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Abstract 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a central part of the contemporary business 

environment, yet many firms struggle to translate CSR goals into the outcomes they are 

striving for. This thesis examines how the implementation of three different CSR goals within 

an organization influences the risk of means-ends decoupling. 

Using a qualitative single-case study, this study explores how different CSR goals are 

implemented within the same organization. The findings indicate that CSR implementation is 

not always sufficient, but varies across goals depending on both implementation approaches 

and contextual conditions. In particular, the study highlights how differences in 

implementation logics, the perceived business case for CSR and the level of contextual 

complexity shape the extent to which the implementation risks being decoupled from the 

intended outcomes 

The study contributes to existing CSR and decoupling research by demonstrating that 

variation in CSR implementation can exist within organizations and not only across them. 

Also, future research should not completely lose its emphasis on practice-policy decoupling, 

since the lines between this and means-ends decoupling might become blurred under certain 

conditions. The findings suggest that organizations should adapt CSR implementation 

strategies to the specific context of different CSR goals, characterized by different levels of 

opacity. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

“There is one and only one social responsibility of business… to increase its profits". Since 

Milton Friedman uttered those famous words (Friedman, 1970) Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) has gone from the periphery of priorities to the very core of strategic 

decision making within organizations. What was once, by some framed as philanthropy or 

reputational management, is today embedded in regulatory frameworks and a big range of 

stakeholder expectations and demands (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). Firms are increasingly 

expected not only to generate economic value but also to address pressing societal and 

environmental challenges. These challenges have over the years evolved into a core 

organizational concern characterized by persistent tensions between economic, environmental 

and social objectives (Hahn, 2015). 

As part of this development, organizations have adopted an expanding range of CSR policies, 

targets and reporting mechanisms that are saying that they are committed to responsible 

business conduct. However, the growing formalization of CSR does not automatically 

translate into substantive outcomes. Organizations may adopt formal structures to 

demonstrate conformity without necessarily transforming underlying practice (Meyer & 

Rowan, 1977). More recent research extends this concern by highlighting that even when 

CSR practices are implemented, they may fail to achieve their intended goals, hence a gap 

between the implementation and the outcomes can occur. This phenomenon is described as 

means-ends decoupling (Bromley & Powell, 2012). This makes means-ends decoupling 

particularly important to understand, as it captures situations where organizations formally 

comply with CSR practices but still somehow fails to achieve intended outcomes. Such gaps 

are especially likely in complex and opaque fields, where causal links between actions and 

results are difficult to observe and evaluate (Wijen, 2014). For example, when factors such as 

production processes take place across complex supply chains, or when multiple 

interconnected actors influence the final results, organizations and stakeholders can find it 

problematic to verify whether compliance with rules or standards lead to real improvements 

(Wijen, 2014). 
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1.2 Problem Statement 

Most organizations, especially the ones of bigger size, face tensions between formal 

commitments and everyday practices. The academia has long suggested that organizations 

may decouple formal structures from actual activities in order to maintain legitimacy (Meyer 

& Rowan, 1977). While such decoupling can sometimes be functional, it may also undermine 

organizational credibility and societal impact when formal commitments are not translated 

into substantive outcomes. Discrepancies between these activities can erode trust when 

inconsistencies become visible (Brunsson, 2019). 

The concept of means-ends decoupling puts the finger on a crucial concern in contemporary 

business research: why organizations that formally implement CSR practices, still sometimes 

fail to achieve their intended CSR-outcomes (Bromley & Powell, 2012). Athanasopoulou et 

al. (2025) have advanced  this discussion by examining how companies differ in their CSR 

implementation and have examined what factors restrain means-ends decoupling versus 

amplify it. Through a comparative case study of four multinational firms, they identify two 

distinct implementation logics as first, experimental CSR implementation and secondly, 

consistency-oriented CSR implementation. Their findings suggest that means-ends 

decoupling is restrained when organizations use a more experimental CSR implementation 

(Athanasopoulou et al 2025). 

These findings provide insights through their process model explaining how different 

implementation logics relate to means-ends decoupling across firms (Athanasopoulou et al 

2025). Something that is still yet to be studied though, is how such implementation processes 

might unfold within the same organization across different CSR-goals. This means, that as of 

right now, it remains unclear whether different CSR-goals within the same organization are 

implemented through similar or divergent logics and how such variations may shape the risk 

of means-ends decoupling (Athanasopoulou et al, 2025). This research gap is important to 

investigate, particularly given that organizations often pursue multiple CSR goals 

simultaneously, often characterized by different levels of complexity, measurability and 

stakeholder involvement (Pache & Santos, 2010). 
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1.3 Purpose & Research Question 

The purpose of this thesis is to advance the understanding of how CSR goals are 

implemented and in particular how these goals are implemented in ways that either increases 

or decreases the risk for means-ends decoupling. Building on Athanasopoulou et al (2025) 

model of CSR implementation, our study examines how implementation logics unfold within 

a single organization, across multiple CSR goals and if these implementation logics are 

characterized by experimental or consistency oriented CSR implementation. 

While prior research has demonstrated how experimental and consistency oriented 

implementation logics differ across firms, this study deep dives into how such logics operate 

within the same organizational context when applied to different sustainability goals. We will 

also examine the possibilities of other additional factors that may affect the implementation 

of the specific CSR goals. By analyzing the implementation processes of an organization's 

three main CSR goals, this study both applies and potentially extends Athanasopoulou et al.’s 

(2025) model of restraining means-ends decoupling to a new empirical setting and can also 

give new insights to how organizations more effectively can achieve their CSR-goals. By 

doing so, the study contributes to research on CSR implementation and decoupling by 

examining how implementation processes may vary within an organization. 

The study aims to answer the following research question: 

How do variations in the implementation of CSR goals within an organization shape the risk 

of means-ends decoupling? 

 

The study addresses this research question through a qualitative case study of Axfood and its 

three main CSR goals. By examining how these goals are implemented across the 

organization the thesis examines how variations in implementation shape the risk of 

means-ends decoupling. 
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2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility 

CSR is a broad and contested concept that lacks a single, universally agreed definition. Many 

influential definitions highlight that CSR extends beyond profit-making activities and 

includes responsibilities toward society and the environment, including future stakeholders 

(Crowther & Aras, 2008).  

Despite such definitions, CSR should not be understood as a standardized or uniform set of 

practices. Instead, it is a context dependent and internally interpreted phenomenon that varies 

across organizations and institutional environments (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). Furthermore, 

CSR is often interpreted differently across organizational levels. Top management tends to 

frame CSR in strategic and communicative terms, emphasizing legitimacy, reputation and 

stakeholder expectations. In contrast, actors at lower organizational levels are primarily 

concerned with operational duties and day-to-day priorities. This implies that the 

implementation of CSR initiatives may vary significantly within the same organization, 

depending on how different actors interpret and prioritize sustainability objectives (Wickert et 

al, 2016)  

To better conceptualize CSR in relation to organizational outcomes, we can distinguish 

between three analytical dimensions: CSR policies, CSR implementation, and CSR impacts 

(Graafland & Smid, 2019). CSR policies refer to formally stated intentions and commitments, 

such as sustainability strategies, codes of conduct, or public declarations. CSR 

implementation represents the operationalization of these intentions through concrete 

practices, routines, and systems within the organization. Finally, CSR impacts refer to the 

extent to which CSR goals are achieved in the social and environmental dimensions of the 

business. This distinction is particularly important in this study since it is the latter 

relationship that will be studied, the one between implementation and impacts that is 

corresponding to means-ends decoupling (Graafland & Smid, 2019). 
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2.2 Means-Ends Decoupling 

In (1977) Meyer and Rowan first introduced the concept of decoupling where they argue that 

organizations adopt formal structures, policies and procedures to primarily gain legitimacy 

within their institutional environment. As a result of these findings a gap may emerge 

between formal policies and everyday practices, a phenomenon they name decoupling and 

more specifically theoretically developed into policy-practice decoupling. In general word of 

mouth this is known as a phenomenon where organizations say one thing yet do something 

else. While organizations symbolically conform to external expectations, core activities may 

remain largely unchanged in order to protect operational stability. This insight laid the 

foundation for subsequent research on institutional theory and as a consequence also on 

organizational decoupling (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). 

However, more recent research suggests that decoupling increasingly occurs not between 

policies and practices, but between implementation and outcomes (Jabbouri et al, 2019). 

Bromley and Powell (2012) introduce the concept of means-ends decoupling, where 

organizations implement formal practices, such as reporting systems, audits, or CSR 

initiatives, but these practices remain weakly linked to intended goals. In such cases, 

organizations may appear compliant and active, while the actual social or environmental 

impact remains limited. Bromley Powell (2012) suggests that this reflects a broader shift in 

the contemporary institutional environment for organizations and that decoupling of today is 

less about ‘not walking the talk’ but more about uncertainty in whether organizational tools 

(implementation) actually produce the intended effects (outcomes). 

Wijen (2014) further explains why means-ends decoupling is particularly prevalent in 

complex contexts and highlight a fundamental tension between compliance and goal 

achievement. While standardized rules and best practices can improve compliance, they may 

simultaneously limit the flexibility needed to address complex and context-specific problems. 

This creates a trade-off where efforts to reduce policy-practice decoupling may inadvertently 

increase means-ends decoupling (Wijen, 2014). 
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2.3 Field opacity 

While means-ends decoupling explains the gap between practices and outcomes, research 

shows how the likelihood of this is influenced by the complexity of the specific context or 

field, in which the means are implemented (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Espinosa et al., 2008; 

Wettstein, 2020; Wijen, 2014). This is commonly referred to as field opacity, which is often 

described in terms of challenges to determine or assess actual effects from the 

implementation of policies, the specific factors defining successful practices as well as the 

cause-effect relations of policies and actual outcomes (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Jiang & 

Bansal, 2003; Wijen, 2014). Previous research identify three distinct drivers for this opacity:  

Causal complexity occurs where the cause-effect relations and the actual impact of practices 

and behavior is characterized by uncertainty and complexity (Wijen, 2014), especially when 

the interconnectedness of different variables and actors is intricate and non linear (Espinosa 

& Walker, 2011; Levy & Lichtenstein, 2012). This makes it particularly hard to find viable 

ways to achieve compliance, especially for adopters relying on experiential or experimental 

learning (Wiljen, 2014).  

