainability work, but also reduces the amount of 

food waste that doesn't get sold. Another example comes from AB InBev, where actions as simple 

as switching off the lights will save money for the company and will have positive impact on the 

environment. For AB InBev and Burger King it is evident that this is their main strategy behind 

the work. The previous examples agree with the theory from Ginsberg & Bloom (2004).  

However, the informants from Löfbergs, Picard, Vattenfall and Skellefteå Kraft discussed the 

benefits in terms of energy efficiency and cost reduction that their environmental work generates. 

Löfbergs works with electricity efficiency in their production. Picard’s informant brings up how 

they can work with packaging in order to reduce the number of transports which reduces their 

transportation costs. The informants of Vattenfall and Skellefteå Kraft mention that they work with 

energy efficiency. Even though these companies consider the benefits of efficiency and cost 

reduction that are aspects of the lean green strategy, this is not their main driver for their 

environmental sustainability strategy.  

Defensive green is the second strategy, where market requirements and response to critique are the 

two main drivers of implementing a sustainable strategy (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004). Picard and 

Unilever mainly adopt this strategy. Picard is developing a new sustainability strategy to meet that 

market requirements and expectations while Unilever’s informant argued that consumers will 

make the choice to select the most sustainable product. Both of the companies, do not promote 

their sustainability work but they have adapted their strategy to meet the market requirements, 

which aligns with the defensive green strategy (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004).  

The demand for sustainable business in Sweden and the need for adaptation is an aspect that was 

discussed with most of the informants. Vattenfall’s informant discusses the impact of 

environmental market trends and the importance in adapting their operation processes to those 

trends. Löfbergs informant acknowledges the changes in the demands from the consumers that 

value environmental sustainability. The informant of Burger King highlights this aspect where 

they stress that they trust the consumers to know about sustainability and how to be sustainable 

and therefore they do not communicate their efforts too much. However, they still operate with 

sustainable work that keep up with the demand and requirements that is set by the market. 
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Moreover, AB InBev’s informant stated that all stakeholders are increasing the pressure towards 

organisations to reduce their footprint on the environment. Although these companies consider the 

market requirements, this aspect is not their main driver for their environmental sustainability 

strategy. 

The informant of Skellefteå Kraft has stated that sustainability is part of their DNA, it has been an 

important aspect from the beginning of the company. The goal of the company is to produce 100% 

renewable energy by 2040, as they view the environmental issue extremely important. As 

mentioned in the empirical section, the company has invested in hydro power, wind power, sun 

power and bioenergy power. For Vattenfall, sustainability is the starting point of their strategy and 

deeply rooted in the company. Moreover, the family that owns Löfbergs has sustainability in their 

core values and considers it as part of their heritage. One can argue that for Löfbergs, Vattenfall 

and Skellefteå Kraft, environmental sustainability is integrated within the company and part of 

their core, which is in line with the theory from Ginsberg & Bloom (2004) stating that companies 

with environmental sustainability integrated in their core belong to the fourth strategy that is called 

extreme green.  

Table 3 presents the which environmental sustainability strategy each of the included companies 

chose. AB InBev and Burger King have chosen the lean green strategy, Picard and Unilever have 

chosen the defensive green strategy, and Skellefteå Kraft, Löfbergs and Vattenfall have chosen the 

extreme green strategy. No company chose the shaded green strategy. 

Table 3. Choice of environmental sustainability strategy 

Environmental sustainability 

strategy 

Company 

Lean green AB InBev & Burger King 

Defensive green  Picard & Unilever 

Shaded green - 

Extreme green Skellefteå Kraft, Löfbergs & Vattenfall 

 

Companies that have a more overall focus, and not necessary a main focus of Sweden in their 

environmental sustainability work, such as the informants of AB InBev and Vattenfall still stress 
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the focus of the Swedish context and its effect on their strategy (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004). 