Behavioral invisibility refers to the inability to monitor and assess the behavior of specific 

actors (Jiang & Bansal, 2003; Wijen, 2014), allowing non compliant behavior (e.g., due to 

divergent self-interests (Aravind & Christmann, 2011), limited knowledge, attention and/or 

motivation (Wijen, 2014)) to occur. 

Practice multiplicity defines a multitude of divergent practices and/or heterogeneous routines, 

which creates difficulties for adopters to assess the realized value and constraints of distinct 

practices (Wijen, 2014). Contexts where multiple incompatible practices are present, are 

particularly prone to creating ambiguity for the adopters (Greenwood et al., 2011; Pache & 

Santos, 2010), creating further uncertainty as to what drives compliance and goal 

achievement (Jabbouri et al., 2019; Wijen, 2014). 

When it comes to achieving CSR goals in fields characterized by high opacity, there is a 

particular need for a contextual adaptation and flexibility of the means intended to achieve 

these goals (Wijen, 2014). At the same time these contexts also often make it difficult for 

organizations and external stakeholders to verify whether compliance with rules or standards 

leads to real improvements (Wijen, 2014). Because of this, organizations are instead 
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incentivized to rely on more formal procedures, certifications, audits, and reporting systems, 

to demonstrate conformity, even when the actual effects of these practices remain uncertain 

(Bromley & Powell, 2012; Wijen, 2014). This makes opaque fields particularly prone to 

increase the risk of means-ends decoupling, especially when standardized measurement tools 

are applied to complex environments and where external pressures are conflicting, which is 

becoming more common (Bromley & Powell, 2012). 

2.4 CSR Implementation and Means-Ends Decoupling 

While prior research has focused on explaining consequences and antecedents of means-ends 

decoupling, less attention has been paid to how such gaps are produced through internal 

organizational processes and the actions of organizational actors (Cepêda, 2025; Jabbouri et 

al., 2019). However, recent literature suggest that the way that CSR goals and policies are 

operationalized within organizations through concrete practices, routines and systems, plays a 

critical role in whether implementation (means) are translated into intended social and 

environmental outcomes (ends) (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025; Graafland & Smid, 2019; 

Wickert et al., 2016). 

A common assumption in CSR implementation research has been that consistency plays a 

crucial part in its effectiveness (e.g., Asmussen & Fosfuri, 2019). However, this assumption 

has been challenged by showing that excessive consistency and centralization may actually 

weaken the connection between CSR implementations and intended outcomes. Recent 

findings instead show that a more experimental approach based on learning and local 

adaptation is crucial to restrain means-ends decoupling and to actually achieve positive 

outcomes (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025), especially in complex environments or opaque fields 

(Wijen, 2014).  

2.4.1 CSR Knowledge Production and Practice Adaptation 

An important dimension of CSR implementation concerns how organizations adapt CSR practices to 

different operational contexts. Prior research suggests that organizations differ in how practices are 

adapted during implementation processes (Ansari et al., 2010). In the CSR context, this involves 

varying degrees of local adaptation or standardization across organizations.  
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Organizations may on one hand adapt implementation processes to align with context-specific 

challenges and conditions (Ansari et al., 2010). Such adaptive processes are particularly important in 

complex environments where organizations must continuously reassess which outcomes that are 

realistic to achieve and which means that are most suitable to achieve these (Schembera et al., 2023). 

The ability to adapt practices in this way is closely related to organizations capacity to 

produce localized knowledge and generate detailed, problem-diagnostic insights into what is 

happening in a specific context, through processes of organizational learning and feedback 

(Argyris & Schön, 1997), also described as producing differentiated knowledge 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). Rather than integrating knowledge centrally for the purpose of 

consistency or communication, knowledge production that is dispersed and context-sensitive 

allows for a better assessment of context-specific CSR challenges and to adjust 

implementation practices in response to these local conditions (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). 

This production of CSR knowledge and adaptation of practices further enables organizations to align 

more closely with actual operational realities (Schembera et al., 2023; Wijen, 2014).  

On the other hand, organizations may also rely more on standardization, centralized 

procedures and uniform implementation. Institutions are often translated into formal 

procedures, templates, reporting systems and compliance structures intended to ensure 

consistency and comparability (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Wijen, 2014). This approach of 

standardizing CSR practices is closely related to the production of integrated knowledge 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). Integrated knowledge is characterized as more aggregated, 

largely produced at corporate level and more oriented toward standardization, comparability 

and reporting across units to facilitate cross-functional consistency. Such approaches may at 

the same time limit local flexibility and reduce the ability to adapt practices to specific 

operational conditions, which is often critical to achieving the intended outcomes 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2025; Bromley & Powell, 2012; Wijen, 2014). Together with 

knowledge production, the degree of practice adaptation creates a foundation that shapes how 

organizations translate CSR goals into operational activities (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025).  

2.4.2 Organizational Conditions Shaping CSR Implementation 

Mobilization for CSR 

One main organizational condition concerns the degree of mobilization for CSR. Broad 

mobilization, where multiple organizational actors are actively involved in CSR 
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implementation activities, supports the production of differentiated knowledge and the 

adaptation of practices to local contexts (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). Through the 

involvement of actors across organizational levels and functions, organizations are better able 

to draw on localized, diagnostic insights from employees operating close to the front line, 

identify operational challenges, facilitate organizational learning and continuously refine 

implementation practices (Argyris & Schön, 1997; Wickert et al., 2016). Broad mobilization 

may also provide actors with greater discretion to modify CSR initiatives in response to 

specific operational realities.  

In contrast, narrow mobilization, concentrated at higher organizational levels, reinforces 

centralized knowledge production and standardized practices. In such contexts, responsibility 

for CSR implementation is concentrated among a limited number of actors, while lower 

organizational levels primarily follow predefined procedures and reporting structures 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). 

CSR Business Case 

The concept of a CSR business case provides a foundation for understanding the motivations 

behind why organizations invest in CSR activities and how such investments are justified 

within organizations. Research on CSR has long suggested that organizational commitment to 

CSR is often shaped by how decision-makers perceive the relationship between CSR and 

organizational value creation. A recurring argument within CSR research is that organizations 

are more willing to commit resources to CSR activities when there is evidence of CSR 

contributing to organizational success and value creation (Kang et al., 2016; Orlitzky et al., 

2003), or when decision-makers believe that the investments in CSR lead to better financial 

performance (Bansal & Roth, 2000; Brønn & Vidaver-Cohen, 2009). This view where CSR is 

viewed as inherently value-creating has been described as having a “confident business case” 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2025), which is shown to positively affect the willingness to provide 

the resources and time necessary for the interplay of differentiated CSR knowledge 

production and practice adaptation. This mindset shifts the focus from symbolic compliance 

to substantive problem-solving, as managers are incentivized to ensure that CSR activities 

actually work in practice (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). 

 

9 



 

 
 

Another explanation for why organizations invest in activities related to CSR is often based 

on external factors and pressures (de Bakker et al., 2013; Delmas & Toffel, 2008). This 

perspective, emphasizing the role of external pressures, has previously been described as 

having a “Defensive business case” (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025), where CSR primarily is 

seen as a way to mitigate risks related to legitimacy, reputation, stakeholder pressure or 

regulatory demands. With this perspective of the business case, CSR activities are more likely 

to be implemented through formalized procedures, reporting systems and compliance-based 

structures, which reinforces centralized knowledge production and standardized 

implementation practices across organizational units (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). 

However, Hafenbrädl and Waeger (2017) argue that executives beliefs regarding the business 

case for CSR are not only shaped by factual evidence or belief of a positive relationship 

between social and financial performance, but also by broader belief systems, ideologies and 

moral orientations. In particular, they show that executives may differ substantially in their 

CSR engagement even when they share similar beliefs regarding the financial benefits of 

CSR. Their findings suggest that the positive effect of believing in the business case for CSR 

may be weakened when executives have limited emotional or moral concern regarding social 

or environmental problems (Hafenbrädl & Waeger, 2017). While the authors do not reject the 

business case perspective, their findings highlight that the relationship between CSR beliefs 

and CSR engagement may be more complex in practice.  

2.4.3 Experimental and Consistency-Oriented CSR Implementation 

Building on the dimensions above, previous research identifies two distinct approaches to 

CSR implementation and how they respectively restrain or fail to restrain means-ends 

decoupling.  

Experimental CSR implementation is characterized by the interplay between differentiated 

CSR knowledge production and adaptation of practices to local circumstances. Reinforced by 

broad mobilization and a confident business case, organizations are better able to 

continuously refine CSR practices in response to operational conditions and context-specific 

sustainability challenges. Through this adaptive process, organizations are better able to align 

implemented CSR practices with intended outcomes (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025), thereby 
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restraining means-ends decoupling, particularly in complex environments and opaque fields 

(Wijen, 2014). 

Consistency-oriented CSR implementation, in contrast, emphasizes integrated CSR 

knowledge, standardized practices, reinforced by narrow mobilization and a more defensive 

CSR business case. Through centralized and standardized implementation procedures, 

organizations may improve coordination and consistency across units, but also risk 

weakening the connection between implemented practices and actual operational conditions. 

As a result, CSR activities may become consistently implemented without necessarily 

contributing to intended outcomes (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025) and thereby fostering 

means-ends decoupling (Bromley & Powell, 2012). These implementation approaches 

provide the basis for analyzing how different CSR goals are implemented within the 

organization and how this shapes the risk of means-ends decoupling. 

2.5 Analytical Framework and Model 

Building on the literature discussed above, this study develops an analytical framework to 

examine how the implementation of different CSR goals shapes the risk of means-ends 

decoupling. 

The framework builds primarily on Athanasopoulou et al. (2025), which identifies two 

distinct approaches to CSR implementation: experimental and consistency-oriented CSR 

implementation. These approaches are assessed through the key dimensions and 

organizational conditions presented above, namely CSR knowledge production, practice 

adaptation, mobilization for CSR and the CSR business case. Together, these dimensions 

provide the basis for analyzing how different approaches to CSR implementation shape the 

risk of means-ends decoupling.  

The framework further incorporates the contextual conditions surrounding different CSR 

goals through the concept of field opacity (Wijen, 2014). Since CSR goals may differ in 

terms of causal complexity, behavioral invisibility and practice multiplicity, they may also 

differ in how difficult it is to assess whether implementation practices contribute to intended 

outcomes. Taken together, this framework is used to analyze how variations in CSR 
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implementation approaches and field opacity shape the relative risk of means-ends 

decoupling across different CSR goals. 

 

Figure 1: Analytical model 

Figure 1 illustrates how the analytical framework is used in this study. The model combines 

the implementation approaches identified by Athanasopoulou et al. (2025) with the concept 

of field opacity (Wijen, 2014) to assess how different CSR goals vary in terms of the risk of 

means-ends decoupling. CSR goals implemented through more experimental approaches in 

contexts characterized by lower field opacity are expected to display a lower risk of 

means-ends decoupling. In contrast, CSR goals implemented through more 

consistency-oriented approaches in highly opaque contexts are expected to face a higher risk 

of means-ends decoupling.  
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3. Method 

3.1 Research approach 

This study adopts a qualitative single case study design that focuses on Axfood Group. We 

have chosen a qualitative methodological choice since it is particularly suitable for 

investigating complex social and organizational phenomena where the aim is to understand 

processes, meanings and contextual dynamics (Bryman, 2016). And by this we aim to answer 

the RQ: How do variations in the implementation of CSR goals within an organization shape 

the risk of means-ends decoupling? 

A case study is especially appropriate when examining a contemporary phenomena within 

real life context, particularly when the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context 

are not clearly evident (Yin, 2018). In addition case studies are also well suited for answering 

“how” questions and for capturing processual dynamics within organizations (Eisenhardt, 

1989). This will be implemented in our thesis by investigating how CSR goals are 

implemented within an organization.  

The study adopts an abductive and theory-guided research approach. While the analysis 

initially departed from Athanasopoulou et al.’s (2025) framework on CSR implementation, 

the research process remained open to empirically grounded refinements and alternative 

theoretical explanations emerging from the empirical material (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 

A particularly important example of this abductive process was the increasing analytical 

relevance of field opacity. While opacity was initially introduced as a complementary 

theoretical perspective based on Wijen (2014), the empirical material highlighted several 

contextual conditions related to uncertainty, complexity and limited controllability 

surrounding CSR implementation. As the analysis progressed, opacity therefore evolved into 

a more central analytical dimension for understanding variations in implementation processes 

and the risk of means-ends decoupling across the three goals. 

The abductive approach also enabled the study to remain open to organizational and 

contextual explanations not fully captured within the original analytical framework (Dubois 

& Gadde, 2002). This was particularly important given the complexity of CSR 

implementation processes and the possibility that actors within the organization could 
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interpret and justify sustainability work in different ways. Through this iterative interplay 

between theory and empirical observations, the study not only applies existing theoretical 

perspectives but also critically evaluates and nuances them in relation to the empirical 

context. 

3.2 Case selection 

From a methodological perspective, case selection in qualitative research is based on 

analytical relevance rather than statistical representativeness. Rather than aiming for 

generalization to a broader population, qualitative case studies seek to generate in-depth 

insights into theoretically relevant phenomena (Bell et al., 2022). In line with this, our case is 

selected because of the information richness and therefore the suitability for detailed 

investigation (Patton, 2014). Accordingly, Axfood was selected as a theoretically relevant 

case for examining how CSR implementation shapes the risk of means-ends decoupling 

within the same organization.  

Axfood is particularly relevant as a case because the organization combines centralized 

sustainability governance with decentralized implementation across multiple organizational 

units, including Axfood HQ, Dagab and the different retail chains (Axfood, 2026a). Strategic 

CSR goals are primarily formulated at the group level, while implementation responsibilities 

are distributed across different functions, departments and operational levels. This 

organizational structure provides an opportunity to examine how CSR initiatives are 

translated, interpreted and operationalized throughout the organization, which is central to 

addressing the intra-organizational focus highlighted as underexplored in prior research 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). 

In addition, Axfood operates within the Swedish food retail sector, which is characterized by 

intense price competition combined with increasing societal, stakeholder and regulatory 

pressure related to sustainability (Dagens Industri, 2025). Such conditions create a context 

marked by uncertainty, competing priorities and limited controllability over outcomes, which 

aligns closely with the theoretical notion of opaque fields and the challenges associated with 

restraining means-ends decoupling (Wijen, 2014). 

The study follows a single-case study design, where Axfood constitutes the overall case and 

three CSR goals represent the embedded units (Yin, 2018). The selected goals are: (1) 
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increasing the share of sustainability-labelled goods to at least 30 percent, (2) reducing food 

waste to a maximum of 0.7 percent and (3) reducing climate-impacting emissions per 

kilogram of food sold by at least 10 percent (Axfood, 2026a). All goals have the target year 

2030, which means that the implementation of the initiatives is currently ongoing. These 

goals were analytically selected because they represent different types of challenges and 

ambitions within the same organization, ranging from supply chain transformation and 

consumption patterns to operational efficiency and climate impact reduction. 

The goals are also formally communicated as Axfoods most central and comprehensive CSR 

goals, intended to consolidate and prioritize the Group’s CSR work within areas considered to 

have the greatest impact (Axfood, 2026a). This variation creates analytically valuable 

contrasts between the embedded units and enables a structured within-case comparison of 

how CSR implementation unfolds across different types of CSR goals. The embedded design 

therefore makes it possible to analyze whether similar or divergent implementation 

approaches emerge across the three goals and how these differences relate to the conditions 

for restraining or increasing the risk of means-ends decoupling. 

3.3 Respondent Selection 

The selection of respondents followed a purposive sampling strategy based on the 

respondents’ involvement in the implementation of the three CSR goals (Bell et al., 2022). 

The sampling process was informed by a preliminary fieldwork phase, during which insights 

into Axfoods organizational structure, sustainability processes and relevant functions were 

obtained. In addition, discussions with a central actor involved in Axfoods CSR work helped 

identify relevant organizational roles and functions connected to the implementation of the 

three goals. 

This approach enabled the inclusion of respondents from multiple organizational levels and 

functions, including strategic sustainability roles, category management, operational 

functions, purchasing and retail chains. In total, 16 interviews were made. The respondents 

represented different organizational perspectives and varying degrees of involvement in the 

implementation processes, which strengthened the study's ability to capture 

intra-organizational variation in CSR implementation across the three CSR goals. 
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3.4 Interview Guide 

Following Kvale and Brinkmann (2015), we developed an interview guide to ensure that all 

central themes were covered while still allowing respondents the flexibility to elaborate on 

issues they found important. By translating abstract concepts related to CSR implementation 

into more concrete interview questions, we operationalized theoretical concepts in order to 

connect the theoretical framework with the empirical investigation (Appendix 1). The 

interview guide was then designed to give a deep exploration of how CSR goals are 

implemented across different organizational levels and functions within Axfood (Appendix 

2).  

Based on this preliminary understanding and the selected theoretical framework the semi 

structured interview guide was developed. The interview questions were designed to 

operationalize the central theoretical concepts within the analytical framework. Each 

interview began with introductory background questions regarding the respondent’s role, 

responsibilities, and involvement with the selected CSR goals. This helped us contextualize 

their perspectives and assess their direct relation to the organization's implementation 

processes. The interviews then moved into broader, open-ended questions about how the CSR 

goals are implemented in daily practice, followed by targeted follow-up questions where 

necessary (Gioia et al., 2013). To conclude, we used reflective questions to capture any 

additional insights or experiences that had not been addressed earlier in the conversation. 

The structure of the interview guide directly mirrored the theoretical dimensions of our 

analytical framework. This allowed us to explore how respondents perceived the purpose and 

value of the CSR goals, which actors were involved, how practices were adapted 

operationally, how knowledge and performance data were generated and how respondents 

navigated uncertainty, complexity, and external constraints. 

Translating these abstract theoretical concepts into concrete interview questions strengthened 

the link between theory and empirical material, minimizing the risk of conceptual 

misinterpretation (Bell et al., 2022). This approach also enabled a more systematic 

comparison across both individual respondents and the three distinct CSR goals. 

Because qualitative research does not require a fixed number of interviews (Merriam, 2009), 

we continued data collection until we achieved sufficient empirical depth and variation 
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relative to the thesis purpose. Since the research examines CSR implementation across 

multiple functions and three different goals, we intentionally selected respondents from 

various organizational levels and units to capture a wide range of perspectives.  

3.5 Data Collection 

3.5.1 Primary Data 

The primary data consists of semi-structured interviews with 16 respondents from Axfood 

and their subsidiaries.  

Respondent 
number 

Location Type of 
interview 

Interview 
date 

Interview 
duration 

Respondent 1 Axfood 
HQ 

Video 31/3 39 min 

Respondent 2 Axfood 
HQ 

Video 31/3 35 min 

Respondent 3 Axfood 
HQ 

Video 10/4 53 min 

Respondent 4 Dagab Video 31/3 26 min 

Respondent 5 Dagab Video 7/4 39 min 

Respondent 6 Dagab Video 7/4 34 min 

Respondent 7 Dagab Video 9/4 31 min 

Respondent 8 Dagab Video 7/4 33 min 

Respondent 9 Axfood 
HQ 

Video 20/3 45min 

Respondent 10 Axfood 
HQ 

Video 14/4 56 min 

Respondent 11 Dagab Video 2/4 40 min 

Respondent 12 Dagab Video 12/3 40 min 

Respondent 13 Retail 
chain 

Video 7/4 41 min 

Respondent 14 Dagab Video 10/4 40 min 

Respondent 15 Dagab Video 7/4 33 min 

Respondent 16 Retail 
chain 

Video 8/4 39 min 

 
Table 1: Interview list 
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Semi-structured interviews are appropriate when the aim is to explore how individuals 

interpret and enact organizational practices, as they provide both structure and flexibility 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). 

The interviews were conducted digitally through Zoom and Google Meet, which enabled 

access to respondents across different organizational units and functions within Axfood 

Group. All interviews were audio-recorded with the consent of the participants in order to 

ensure accuracy and allow for detailed analysis. 

Following the interviews, the recordings were transcribed using the AI-based transcription 

tools TurboScribe and Google Gemini. To increase the reliability and accuracy of the 

empirical material, all transcripts were subsequently reviewed manually by the researchers. 

This process involved listening to the recordings while simultaneously examining the 

transcripts in order to correct potential transcription errors, clarify unclear passages and 

ensure that the meaning and context of respondents’ statements were accurately represented. 