Picard’s approach, that they are currently working on a new environmental sustainability strategy 

in Sweden showcases that they are affected by the Swedish context and that they are adapting their 

strategy to find a better fit, which aligns with the theory from Ginsberg & Bloom (2004). Picard’s 

informant also stresses the “set-up” of environmental sustainability in Sweden and how it differs 

from other countries and this is connected to the institutional factor that Strand et al. (2014) brings 

up as important parts of environmental sustainability in Scandinavia. The institutional and cultural 

factors that the Scandinavian context entails (Strand et al., 2014) is also highlighted in the findings. 

The informants of Löfbergs and Skellefteå Kraft describe the institutional effect that 

environmental sustainability has, that is widely spread among different stakeholders.  The 

informants of Burger King, Unilever and AB InBev describe how the focus of Sweden is different 

and want to find relevant approaches that fit in the Swedish market, which is connected to Ginsberg 

& Bloom (2004). As the informant of Burger King mentions, the increased demand from 

stakeholders connects with the cultural factor of environmental sustainability. The informant of 

AB InBev also brings up employees as a stakeholder of importance with environmental 

sustainability which highlights the broad focus it has and how well it is incorporated in the culture 

of Sweden.  

5.1.2 Environmental sustainability practices 
The companies use different environmental practices which was highlighted in the first theme of 

the empirical findings. These practices are connected with the theory of the new generation of 

sustainable practices that Visser (2011) presents. As Visser (2011) highlights, there are key 

indicators of practices that showcase the new type of responsibility base in terms of environmental 

integrity. As Visser (2011) states, ecosystem protection, renewable resources and zero waste 

production are key indicators to achieve sustainable ecosystem. 

Both Vattenfall and Skellefteå Kraft works with renewable resources, Vattenfall with fossil-free 

within one generation and Skellefteå Kraft with 100% renewable until 2040. This work that these 

companies do could be connected as being a part of the new generation of environmental 

sustainability work since it is one of the key indicators for a sustainable ecosystem. Löfbergs, AB 

InBev and Burger King highlights energy efficiency and to use more of renewable resources in 
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terms of their energy usage which also connects to the new generation of environmental 

sustainability work (Visser, 2011). 

Zero waste production, which is one of the key indicators for the new generation of environmental 

sustainability work and sustainable ecosystem (Visser, 2011), is an aspect that Löfbergs and 

Burger King showcase to some extent with waste reduction. It is very difficult to achieve zero 

waste as a company throughout the business but the work to reduce it as much as possible, for 

different reasons, can be connected, to some extent, to zero waste production. Löfbergs that 

managed to double their production without increasing their energy consumption shows how they 

are working to become more efficient. Burger King also work with waste reduction and recycling 

of their waste which aligns with the zero-waste focus that the new generation of environmental 

sustainability work involve. This practice creates benefits for both the company, with lower costs 

and more efficient production, as well as the environment with less impact and efficiency of the 

resources. 

Another aspect that Visser (2011) highlights is the importance of a holistic approach in the new 

generation of sustainability practices. The holistic approach is according to Visser (2011) a sign 

that a company is moving towards the new generation of sustainability practices because the focus 

is broader and there is a greater focus than before. The holistic approach is well documented in 

this study, Skellefteå Kraft’s informant mentioned that they work with sustainability in different 

levels and that they work with continuous improvements in everything that they do. The informant 

of Löfbergs also highlights the holistic approach and that they work actively on improving their 

business in terms of environmental sustainability work. Vattenfall also takes a broad grip on 

environmental sustainability work in all fields and they take this holistic approach and instil this 

in every field of the company. AB InBev, Picard and Burger King works with sustainability on a 

broad sense. However, these companies have in recent years chosen to incorporate sustainability 

as a part of their business. AB InBev’s informant stated that in recent years sustainability has been 

more instilled as a main pillar of their business. The informant of Picard also stressed that 

sustainable practices has been more focused during the last years. Based on the findings it is 

evident that more focus on sustainability has emerged and these companies adopt a more holistic 

approach to environmentally sustainable practices. This resonates with the theory from Visser 