This combination of automated transcription and manual verification enabled an efficient 

handling of the empirical material while also strengthening the trustworthiness and 

dependability of the data used in the analysis. 

3.5.2 Secondary Data 

The interview data is in our case complemented by document analysis, including 

sustainability reports, and other public communication, for example from Axfoods website. 

This secondary data mainly serves as contextualisation to understand Axfoods policies 

related to these CSR goals. Document analysis is commonly used in case study research to 

understand formal structures and organizational intentions and to compare these with actual 

practices (Yin, 2018). The secondary data is used as contextualization within the empirical 

section but it also enables the identification of potential discrepancies between formal 

commitments and implementation. 

As an initial step the secondary data including sustainability reports, annual reports and 

public communication from Axfood were collected with the main purpose to develop an 

understanding of the organization's CSR goals, how the goals were formally communicated 

and how the organization described its sustainability work. The secondary data also helped 
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identify key organizational actors, structures and implementation processes relevant to the 

study. 

Secondary source Type of document Use in the thesis 

Axfood Annual and 
Sustainability Report 

2025 

Annual and sustainability report Used to understand Axfood’s CSR 
goals, how the goals were formally 

communicated, and how the 
organization described its 

sustainability work 

Axfood Sustainability 
Goals 2026 

Public communication/governance 
document 

Used to understand Axfood’s 
policies related to the their CSR and 

how the goals were formally 
communicated 

Mat 2030 Public communication/strategic 
publication 

Used as contextualization for 
Axfood’s sustainability work and 

implementation initiatives 

RISE Climate Scale for 
Food: Method Report  

Methodological report Used to understand how climate 
calculations and climate values for 

food products are produced  

RISE Climate 
Database for Food  

Publicly available methodological 
material  

Used to understand how 
climate-related performance data is 

produced 

Table 2: Secondary data 

3.6 Data analysis 

From the transcriptions followed our coding process, which had a theory-guided thematic 

structure. Initial coding categories were derived from the analytical framework and organized 

into first-order concepts, second-order themes and then aggregate dimensions. The first-order 

concepts were grounded in empirical statements and recurring patterns from the interviews 

and they were derived from raw data with the purpose to make the data coding more 

simplified and streamlined. The second-order themes reflected our theoretical framework 

identified from prior research and they are described more thoroughly in the theory chapter. 

These themes were then grouped into three aggregate dimensions of enabling conditions, 

CSR implementation and field opacity (Gioia et al. 2013). The dimension of enabling 

conditions included business case framing and mobilization since these are organizational 

conditions that enable the different implementation logics. The second aggregate, CSR 

implementation, includes adaptation of CSR practices and CSR knowledge production 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). Field opacity was operationalized through three dimensions 
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adapted from Wijen (2014): causal complexity, behavioural invisibility and practice 

multiplicity. 

The analysis was conducted iteratively. Empirical patterns were continuously compared both 

across respondents and between the three CSR goals. This comparative process enabled the 

identification of similarities and differences in how the goals were implemented within the 

organization. Through pattern matching, empirically observed implementation patterns across 

the three goals were systematically compared with the theoretically predicted characteristics 

associated with experimental and consistency-oriented CSR implementation 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). This also enabled an assessment of how different 

implementations, in combination with varying levels of field opacity, shaped the risk of 

means-ends decoupling across the three goals. The coding structure used throughout the 

analysis is presented below: 

 

Figure 2: Coding Scheme 
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3.7 Quality of the research 

Qualitative studies emphasize the trustworthiness of the research process and its findings. 

Therefore, to ensure the quality of our research, we have had to carefully consider the issues 

of validity, reliability and credibility. (Bell et al., 2022; Bryman, 2016).  

To strengthen the validity of the study, a theory guided research design has been applied, 

where empirical observations are consistently interpreted in relation to the analytical 

framework. This enables a structured analysis of how different CSR goals are implemented 

and how these processes relate to means-ends decoupling. In practice, this is achieved 

through pattern matching, where observed implementations across the three goals are 

systematically compared to the theoretical dimensions of the implementation (Yin, 2018). 

This approach ensures that interpretations are not made in isolation but are grounded in 

established theoretical expectations, thereby strengthening the credibility of the findings. 

To further assure the quality of the research, our study applies data triangulation by 

combining semi-structured interviews with document analysis, including sustainability 

reports and internal policy documents (Patton, 2014). This is particularly important in the 

context of this study, as it enables a comparison between how sustainability initiatives are 

formally defined and how they are described as being implemented in practice. In addition, 

insights from preliminary fieldwork provide contextual understanding of organizational 

structures and processes, which supports the interpretation of both interview and document 

data. By drawing on multiple sources, the study reduces the risk of relying on a single 

perspective and strengthens the robustness of the analysis. 

Additionally reliability is addressed through a transparent and systematic research process 

(Bell et al., 2022). Data collection was guided by a semi-structured interview protocol, 

ensuring that similar themes were covered across respondents while allowing for flexibility to 

see role-specific insights related to each CSR goal. In the analysis, the use of predefined 

theoretical categories derived from the analytical framework contributes to consistency in 

how empirical material is interpreted across the three embedded units. Furthermore, the 

research process, including data collection, coding and analysis has been clearly documented, 

allowing readers to follow how conclusions have been drawn and to assess the dependability 

of the study. 
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Taken together the use of theory-guided analysis, triangulation and transparent research 

procedures contributes to the overall trustworthiness of the study. While the findings are not 

intended to be statistically generalizable, they aim to provide analytical generalization by 

contributing to existing theory on CSR implementation and means-ends decoupling (Dubois 

& Gadde, 2002)). 

3.8 Limitations 

While the chosen research design enables an in-depth analysis of CSR implementation and its 

relation to means-ends decoupling, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the 

study is based on a single case design which focuses on one organization within the Swedish 

food retail sector. Although this allows for a rich and context-sensitive understanding, it 

limits the ability to generalize the findings beyond the specific case. However, the aim of this 

study is analytical rather than statistical generalization, meaning that the findings are intended 

to contribute to theory rather than to represent a broader population (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 

The study also relies primarily on interview data, which reflects the perspectives and 

interpretations of organizational actors. While respondents were selected based on their 

involvement in the implementation of the CSR goals, their accounts may be biased to some 

extent (Bryman, 2016; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). To take this into account, interview data 

has been complemented with document analysis and insights from preliminary fieldwork. 

With that being said, it cannot be fully excluded that certain aspects of the implementation 

processes are presented in a more favorable manner. 

Another limitation is within the selection of respondents which was guided by purposive 

sampling and input from a key organizational informant. That may have influenced which 

perspectives were included in the study. With this being said, while efforts were made to 

include respondents from different functions and organizational levels, it remains possible 

that some relevant actors or viewpoints have not been captured. This is a common limitation 

in qualitative sampling, (Patton, 2014; Bell et al., 2022), but it may still affect the 

completeness of the empirical findings. 

As the study applies a theory-guided analytical approach, there is a potential risk that our 

interpretations were influenced by the selected theoretical framework. To reduce this risk, the 

analysis remained open to alternative explanations and emerging empirical patterns 
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throughout the research process. In addition, respondents from different organizational levels 

and functions were included to capture multiple perspectives on the implementation 

processes. 

3.9 Use of AI 

AI-based tools were used as supportive instruments during selected parts of the research 

process. Specifically, AI tools such as TurboScribe and Google Gemini were used to assist in 

the transcription of interviews. Moreover generative AI tools such as Gemini and ChatGPT 

were occasionally used to support literature searches, language refinement and the 

development of visual illustrations and coding structures. However, all analytical 

interpretations, coding decisions, theoretical discussions and final formulations were 

conducted and done by the authors. AI-generated outputs and inspiration were continuously 

assessed, revised and validated in relation to the empirical material and relevant academic 

literature. 
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4. Empirical Findings 

4.1 Case description 

 
4.1.1 The Organization 

The Axfood Group is one of Sweden's largest grocery retail groups. The company operates 

across the full value chain, combining centralized purchasing and logistics with decentralized 

retail operations (Axfood, 2026a) 

Axfoods operations include Axfood HQ, different retail chains and Dagab. A central 

component of the group is Dagab, which is responsible for purchasing, assortment 

development and logistics. Dagab negotiates with suppliers, decides which products are 

included in the assortment and manages distribution to stores. This means that many 

sustainability-related decisions, such as product sourcing, certifications and supplier 

requirements, are shaped at this level before reaching the retail chains. (Axfood, 2026a). 

According to Axfoods annual reports, sustainability is integrated into the company's overall 

strategy, with group-level goals related to climate impact, product assortment and responsible 

sourcing. These goals are supported by centralized reporting systems and performance 

metrics. However, implementation is distributed across the organization: Dagab sets the 

conditions through sourcing and assortment decisions, while the retail chains are responsible 

for translating these into pricing, in-store practices and customer offerings (Axfood, 2026a). 

4.1.2 The CSR goals  

The three goals examined are as follows: 

1.​ Increasing the share of sustainability labelled goods to at least 30 percent 

2.​ Reducing food waste to a maximum of 0.7 percent 

3.​ Reducing climate-impacting emissions per kilogram of food sold by at least 10 

percent (Axfood, 2026a) 
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4.1.2.1 Introduction of Goal 1 - Sustainability labeled products 

The goal for 2030 is to have a 30% share of sustainability-labelled products (Axfood, 2026b). 

In 2025, the share of sustainability-labelled products amounted to 26.6 percent, compared to 

27.2 percent in 2024.. This slight decline is primarily attributed to reduced sales shares of 

keyhole-labelled and organic products. These figures indicate a negative development in the 

share of sustainability-certified products during the recent period (Axfood, 2026a). 

4.1.2.2 Introduction of Goal 2 - Food Waste 

By 2030 the goal is to reduce food waste to a maximum of 0.7 percent(Axfood, 2026b). In 

2025, the share of food waste amounted to 0.9 percent (unchanged from 2024). For context it 

is notable that Axfood has over the last decade seen a large decrease of the food waste, for 

example they decreased it from 1.2 to 0.9 between 2022 and 2024. The low level of food 

waste is primarily attributed to in-store discounting practices, efficient waste management 

and an increasing number of stores donating surplus food. Measures implemented include 

improved ordering routines, increased sales of products approaching their expiration date, 

donations to charity and collaborations aimed at utilizing residual flows from food production 

(Axfood 2026a). 

In addition, new legislation introduced in 2024 regarding the separate handling of food waste 

has further contributed to reducing waste by establishing clearer routines and stronger 

incentives. Through continued efficiency improvements and collaboration with suppliers and 

producers, Axfood aims to reduce both resource use and climate impact across the food 

supply chain (Axfood, 2026a). 

4.1.2.3 Introduction of Goal 3 - Climate Emissions 

Axfood aims to reduce climate emissions per kilo of food sold by at least 10 percent by 2030 

compared to the base year of  2024 (Axfood, 2026b). During 2025 Axfood reported a 

reduction of 3%. This goal is strongly linked to the composition of the product assortment, 

particularly the share of meat products, which account for a disproportionate share of total 

emissions. As a result, changes in meat consumption such as shifts towards lower-emission 

alternatives play a central role in influencing overall climate performance (Axfood, 2026a). 
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4.2 Enabling conditions 

4.2.1 Goal 1 

Business Case 

The motivation behind the goal of sustainability-labelled products appears in different ways, 

reflecting variation across the organization. Some emphasize the economic potential, pointing 

to higher margins and the possibility of building stronger customer relationships. “The 

organic customer has higher margins” (R2).  Furthermore the sustainability-labelled products 

are associated with long-term competitiveness and seen as supporting the company’s position 

in the market. “It is a source of competitiveness and an argument for being the most relevant 

on the market.” (R4). 

At the same time, practical challenges are highlighted. These labeled products are described 

as more expensive, which can make them harder to sell, particularly in price sensitive 

segments.  

“Sustainability-labelled products are not always the cheapest, it is a conflict… I can suggest 

it, but I might get pushback if they (other departments) say it won’t sell.” (R6)​

​

Several respondents also note that customer demand remains limited and that sustainability is 

not always a primary consideration in purchasing decisions. “There are not that many 

consumers today who demand it” (R15) 

Mobilization 

The implementation of sustainability-labelled products involves several actors across 

different parts of the organization, such as buyers, sustainability managers and representatives 

from the different chains. There are many involved in the activities connected to Goal 2 and 

its implementation process, often working together in different forms of coordination. 

Rather than being handled by a single function, implementation appears to take place through 

ongoing collaboration between roles. For instance, one respondent explains how this process 

can look in practice: 
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 “It is the buyers who must relate to these goals… but implementation also happens in 

dialogue with the sustainability manager… and with the chains” (R4) 

Another respondent respondent explains how the responsibility shifts to individual units once 

the goal is established:​

“When we have adopted a new sustainability goal… it is up to each company to create their 

own action plans…” (R2) 

There are indications that involvement and engagement vary across the organization. Some 

respondents describe how employees do not always feel included in how goals are 

formulated, which may affect their level of engagement in the implementation.​

 “Many feel that it is something a bit vague… and do not feel very involved…” (R8) 

4.2.2 Goal 2 

Business case 

For Goal 2, respondents almost exclusively describe the business case in positive terms. 

Reducing food waste is frequently described as obviously linked to cost savings, as it directly 

lowers expenses related to unsold or discarded products. Several respondents also highlight 

that these efforts contribute to overall efficiency, making them easier to justify from a 

financial perspective: 

“I think everyone instinctively understands the connection to us saving money.”(R1) 

Reducing food waste is also described by many respondents as something that creates value 

over time. Rather than being seen as a trade-off, these initiatives are generally viewed as 

aligned with the organization's economic interests, which makes them more straightforward 

to implement in practice and not just being nice words on a paper. 

"The food waste goal was actually the easiest goal to get the chains to work with. Because it 

aligns so easily with the economy. If you can reduce food waste... reducing the amount that is 

thrown away is also a good cost saving” (R11) 
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Mobilization  

A wide range of actors, including functional departments and lower-level managers are 

actively involved and the food waste goal is actively implemented at the level of both 

assortment and ordering as well as at the store level. 

One respondent describes broader cross-functional involvement around some initiatives in the 

daily operations: 

“IT has been involved and developed a handheld computer, which allows the stores to easily 

find products that are approaching their expiration date. So, they have worked on that all the 

way out to the store level” (R9) 

Another respondent further exemplifies how another functional department (Space) is being 

actively involved in implementing this goal: 

"We also work with Space there to try and give every article the right shelf space in the 

planograms and thereby also not drive waste... so there are a lot of ways one can influence 

that.” (R11) 

 

4.2.3 Goal 3 

Business Case 

The business case for the climate goal appears difficult to justify in financial terms. Reducing 

emissions is not easily linked to profitability and such initiatives are often not prioritized in 

relation to more immediate commercial concerns. 

For example, one respondent explains that climate work does not directly contribute to 

financial performance:​

 “It does not directly lead to increased profitability… it is difficult to link directly to 

profitability.” (R13) 

In addition, respondents describe how sales and financial targets tend to take precedence over 

in this case:​

 “Sales figures weigh more heavily than this goal”(R1) 
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Mobilization 

The implementation of goal 3 involves a limited level of active engagement across the 

organization. The responsibility is at times described as unclear and unevenly distributed. 

Several respondents also note that the goal does not appear to be fully anchored throughout 

the organization. It is described as receiving limited attention in day-to-day work as well as 

little to no active effort is made to actually achieve it. 

“There have been a lot of discussions about this particular goal. We have the most 

pressure here from group management, stakeholders, financiers and others who are 

interested in this specific goal. But it is also a very difficult goal to reduce. Then you 

can also see that competitors have adopted reduction targets and that also puts 

pressure on Axfood to set that goal.” (R9) 

Furthermore, when positive results have shown, these have been linked to factors outside the 

organizations direct control, rather than to specific internal initiatives or activities. In 

addition, the goal is described as having been introduced by external stakeholders, who are 

perceived by some respondents as lacking a detailed understanding of the organization's 

operational conditions. 

One respondent states that the goal is simply not possible to achieve through the current 

implementation: 

 “No that is not possible, unfortunately that is in some sense just an 

investor-requirement”  (R14) 

4.3 CSR Implementation 

4.3.1 Goal 1 

Adaptation of practices 

Practices related to sustainability-labelled products are shaped by both ongoing adjustments 

to specific circumstances and more formal structures, such as “always utilizing social 

certifications for private label products containing risk-associated raw materials” (Axfood 

2025). Respondents underline how they continuously adapt practices in response to practical 
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challenges such as supply constraints, sourcing conditions and market dynamics. This is 

illustrated in situations where predefined guidelines cannot be followed as intended and must 

instead be adjusted.​

“If there is no organic product available in Sweden… we may have to bring in something 

else…”(R8) 

Similarly, changes in certification status require rapid adjustments in sourcing decisions:​

 “When the herring lost its certification… we had to quickly find a new sourcing area…” 

The data shows that the implementation involves rapid adaptation dependent on market 

context as well as local practices and conditions. 

Producing CSR knowledge 

The empirical material indicates that knowledge related to sustainability-labelled products is 

developed across multiple parts of the organization. Respondents describe how it emerges 

through collaboration between internal specialists, external certification bodies and suppliers, 

creating a continuous flow of information. Knowledge appears to be shared and built through 

interactions between different actors involved in the process. 

In addition to these external and internal sources, knowledge is also produced and shared 

through internal processes such as meetings, reporting and follow-ups and respondents also 

indicated that knowledge production may also vary depending on context, and also just 

related to the individuals own values and preferences.  

“There are people who work very actively for sustainable products and sustainable 

production and see great value and benefit. They are often quite knowledgeable too. 

Then we have, just like in society, a group that doesn't care and doesn't think it is 

important." (R3) 

4.3.2 Goal 2 

Adaptation of practices  
 

A wide range of actors are involved in the implementation of Goal 2, including functional 

departments and lower-level managers. The process is described by many respondents as 
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more flexible in adaptive practice. Respondents explain that activities are allowed to be 

adjusted to different local conditions and specific contexts and that it varies across different 

parts of the organization, as practices are adapted based on locally developed knowledge and 

experience. 

 

One respondent describes the work with food waste as ongoing experimentation around 

reuse, adapted to specific products: 

“There are a lot of projects where residual streams are utilized. Waste from beer brewing, or 

oats and spent grain from oat drink production, for example. How can we use that food 

product so that it becomes part of the food industry in new ways?.” (R1) 

 

Another respondent expresses how the goal is also actively followed up and adapted at the 

store level: 

“There they set goals and follow up on food waste in every store; every week they review how 

much waste they have. So, that is a goal that is a textbook example of how they have worked 

there and achieved success…” (R9) 

 

Producing CSR knowledge  

The empirical material indicates that knowledge related to the food waste goal is developed 

through a range of activities across the organization. Respondents describe how knowledge 

emerges both from broader organizational initiatives and from ongoing work in stores and 

operational units. The data shows that work with food waste has been ongoing for a long time 

and is closely tied to daily operations. At a broader organizational level, respondents describe 

how different departments, together with external actors, contribute to developing tools and 

solutions aimed at reducing food waste. These collaborations are presented as important for 

identifying new ways of working with surplus products and improving existing practices:​

“Different departments also help develop tools to reduce food waste. For example, here at 

Axfood I have worked together with the Swedish Board of Agriculture to enable the sale of 

surplus fruit and vegetables.” ( 9) 

Respondents also point to the involvement of external organizations and research actors, 

which further contributes to the development of new knowledge and practices: 
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​

 “RISE and KTH have a large research center for reduced food waste, together with 

Axfoundation. So there are many researchers, organizations and Axfoundation involved.” 

(R1) 

4.3.3 Goal 3 

Adaptation of practices 

Respondents describe how commercial realities, such as customer behavior, pricing strategies 

and demand patterns must be considered, but these considerations are handled within a broad 

framework that prioritizes alignment rather than localized experimentation. 