(2011), stating that companies need to find new practices that are more responsible.  
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In terms of the glocality principle that Visser (2011) brings up in the new generation of 

environmental sustainability practices, to find local adaptations in the local context and to find the 

right fit is evident from the empirical findings. All the multinational companies highlight that the 

Swedish context is important and that they want to find a fit that resonates well with their business 

and connect it to what they are doing, which is in line with van Marrewijk (2003) argument that 

companies need to need to find the right fit of responsible practices considering the contextual 

basis that they operate in. For example, Burger King highlights this aspect where they focus on 

their core values and build an add-on value with environmental sustainability work, which is to be 

considered a fit for them in terms of their core and how it can be developed. The informants of 

Burger King, AB InBev, Picard and Unilever all stress the need of finding a fit in their markets 

that they operate in. Löfbergs and Vattenfall’s informants stated that the companies consider the 

context of the markets that they operate to find the right fit of their environmental sustainability 

practices. These adaptations to the Swedish market connect with the glocality aspect of 

implementing environmental sustainability work that fits in the local context (Visser, 2011).  

Another insight that was generated from the multinational companies that connects with the 

glocality principle (Visser, 2011), is that implementations of environmental sustainability practices 

in the Swedish market could influence other markets and that Sweden is an appropriate market to 

test new environmental sustainability practices. The informant of Burger King highlights the 

transferability aspect of their environmental sustainability work, Picard’s informant argue that they 

can influence the company abroad with their sustainability work and Unilever’s informant argued 

that new ideas can be tested in Sweden and adopted in other countries. Skellefteå Kraft operates 

domestically, which is why the glocality aspect is not applicable to them and hence, cannot be 

analysed on this aspect. 

The argument that the Swedish context is affecting the environmental sustainability practices is 

evident in the findings. The informants of AB InBev, Unilever, Löfbergs, Vattenfall, Skellefteå 

Kraft and Burger King argue that different stakeholders in Sweden influence the companies in 

their environmental sustainability work. This connects to the theory of Strand et al. (2014) that the 

engagement of the stakeholders in Scandinavian should be incorporated in the implementation of 

environmental sustainability practices. Löfbergs’ informant explicitly state that the company is 

affected by the focus of the stakeholders in terms of sustainability. Skellefteå Kraft’s informant 
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argues that their success depends on whether they will be chosen by different stakeholders, in 

terms of their demand of sustainability. The informant of AB InBev points out that the stakeholders 

in Sweden and their demands affects their work with environmental sustainability. Burger King’s 

informant argues that Sweden is a good market to implement environmental sustainability 

practices. The incorporation of different stakeholders that van Marrewijk (2003) argues for, that 

companies need to consider stakeholders in a more general sense rather than solely following a 

company-oriented approach in their practices, is prominent in the empirical data of this research. 

5.2 Brand equity 

All of the companies see benefits with environmental sustainability work and that it affects brand 

equity which corresponds with Fatma et al. (2015) & Hur et al. (2014) stating that investments in 

corporate social responsibility impacts brand equity. The companies in this study invest differently 

in their environmental sustainability work. For example, Skellefteå Kraft, Vattenfall and Löfbergs 

invest a lot in environmental sustainability and want to incorporate it into the brand. Picard has 

sustainability as one of their main pillars and wants to connect that more into the core of the 

company in the future when the new strategy will be complete. Burger King works with 

environmental sustainability but doesn't fully incorporate it into the brand but rather uses it as an 

add-on. AB InBev and Unilever adopt a different approach, where they incorporate environmental 

sustainability to the company in general but use it as an add-on to their brands when it fits the 

purpose and the identity of the brand.  

Kim & Ferguson (2013) argue that it is important for companies to communicate their 

sustainability efforts with their stakeholders, an aspect that is evident in the findings of the study, 

to improve brand equity. Internal communication is an aspect discussed by the informants of AB 

InBev and Unilever. These companies find it easier to attract and retain talent due to their work 

with environmental sustainability, thus increasing the equity of the brand. The informants of 

Burger King and Vattenfall recognise the value of communicating the sustainability work 

internally, as employees are shown to have increased motivation and satisfaction.  