One respondent highlights how changes in product assortment are constrained by customer 

demand: 

“You cannot just remove meat from the assortment… you have to get customers to choose 

other alternatives…”(R15) 

Furthermore some respondents describe this lack of an established implementation process as 

reinforcing a paradoxical situation: while the goal is embedded within standardized structures 

and reporting systems, the actual translation into practice remains fragmented and loosely 

coordinated. The empirical material suggests that these adjustments take place without a 

clearly defined or institutionalized process. Instead, implementation relies more on case by 

case: 

“There is no established way of working… each project has to be anchored 

separately…”(R1) 

Producing CSR knowledge 

The empirical material indicates that knowledge related to the climate goal is mainly 

developed and coordinated at a central level. Respondents describe how it is generated 

through calculations, business systems and formal reporting structures, which makes it 

possible to monitor climate performance across the organization.​

 “We have quite a strong focus on the climate goal… we can generate climate figures for our 

products…”(R2) 
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At the same time, respondents also highlight challenges in understanding and applying this 

knowledge in practice. The processes through which knowledge is translated into concrete 

action are not always clearly defined. 

4.4 Field opacity 

4.4.1 Goal 1 

Axfood officially states that the goal is based on labels and certifications that are “expected” 

to contribute to sustainable development, since they are regarded as credible, established and 

imposing strict requirements on goods (Axfood, 2026a). However, respondents question 

whether some certifications consistently lead to the intended social and environmental 

outcomes: 

“There are absolutely several advantages with certain certifications, but there are 

limitations as well ... it's supposed to lead to positive effects, but then you can't say that 

everything does that or that it happens for everyone” (R5) 

External changes are also potentially having direct impacts on outcomes, particularly in 

relation to certification availability and supply chain conditions. Limitations in how 

performance is measured and what is included in the reporting is also expressed. One 

respondent exemplifies that the measurement system is partly based on sales value rather than 

sales volume: 

“We also measure that basket in ‘kronor’, so it actually benefits us to raise the price 

and then maybe we have sold significantly fewer goods. So, that is a small issue.” (R2) 

Another respondent notes that certain activities are being excluded when measuring 

performance: 

“There is a shortcoming in that a lot of the sustainability work we do is not linked to 

any goal... The only thing that counts there is how many Fairtrade products are sold, 

so none of the other things are included” (R5) 

Furthermore, the material shows differences in how sustainability-related practices and 

priorities are understood and discussed within the organization:  
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“But we don't always have a common view ... You measure or look at things with slightly 

different eyes. Fundamentally, everyone wants it to be sustainable” (R4) 

Another respondent exemplifies when different CSR practices related to the same goal were 

conflicting: 

“They couldn't handle three different types of bananas in purchasing,… and so they removed 

the Fairtrade bananas. That is complex because it significantly affects our Fairtrade goal, 

but it gives a boost to our eco goal. ...So, they have deviated from one goal to prioritize 

another goal. ...Perhaps one shouldn't deviate from an approved sustainability goal to 

successfully drive another goal. ...Purely commercially, they have made these two goals 

conflict with each other. ...It is always about weighing those two aspects: sustainability and 

low price.” (R2) 

4.4.2 Goal 2 

Axfood officially communicates that food waste reporting, in some cases, is estimated based 

on an average of the unknown waste per month, which refers to the accumulation starting 

from the month the inventory took place (Axfood, 2026a). It is further described how food 

donated to charity is not classified as food waste and is therefore not included in the 

calculation (Axfood, 2026a), which excludes how much of this donated food is later turned 

into waste.  

The material also shows that some activities and projects, related to utilizing residual streams 

of production, are being excluded when measuring performance. One respondent further 

describes situations where products are discarded in stores despite still being usable: 

“But then maybe people still habitually throw away things that might not look so good ... 

Because they don't really think about the fact that it actually generates waste ... So there are 

certain structure-routines that need to be worked on ...”  (R1) 

4.4.3 Goal 3 

The empirical material includes descriptions of how climate emissions are measured, updated 

and followed up within the organization. The goal is measured as the average kilograms of 

carbon dioxide equivalents (CO2e) per kilogram of food sold and emissions for sold goods 
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are calculated using the research institute RISEs climate data (Axfood, 2026a). In addition, 

emission factors are updated annually through RISE and where climate data is missing for 

specific products, proxy values based on similar products or category averages are used 

(Axfood, 2026a). However, the climate data itself is described as generic and approximate 

rather than exact: 

 

According to RISE (2023, p. 9), "the carbon footprint of a specific food item depends on a 

variety of factors, such as the origin of the raw materials, production methods, cultivation 

conditions and weather patterns. Consequently, the carbon footprints in the RISE climate 

database for food should not be interpreted as exact values, but rather as approximate 

measures of a product's climate impact." 

 

"The Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) method is ISO-standardized and each food item has been 

assigned a climate value indicating its climate impact throughout the production chain. These 

carbon footprints are generic (not developed for the products of specific producers) and 

should be viewed as an approximate measure of the food item's climate impact." (RISE, 

2025).  

 

Several respondents also describe challenges related to how these climate calculations are 

produced and updated over time: 

 

“Yes, climate data is difficult ... They base it on the best available knowledge ... Often the 

climate impact of food changes from year to year; it can go up and down all the time ... You 

can't be one hundred percent sure ... but it's the best we can go on.” (R14) 

 

Another respondent further exemplifies how changes in calculations can change reported 

climate figures over time:  

 

“This can change depending on how they calculate it and it is updated every year ... then the 

entire climate impact can be recalculated ... and then there is nothing we can do about it..” 

(R9) 
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In addition to this, the findings exemplifies previous technical limitations in internal systems 

related to tracking progress:  

 

“For South American beef, for example, it has a climate value of 124 something and in our 

system, you could only write two digits, so it only had 99. So, it cut off a lot. There has been 

that type of problem.” (R2) 

Respondents also describe situations where external conditions affect the reported climate 

figures: 

 

“This also depends a lot on factors that we, to some extent, can't do anything about. We have 

reduced it … it's not because we have been good... but because there is no meat ...” (R9) 

 

Finally, respondents describe how the climate goal is followed up within the organization and 

discuss how missed targets are handled in practice: 

 

“Unfortunately, I don't think that will lead to much. There are no punitive measures if we 

don't reach it. Unfortunately, there probably aren't many negative effects if we don't reach the 

goals. You can postpone it in time, you can explain that it was difficult because of this and 

this.” (R1) 
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5. Analysis 

5.1 Enabling conditions 

5.1.1 CSR Business Case 

One of the clearest differences across the three CSR goals concerns how the business case is 

understood within the organization. The findings support Athanasopoulou et al.’s (2025) 

argument that the way organizational actors perceive the CSR business case shapes how 

sustainability goals are approached internally. Our findings suggest that the business case 

may play an even more central role than previous research have emphasized. The contrast 

between Goal 2 and Goal 3 is particularly clear in this regard. In Goal 2, the strong 

connection between sustainability efforts and implementation appears to create organizational 

engagement and a shared sense that the goal is meaningful to work with in practice. In 

contrast, Goal 3 is perceived as externally imposed and symbolic without anchor to reality 

and thereby insufficiently connected to operational realities. 

This also relates to Hafenbrädl and Waeger's (2017) argument that managerial engagement 

with CSR is shaped not only by beliefs regarding financial performance, but also by how 

sustainability initiatives are interpreted and experienced within organizations. The findings 

indicate that organizational actors are more likely to actively engage with CSR goals when 

these are perceived as practically relevant and connected to everyday business activities. 

Conversely, when sustainability goals are viewed primarily as externally driven requirements, 

engagement seems to be weaker and the goals do risk becoming more detached from 

everyday practice. 

Although both CSR research and business practice have increasingly moved beyond 

Friedman's (1970) narrow shareholder perspective, the findings of this study suggest 

that the perceived connection between CSR goals and financial value remains highly 

important for substantive implementation. Across the three goals, organizational 

engagement appears significantly stronger when CSR initiatives are viewed as 

economically meaningful and closely connected to everyday operational activities. In 

contrast, sustainability goals perceived as weakly connected to operational realities risk 

remaining more symbolic, despite strong normative support and external pressure. 
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Therefore our findings further supports the argument that the CSR business case may 

function as a particularly important enabling condition for making sure the CSR 

implementation also translates into intended outcomes. 

5.1.2 Mobilization for CSR 

A second clear difference across the three CSR goals concerns the degree of mobilization 

surrounding implementation activities. The findings support Athanasopoulou et al.’s (2025) 

argument that broad mobilization enables organizations to involve actors across 

organizational levels and functions in CSR implementation processes. 

The difference between Goal 2 and Goal 3 is once again underlining the contrast here. In 

Goal 2, mobilization appears broad and operationally embedded, with actors across 

organizational levels actively involved in implementation work. Responsibility for the goal 

appears distributed across operational functions and connected to everyday activities 

throughout the organization. This seems to strengthen organizational ownership and 

operational embedding of the goal, which previous research has identified as important for 

substantive CSR implementation (Wickert et al., 2016). 

Although goal 3 also receives a lot of attention from management and external stakeholders, 

the findings suggest that many organizational actors perceive it as distant from their own 

responsibilities and difficult to influence in practice, which may explain the more narrow 

mobilization here (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025. Our findings can therefore also confirm that 

broad mobilization appears important for creating operational ownership and active 

organizational engagement surrounding CSR implementation. 

 

5.2 CSR Implementation 

5.2.1 Practice Adaptation 

The findings reveal clear differences across the three CSR goals in terms of how 

implementation practices are adapted to operational conditions and local realities. In line with 

Ansari et al. (2010), the findings suggest that CSR practices are not implemented uniformly 
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across the organization, but instead translated differently depending on operational 

conditions, local constraints and the nature of the CSR challenge itself. 

The contrast between Goal 2 and Goal 3 is once again particularly evident in this regard. 

Goal 2 is characterized by a high degree of ongoing adaptation, where implementation 

appears closely connected to feedback between and within divisions and practical 

problem-solving throughout the organization. The implementation here is shaped through 

continuous adjustments in response to local conditions and emerging operational challenges. 

This is a main aspect forming what Athanasopoulou et al. (2025) describe as a more 

experimental approach to CSR implementation, where adaptation becomes central for 

aligning implementation activities with operational realities and intended outcomes. 

The findings further suggest that such adaptation is especially important in CSR contexts 

characterized by operational complexity and changing conditions. As argued by Schembera et 

al. (2023), organizations operating in complex environments often need to continuously 

reassess which implementation activities are realistic and suitable for achieving intended 

sustainability outcomes. In Goal 2, implementation appears to remain closely connected to 

that which is allowing practices to be refined and adjusted over time rather than applied 

uniformly across contexts. In contrast Goal 3 is somewhat the opposite. Goal 1 have a more 

intermediate position. The  implementation combines elements of standardization and local 

adaptation, Rather than reflecting a purely experimental or consistency-oriented approach, 

Goal 1 appears characterized by a more hybrid implementation pattern. 