As mentioned in 2.2 Brand equity, companies improve their brand equity by effective brand 

positioning, establishment of brand image and brand identity, Therefore, to investigate the effect 

of environmental sustainability work on brand equity, individual analysis on these aspects follows. 
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5.2.1 Brand positioning 

By effective brand positioning, a company can create strong associations in the mind of the 

consumer promoting the environmental aspects of a product or service (Huang et al., 2014), in 

other words promoting aspects of environmental sustainability work. Brüggenwirth’s (2006) 

model of effective brand positioning consists of the identity-based part and the market-based part. 

The findings of the companies are in line with Brüggenwirth’s (2006) model. Picard’s brand 

positioning is based on the attributes of its products, and Burger King highlights the attributes of 

the products as an add-on, as exemplified in the impossible Whopper commercial. Highlighting 

and communicating the attributes of the product lies within the market-based part of 

Brüggenwirth’s (2006) model. Moreover, AB InBev pair its brands with programs that match the 

purpose and the identity of the brands, targeting consumers that have a specific lifestyle. For 

example, Corona’s customers are more likely to live a lifestyle that involves loving the ocean, 

beaches and the sea and Budweiser’s customers are more likely to live a high energy, fast paced 

life. Unilever pairs its brands with programs that fits the purpose and the identity of the brand as 

well. Creating material targeting specific lifestyles and emotional values lies within the identity 

part of the framework (Brüggenwirth, 2006). Also, Löfbergs and Skellefteå Kraft are within the 

identity-based part of the framework, and more specifically in the lifestyle and emotional values 

aspect of it (Brüggenwirth, 2006), with Löfbergs targeting a younger target group that prefers 

sustainability and Skellefteå Kraft by having campaigns that focus solely on renewable energy. 

However, Löfbergs touches upon the second aspect of the identity part, the vision (Brüggenwirth, 

2006), to be perceived most sustainable coffee company in Europe, which is their goal. Vattenfall’s 

vision is to have an entire society fossil free and thus inspire consumers. 

The companies based on their brand positioning strategy are divided into the four elements of 

Brüggenwirth’s (2006) model. Vattenfall is in the inspiration / vision element of the model, the 

emotional values / lifestyle element includes AB InBev, Skellefteå Kraft and Unilever. Löfbergs 

belong to both inspiration / vision and emotional values / lifestyle elements. The attribute element 

consists of Picard and Burger King, while no company lies within the benefits element.  
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Table 4. Companies’ brand positioning elements 

Inspiration / vision 

Vattenfall & Löfbergs 

Emotional values / lifestyle 

AB InBev, Löfbergs, Skellefteå Kraft & 

Unilever 

Attributes 

Picard & Burger King 

Benefits 

- 

5.2.2 Brand identity 

All the companies participating in this study have environmental sustainability programs, however 

not all companies want to be identified with sustainability. The findings of this study showcase a 

strategic decision, whether the brand wants to be identified or not with environmental 

sustainability work. Building a sustainable brand identity is based on the factors of advertisement, 

sponsorships, utilizing the age of the brand and the overall corporate identity (Ghosh et al., 2013). 

Advertisements as a way to build a sustainable brand identity is evident in the findings. Vattenfall 

uses social media profiles such as Facebook and LinkedIn, press releases, dialogues with 

stakeholders and sustainability reports to promote their work with sustainability. The informant of 

Picard stated that social media, as well as in-store posters, will be part of the promotion of their 

sustainability program that they are currently working on. Skellefteå Kraft mentions sustainability 

in their commercials even though it might not be the main promotional aspect of the commercial. 

For AB InBev, Burger King and Unilever, maintaining their own brand identity is the focus of 

their promotions. They include sustainability only when it is relevant with the already established 

brand identity. When a sustainability aspect is relevant to the brand, all three companies use 

advertisements to promote it. Examples include the “wind never felt better” commercial from AB 

InBev, the communication of carbon dioxin free factory in Denmark for Unilever, and the 

impossible Whooper for Burger King. 

Contrary to the theory of Ghosh et al. (2013), only Skellefteå Kraft and Löfbergs consider the age 

of the brand or the overall corporate personality as a way to build a sustainable brand identity. 

Unilever and AB InBev’s informants state that not many consumers know the corporate brand, 

rather they know the brands that these companies own and therefore, using the overall corporate 

personality would not bring much value to the company. Burger King’s informant stated that the 

overall corporate personality is based on playfulness in communication and their focus in taste, 



43 
 

aspects that are not altered because of their sustainability work. The informant of Vattenfall states 

that the trust comes from the fact that the company is state owned and is a part of their corporate 

personality, but not because of the age of the brand, whereas Picard’s informant states that the 

sustainability focus is prominent only the last five to ten years.  

5.2.3 Brand image 

For Skellefteå Kraft, Vattenfall, Picard and Löfbergs, the connection between environmental 

sustainability work and brand image is point of focus, as they want to be perceived as sustainable 

companies. However, the empirical findings suggest that some companies do not want to associate 

their brand with environmental sustainability. That is the case for Unilever and AB InBev, because 

consumers can get confused, or, for Burger King, because the focus of the brand image is on 

different aspects.  

The informants of Skellefteå Kraft, Löfbergs, Unilever, Vattenfall, AB InBev and Burger King 

recognise that sustainability work influences the brand’s reputation and trustworthiness in a 

positive way. These two aspects are considered to be critical in building the brand image in regard 

to environmental sustainability (Chen, 2010). These companies have set goals that they are trying 

to achieve with each of their environmental sustainability work. For example, Skellefteå Kraft 

focuses on the performance and do not want to be just a slogan and Vattenfall waits to have 

concrete results before communicating anything to the consumers. Picard is in the process of 

designing their environmental sustainability work and, therefore, the process of designing their 

goals is ongoing and not completed. Being successful with environmental performance is critical, 

an aspect that was highlighted by Chen (2010). Furthermore, Chen (2010) argues that being 

regarded as a benchmark for sustainability is a key element for brand image. Vattenfall’s informant 

stated that the company wants to benchmark themselves. Moreover, Skellefteå Kraft, Löfbergs and 

Picard want to achieve this status. Löfbergs wants to be perceived as the most sustainable coffee 

in Europe, and Picard and Skellefteå Kraft wants to be identified for their sustainability work. 

5.3 Summary of analysis 

Companies correspond with different sustainability stages (Peattie, 2001). The majority of the 

companies correspond to the environmental marketing stage where they take a broad approach 

with their environmentally sustainable work to gain a competitive edge. Companies adopt 
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strategies and practices that fit their business. Three things become apparent when analysing the 

findings of environmental sustainability strategies. Firstly, no company lies in the shaded green 

strategy (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004). Secondly, Ginsberg & Bloom (2004) argue that companies 

should select one strategy to implement, however, the findings suggest that companies use aspects 

from multiple strategies with a focus on one main strategy. Finally, the Swedish context and the 

requirements that stakeholders have (Strand et al., 2014), are pushing companies to include aspects 

that traditionally fall into the second environmental sustainability strategy. To find a fit for 

practices that align with the context that companies operate in (van Marrewijk, 2003) is evident, 

and the incorporation of different stakeholders within the practices is seen to be important (Strand 

et al., 2014). Moreover, a holistic approach is taken by the companies when working with 

environmental sustainability practices (Visser, 2011).  