Goal 3 instead reflects a considerably more standardized implementation pattern. Although 

some adjustments are made in response to customer behavior and assortment-related 

conditions, implementation adaptation here appears much more limited, often taking place 

reactively rather than as part of ongoing learning. In line with Athanasopoulou et al. (2025), 

this resembles a more consistency-oriented implementation approach, where standardized 

structures and coordination become prioritized over local adaptation and operational 

flexibility. 
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5.2.2 CSR Knowledge Production 

The findings also reveal important differences in how CSR-related knowledge is produced 

and used across the three goals. In line with Athanasopoulou et al. (2025), these differences 

appear closely connected to how implementation is organized and whether sustainability 

work remains linked to operational realities or mainly coordinated through centralized 

systems. 

Goal 2 is characterized by a more differentiated and operationally embedded form of 

knowledge production. Knowledge is developed through ongoing operational activities, 

collaboration across functions and also interaction with external actors. Rather than 

functioning mainly as reporting, knowledge production appears closely connected to practical 

problem-solving and continuous adjustments in implementation. This reflects what 

Athanasopoulou et al. (2025) describe as a more experimental implementation approach, 

where localized knowledge and operational feedback guide implementation activities. 

The findings also suggest that this supports ongoing organizational learning. As Argyris and 

Schön (1997) states, feedback from operational activities appears integrated into continuous 

refinements of routines and implementation practices. Knowledge production therefore 

becomes closely connected to adaptation and operational problem-solving rather than 

primarily supporting coordination and reporting. 

Goal 3 instead reflects a more centralized and integrated form of knowledge production. 

Sustainability knowledge is mainly produced through formal calculations, reporting systems 

and standardized climate metrics. While this strengthens coordination and comparability 

across the organization, the findings suggest that the knowledge produced often remains 

abstract and difficult to translate into operational action. In line with Athanasopoulou et al. 

(2025), this reflects a more consistency-oriented implementation approach, where centralized 

sustainability structures risk becoming disconnected from operational realities. 

This also supports Bromley and Powells (2012) argument that formal sustainability structures 

may become detached from substantive outcomes when organizations prioritize reporting and 

standardization over operational responsiveness. In more uncertain and opaque contexts, such 

centralized forms of knowledge production may therefore weaken organizations’ ability to 
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assess whether implementation activities actually contribute to intended outcomes (Wijen, 

2014). 

One additional point is  that CSR knowledge production seems to not only by shaped by 

formal structures and systems, but also by how individual actors interpret and value CSR 

themselves. While some respondents describe sustainability goals as important and closely 

connected to everyday operations and their own individual values, others appear more 

skeptical or less engaged. This supports Hafenbrädl and Waeger’s (2017) argument that CSR 

engagement is influenced not only by beliefs regarding financial performance, but also by 

individual beliefs, values and interpretations of sustainability issues. The findings therefore 

suggest that the production and use of CSR knowledge may vary depending on how 

organizational actors perceive the relevance and legitimacy of specific sustainability goals in 

practice. 

 

5.3 Field Opacity 

The findings show an apparent variation in contextual factors driving the level of opacity of 

the fields in which the three goals are implemented. Goal 2 is assessed as being implemented 

in a field with the lowest degree of opacity, while the implementation of Goal 3 takes place 

within a field characterized by the highest. Goal 1 is assessed as an intermediate case. 

5.3.1 Causal Complexity 

Although Goal 2 is implemented in a context where many different actors and variables are 

influencing outcomes, these do not appear to be interconnected in particularly intricate or non 

linear ways, limiting the degree of complexity (Espinosa & Walker, 2011; Levy & 

Lichtenstein, 2012). Implementation practices such as improved ordering routines, selling 

discounted products near expiration dates, donations and follow-ups at store levels mostly 

appear relatively observable and directly linked to measurable reductions in food waste. 

Some uncertainty around how waste is measured and categorized exists, but this does not 

appear to have a defining impact on the final outcomes. This observability and limited 

complexity seem to reduce overall uncertainty in the relationship between specific practices 

and their impacts, limiting opacity driven by causal complexity (Wijen, 2014). 
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Goal 1 differs from Goal 2 in this context. Goal 1 is characterized by imposing more formal 

standards and requirements while its implementation relies heavily on labels and 

certifications that are assumed to contribute to sustainability in different ways. These function 

more as proxies for sustainability performance rather than actually measuring environmental 

or social impact. The actual outcomes these certifications are intended to generate are 

dependent on multiple of factors and actors, interconnected in multiple ways that are rather 

unpredictable, increasing the complexity of the cause-effect relations between impacts and 

specific practices (Espinosa & Walker, 2011; Levy & Lichtenstein, 2012), indicating causal 

complexity (Wijen, 2014). Furthermore, progress is measured through sales in kronor, which 

is described by a respondent as potentially incentivising raising prices of sustainability 

labeled products, to affect the results positively, rather than increasing actual volumes. Other 

activities that are actually related to the goal, are described as not captured by the existing 

measurement structures, further indicating that the visibility of implementation becomes 

somewhat selective. This creates a context where implementation becomes partly guided by 

measurable indicators rather than directly observable outcomes, which indicates that the 

context, to a certain extent, is characterized by causal complexity, driving field opacity 

(Wijen, 2014). 

When comparing the implementation of goal 3 to the other goals, the relationship between 

implementation practices and intended outcomes appears a lot more uncertain and difficult to 

assess and control. Performance measurements are based almost completely on data 

described as generic and approximate rather than exact (RISE, 2023), from external climate 

databases with annually updated calculations. In addition, performance measurements may 

rely on proxy values and respondents also describe how recalculations and limitations in the 

measurement system have affected performance without changes in practice. Furthermore, 

since outcomes are affected by numerous actors and interconnected factors, including 

external factors like supply conditions and consumer behavior, the relationship between 

practices, behaviours and actual outcomes becomes increasingly complex  (Espinosa & 

Walker, 2011; Levy & Lichtenstein, 2012). This situation indicates a higher degree of causal 

complexity, where the complexity fosters uncertainty by making it more difficult to determine 

which organizational practices actually lead to emission reductions and to what extent, 

driving overall field opacity (Wijen, 2014).  
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5.3.2 Practice Multiplicity 

The findings also indicate clear differences between the goals regarding to what degree their 

implementation involves a multitude of different practices and to what extent these are 

competing or incompatible. For Goal 2, reducing food waste includes many different 

practices and routines across stores, suppliers and internal functions. The findings however 

provide limited evidence that these create ambiguity for adopters regarding decision making 

and prioritization regarding implementation practices. Although these further imply many 

different purposes, they mostly appear aligned to reinforce one another toward a shared 

objective rather than conflict. Therefore, the existence of these many practices and routines 

do not appear to create practice multiplicity as a driver of field opacity in the sense described 

by Wijen (2014). 

When looking at the context in which goal 1 is implemented, it shows a different situation 

and the findings point towards apparent tensions between different practices and priorities. 

The findings both exemplify tensions between different sustainability practices and more 

commercial priorities such as prices, margins and sales performance, as well as tensions 

between practices related to different sustainability labels and certifications. One specific 

example, where bananas labeled with Fairtrade were deprioritized in favor of bananas labeled 

as organic, shows how multiple objectives, both related to goal 1, in practice can become 

partially incompatible. The findings indicate that decision-makers and adopters in general 

want to support sustainability in principle, but that experienced uncertainties related to the 

evaluation and prioritization between different sustainability practices are also present. This 

creates ambiguity for the decision-makers, not due to the absence of rules or structures, but 

because several interpretations of implementation practices coexist, which are legitimate but 

divergent at the same time (Greenwood et al., 2011; Pache & Santos, 2010). These findings 

support that goal 1 is implemented in a field allowing practice multiplicity, potentially 

making it unclear which practices best support goal achievement, further driving opacity 

(Wijen, 2014).  

Compared to the other goals, the context of implementation of goal 3, appears to show the 

strongest evidence of practice multiplicity. Respondents repeatedly describe strong tensions 

between practices of reducing emissions and other organizational practices related to 

objectives such as to lower prices to be more competitive and driving sales and volumes. This 
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creates an implementation context that allows for practices to coexist simultaneously, which 

are frequently expressed by respondents as almost completely incompatible. This situation is 

particularly prone to creating ambiguity for the decision makers (Greenwood et al., 2011; 

Pache & Santos, 2010), and clearly indicating the existence of practice multiplicity as a driver 

of opacity in this field (Wijen, 2014). 

Compared to Goal 1, where the existence of practice multiplicity was mainly due to a 

multitude of different sustainability practices, practice multiplicity in the context of Goal 3 is 

mainly shaped by broader conflicting practices, where adopters continuously need to 

prioritize between climate ambitions and core commercial objectives. This level of practice 

multiplicity is especially relevant to acknowledge in the following analysis, since it is 

described by respondents as a key contextual aspect making goal 3 unachievable in practice.  

 

5.3.3 Behavioural Invisibility 

The findings further indicate some differences regarding behavioural invisibility as a driver 

of opacity, referring to the inability to monitor and assess specific actors' behaviour (Jiang & 

Bansal, 2003; Wijen, 2014). This driver of opacity appears to be least present in the context 

of Goal 2. Although one example of potential non compliant behaviour was presented, actors' 

behaviours appear to be easy to monitor and assess overall, due to routines on a store level 

and continuous follow-up routines. Therefore the findings show limited evidence of 

behavioural invisibility being a driver of field opacity for goal 2. 

The implementation of goal 1 includes third party audits to verify supplier compliance, which 

could indicate a limited ability to directly assess and monitor different suppliers behaviours. 

This could potentially allow non compliant behaviour to occur, driving opacity (Wijen, 2014). 

But overall, the findings do not show clear signs of behavioural invisibility, as a driver of 

opacity for goal 1 (Wijen, 2014), where the ability to monitor and assess the behavior of 

specific actors is highly limited (Jiang & Bansal, 2003; Wijen, 2014). 