Companies incorporate environmental sustainability to the core of their brand or have it as an add-

on in their already established brand. Companies approach brand positioning in two ways, 

communicating market-based elements or identity-based elements. The analysis shows that 

companies communicate the attributes that come from their sustainability work, or their inspiration 

and vision, and emotional values and lifestyle (Brüggenwirth, 2006). The analysis of brand identity 

shows differences with the theory of Ghosh et al. (2013). The authors (Ghosh et al., 2013) provide 

four factors of building a sustainable brand identity, however the analysis supports that 

advertisement is used by all the companies participating in the study and the age of the brand and 

the overall corporate personality are only used by Skellefteå Kraft and Löfbergs. The other 

companies do not utilise the age of the brand nor the overall corporate personality to connect with 

brand identity, while sponsorships were not mentioned by any company as means of building 

sustainable brand identity. Building a sustainable brand image is not what all companies want to 

achieve. However, the analysis shows that the process of creating a sustainable brand image is in 

line with the theory by Chen (2010), as four of the five key factors for a sustainable brand image 

are prominent in the study. The one key factor that did not surfaced is that companies should be 

“well established about environmental concern”.  
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6. Conclusions and discussion  

This chapter presents the conclusions of the study, followed by the theoretical contribution and 

managerial implications. The chapter ends with limitation and suggestions for further research

 

6.1 Conclusions 

The purpose of the study was to get a broader understanding of the field of environmental 

sustainability work in connection to brand equity. In order to answer the research question, which 

is how can companies work with environmental sustainability to improve their brand equity in 

Sweden? this study concludes that companies can work with environmental sustainability to 

improve their brand equity in Sweden by using strategies and practices that fit the company. It is 

important to consider the local context of Sweden, the market demands and requirements of its 

stakeholders and adopt a holistic approach with the environmental sustainability work in order to 

improve brand equity. Companies can choose to incorporate environmental sustainability work as 

an add-on to their brand or base the core of the brand around this work. By using advertisements 

and the age of the brand, companies are able to associate their brands with sustainability and hence 

enhance their brand identity. By communicating the environmental benefits and attributes or their 

vision and inspiration companies can enhance their brand positioning. Finally, by succeeding in 

their environmental sustainability goals companies build trustworthiness and reputation which in 

turn improves their brand image. Consequently, by improving brand positioning, brand identity 

and brand image, based on the incorporation of environmental sustainability work, companies can 

improve their brand equity.  

6.2 Theoretical contribution  

The identified gap in the literature includes the lack of research in the topic of environmental 

sustainability in connection with brand equity in Sweden from a company’s perspective. Firstly, 

this study examines only the environmental sustainability aspect, whereas previously it has been 

enclosed and studied within social responsibility in general. Secondly, previous research has 

mainly focused on the effect of sustainability work on brand equity from a consumer perspective, 

while we approached the topic from a company perspective. Finally, academics suggested that 
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research was needed in the fields of sustainability and brand equity in other markets. This thesis 

fill that need by investigating companies in the Swedish market, thus, this study has contributed to 

the theoretical field by covering the three previous points. Therefore, this study adds to the existing 

knowledge of how companies conduct their environmental sustainability work in order to improve 

brand equity in Sweden. The qualitative research approach provides a deeper understanding to the 

complex phenomenon of the topic.  

6.3 Managerial implications 

The managerial implications are based on the conclusions, helping companies to understand how 

they can work with environmental sustainability to improve brand equity. The study has generated 

valuable insights on how companies practically conduct environmental sustainability work in 

Sweden and, hence, provides a broader understanding on the topic. The conclusions show how 

companies can work with environmental sustainability and generates a guideline for important 

considerations. Managers can choose whether to integrate environmental sustainability into their 

brand or have it as an add-on. Moreover, managers should consider the context and its stakeholders 

they operate in when choosing strategies and practices. For companies that operate in the Swedish 

market, a holistic approach should be taken into account when working with environmental 

sustainability to improve brand equity.  

6.4 Limitations and suggestions for further research 

This study examines seven companies, and therefore, by including more companies from different 

industries, the overall Swedish market would be reflected more accurately. Also, for further 

research, a suggestion is to focus on specific industries. Only studying and focusing on the aspect 

of environmental sustainability, and not social responsibility in general, is a limitation. A 

suggestion for further research is to dig deeper into how different sustainability aspects affect 

brand equity. This study is limited to take a company’s perspective and it is suggested that for 

further research to focus on both the companies and the consumers to understand their connection 

between in depth. As concluded in the study, there are two ways to incorporate environmental 

sustainability, as incorporated to the core of brand or as an add-on. It would be of value, for further 

research, to explore the decision-making process on how companies make this choice. Finally, 
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valuable insights would be provided from a comparative study in different markets and how these 

affect the way that companies work with environmental sustainability. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 - Interview guide 

Question Subquestion Theme Theory 

1. Tell us about your work 
with environmental 
sustainability 

  Overview of the 
sustainability work 

  

2. How did these 
initiatives/this work came to 
life? 

  Overview of the 
sustainability work 
/ Environmental 
sustainability work  

Visser, 2011;  

3. What was your main driver 
for implementing this 
sustainability work? 

  Overview of the 
sustainability work 
/ Environmental 
sustainability work 

Ginsberg & 
Bloom, 2004 

4. Why did you choose this 
initiative? 

What are you trying 
to achieve? 

Overview of the 
sustainability work 

Peattie, 2001; 

van Marrewijk, 

2003 

5. Do you plan to develop or 
change parts of your 
sustainability work? why? 

In what ways you 
want to develop it? 

Overview of the 
sustainability work 

Peattie, 2001 



2 
 

6. How would you describe 
the strategy behind your 
environmental CSR 
work/initiatives? 

Do you use your 
sustainability program 
to gain competitive 
advantage, as means 
to respond to critique, 
find innovative 
solutions, or is it 
connected with the 
core of your 
company? Or 
something else? 

Environmental 
sustainability work 

Ginsberg & 
Bloom, 2004 

7. How coherent/holistic is 
you sustainability work with 
everything that you do in the 
company? 

Is it something that 
you focus on in every 
department/area or do 
you have it as an extra 
add-on to your 
business in some 
cases? 

Environmental 
sustainability work 

Visser, 2011 

8. How did the context of 
Swedish market affected you 
in what sustainability work 
you are doing? 

Did you consider the 
Swedish market more 
specifically? 

Environmental 
sustainability work 

Visser, 2011; 
Strand et al., 
2014 

9. Is your strategy you’ve 
adopted been taken or 
inspired from somewhere else 
(same company in different 
country) or is it customized to 
the Swedish market? 

  Environmental 
sustainability work 

Visser, 2011; 
Strand et al., 
2014 

10. What brand position do 
you aim to achieve with this 
program in the Swedish 
market? 

  Brand equity Brüggenwirth, 
2006 
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11. To what extent does your 
brand positioning strategy 
focuses on the benefits of the 
CSR program or on the 
intangible (inspirational) 
aspects of the brand? Or 
maybe both? 

  Brand equity Brüggenwirth, 
2006 

12. How is your brand 
identity shaped by your CSR 
programs? 

  Brand equity Ghosh et al., 
2013 

13. How much, if any, do you 
want to change your brand 
identity to be more identified 
with sustainability? 

  Brand equity Ghosh et al., 
2013 

14. Do you 
communicate/promote your 
CSR program through 
marketing campaigns? 

If yes, how do you 
use CSR in these 
campaigns? 

Brand equity Ghosh et al., 
2013 

15. Do you use the company's 
history/heritage and the 
overall corporate image to 
connect with your 
sustainability programs? 

If yes, how do you do 
that? 

Brand equity Ghosh et al., 
2013 

16. How do you use your 
sustainability program to 
build your brand image in the 
Swedish market? 

  Brand equity Chen, 2010 

17. What is the desired effect 
on your brand image of this 
work? 

  Brand equity Chen, 2010 
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18. How do you think your 
brands’ reputation and 
trustworthiness is affected by 
your sustainability work? 

  Brand equity Chen, 2010 

 

 