Finally, the findings show some signs of behavioural invisibility characterizing the context of 

implementation of goal 3. Respondents describe limited sanctions for failing to meet climate 

targets and explain that weak performance can often be justified. External stakeholders are 

also, on one occasion, described as perceived to value the existence of targets and positive 
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trends more than actual accomplishment. This creates a situation, potentially characterized by 

difficulties in assessing if actors genuinely prioritize practices for compliance, indicating an 

inability to fully monitor and assess the behaviors required for essential implementation 

(Jiang & Bansal, 2003; Wijen, 2014). Such conditions may further allow adopters with 

divergent self interests to prioritise non-compliant behavior without strong consequences 

(Aravind & Christmann, 2011), driving opacity by weakening accountability and motivation 

(Wijen, 2014). 

 

5.3.4 Overall Assessment of Field Opacity 

Overall, the findings suggest some variation in the degree of field opacity across the three 

goals. The analysis leads to the assessment that goal 2 is implemented in a field characterized 

by low opacity. The findings does not indicate any clear signs of either causal complexity, 

practice multiplicity or behavioural invisibility as driving field opacity for goal 2. The 

relationship between actions and outcomes appears more concrete and observable, meaning 

that organizations can more easily determine whether specific practices contribute to the 

intended ends (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Wijen, 2014). 

In contrast, goal 3 is assessed as being implemented in a context characterized by a high 

degree of field opacity, making it more difficult to determine whether the means employed 

actually generate the intended climate-related outcomes (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Wijen, 

2014). This opacity is highly driven by causal complexity and practice multiplicity, but the 

analysis only shows some signs of behavioural invisibility as a driver of opacity for goal 3. 

Finally, Goal 1 is assessed as being implemented in a context characterized by a moderate 

degree of field opacity, meaning that, in some situations, it is not always clear whether the 

means employed actually generate the intended social and environmental outcomes (Bromley 

& Powell, 2012; Wijen, 2014). This assessment mainly stems from the moderate degree of 

causal complexity identified, as well as some signs of practice multiplicity, driving opacity 

(Wijen, 2014), however, behavioural invisibility does not appear to significantly drive field 

opacity for goal 1.  
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5.4 Risk of means-ends decoupling 

The implementation of  the three goals highlights how different implementation approaches 

shape the risk of means-ends decoupling within the organization. The findings suggest that 

the combination of a confident business case, broad mobilization and an experimental 

implementation logic is associated with a lower risk of means-ends decoupling, as observed 

in Goal 2. In this case, the organization not only produces knowledge about the goal but also 

actively adapts practices, enabling a closer alignment between intended ends and realized 

outcomes (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). When this is done meanwhile the opacity seems to 

be low the risk for means ends decoupling is low. Goal 1 represents an intermediate case, 

where mixed business rationales and more limited mobilization lead to a hybrid 

implementation approach. This results in a moderate risk of means-ends decoupling, as the 

connection between means and ends in implementation is only partially established and the 

opaque field is considered neither low or high (Wijen, 2014). 

In contrast, Goal 3 illustrates how a different configuration of implementation conditions can 

significantly increase the risk of means-ends decoupling. Here a defensive business case, 

narrow mobilization and a standardized implementation logic limit the organizations ability 

to produce context-specific knowledge and adapt practices accordingly (Athanasopoulou et 

al., 2025). Combined with a high degree of opacity in the underlying field, this weakens the 

link between measured performance and actual impact (Wijen, 2014). As a result, the 

organization relies on aggregated metrics and formal structures that signal progress, while the 

pathways through which these metrics translate into concrete ends remain weak. This 

suggests that the risk of means-ends decoupling is not driven by any single factor, but by the 

interplay between internal implementation processes and the characteristics of the external 

field in which the goal is embedded. A simplified summary of our analytical contributions is 

shown below: 

Goal Business Case Mobilization Implementation 
Logic 

Field Opacity Risk of Means-Ends 
Decoupling 

Goal 1 Mixed Medium Hybrid Moderate opacity Medium 

Goal 2 Confident Broad Experimental Low opacity Low 

Goal 3 Defensive Narrow Standardized High opacity High 

Table 2, Risk assessment of means-ends decoupling 
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6. Conclusions  

6.1 Key Findings 

The purpose of this thesis has been to advance the understanding of how CSR goals are 

implemented within an organization, and how these internal processes shape the risk of 

means-ends decoupling. The research question we have therefore tried to answer is: How do 

variations in the implementation of CSR goals within an organization shape the risk of 

means-ends decoupling? 

The findings suggest that CSR implementation should not be understood as a stable 

organizational capability, but rather as a context-dependent and internally differentiated 

process. According to our case study CSR implementation varies significantly within the 

same organizational context. Rather than being uniform across the firm, implementation 

differs across goals depending on the underlying implementation logic and the specific 

contextual conditions surrounding each goal.  

Furthermore, the results highlight that the risk of means-ends decoupling is shaped not only 

by the implementation logic and its enabling conditions, but that there seems to be a 

correlation between it and the level of field opacity. Goals characterized by higher opacity, 

where causal relationships between practices and outcomes are more difficult to observe, tend 

to face greater challenges in aligning means with ends. In such contexts, standardized and 

consistency oriented approaches appear less effective, as they limit the operational flexibility 

required to address complex, context specific problems.  

Finally, a critical finding relates to the individual perspective within the organization. The 

production of CSR knowledge is conditioned by how individual organizational actors 

personally interpret and value specific CSR issues. While some front-line actors actively 

engage in initiatives based on personal values, others remain disengaged, particularly when 

goals are perceived as unreachable and detached from daily operations. Therefore, 

intra-organizational variance is driven not only by structural systems but also by the 

micro-foundations of individual actors. 
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6.2 Theoretical Contributions 

This thesis makes three main contributions to the literature. 

First, it extends research on CSR implementation by demonstrating that implementation 

logics vary within organizations, not only across them. While previous studies have 

conceptualized experimental and consistency-oriented approaches as firm-level 

characteristics (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025), this study shows that organizations may 

simultaneously apply different implementation logics across their different CSR goals. This 

highlights the need for a more thorough understanding of CSR implementation as a 

heterogeneous and internally differentiated process. 

Secondly, the study identifies the perceived business case for CSR as a particularly critical 

enabling condition shaping practical implementation, and maybe even more so than previous 

research has found (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). The contrast between Goal 2 and Goal 3 

illustrates how a confident business case supports experimental implementation, while a 

defensive business case reinforces more consistency oriented practices. This suggests that 

how organizations frame and find the economic relevance of CSR is not only important for 

initial policy adoption but that it also impacts how CSR is enacted in daily practice.  

Third, the study contributes by integrating the concept of field opacity more explicitly into 

research on CSR implementation and means-ends decoupling. While prior research has 

acknowledged opacity as a contextual condition creating challenges for implementation 

(Bromley & Powell, 2012; Espinosa et al., 2008; Wijen, 2014), this study suggests that it may 

have a bigger impact shaping both the effectiveness of implementation approaches and the 

resulting risk of decoupling. By demonstrating how opacity interacts with implementation 

logic, this thesis highlights the need to move beyond universal prescriptions for CSR 

implementation and instead consider the contextual conditions that lead to effective practice. 

Crucially, our findings surrounding Goal 3 reveal a theoretical convergence where the 

boundaries between means-ends decoupling and classic policy-practice decoupling begin to 

blur. While current literature notes a contemporary societal shift away from symbolic 

policy-practice gaps toward means-ends uncertainty (Bromley and Powell, 2012: Jabbouri et 

al, 2019), this study argues that, in situations characterized by high field opacity and 

competing incompatible organizational incentives, the distinction between means-ends 
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decoupling and policy-practice decoupling may begin to overlap in practice. When 

operational actors fundamentally question whether a goal can be operationalized at all, the 

practice remains fragmented and weak despite aggressive escalation of formal corporate 

ambitions. Therefore, we emphasize that the academic shift toward studying means-ends 

decoupling should not entirely replace earlier research concerns regarding symbolic adoption 

and policy-practice decoupling. Instead we propose that extreme means-ends friction also can 

start overlapping with symbolic policy-practice decoupling. 

6.3 Managerial Implications 

The findings also have implications for practitioners. Organizations should not assume that a 

single, standardized approach to CSR implementation is effective across all CSR goals. 

Instead implementation strategies should be adapted to the specific characteristics of each 

goal and to the level of opacity. 

Also, managers should recognize the importance of developing a strong and credible business 

case for CSR. A confident business case appears to facilitate broader organizational 

engagement and supports more adaptive and learning-oriented implementation processes, 

which in turn can reduce the risk of means-ends decoupling. The findings also indicate that 

pursuing goals that adopters find too ambitious or really hard to implement and reach in 

practice, may have a negative impact on their motivation to actually prioritize and invest in 

them. 

Finally, organizations should consider the role of opacity when designing and implementing 

CSR initiatives. In highly opaque contexts, greater emphasis should be placed on 

experimentation, local adaptation and learning, rather than strict standardization and control. 

 

6.4 Limitations and Future Research 

This study is based on a single-case design, which limits the generalizability of the findings. 

Future research could examine whether similar patterns of within-organizational variation in 

CSR implementation are observable across different industries and organizational contexts. 
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The study relies on a qualitative research design and a limited number of respondents, which 

introduces potential biases related to interview data and subjective interpretations. The 

perspectives captured may reflect specific roles, experiences, or interpretations within the 

organization and may not totally represent all organizational actors or practices. Furthermore, 

qualitative methods inherently involve a degree of researcher interpretation, which may 

influence how empirical patterns are identified and theorized.  

Another limitation is the reliance on the analytical framework proposed by Athanasopoulou 

et al. (2025). While this model provides a useful lens for analyzing CSR implementation, it 

may also have guided the analysis in a way that foregrounds certain patterns while 

overlooking alternative explanations. Future research could therefore benefit from applying 

even more additional theoretical perspectives or developing more inductive approaches to 

further explore the dynamics of CSR implementation and means-ends decoupling. 
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Theoretical Concept Analytical Dimension Operational Interpretation Empirical Indicators  Example of Empirical Manifestation Theoretical Foundation 

CSR Knowledge Production Differentiated CSR Knowledge 
Knowledge is developed through 

localized learning, operational 
experience and context-specific problem 

solving rather than primarily through 
centralized reporting structures. 

References to experimentation, local 
feedback, trial-and-error learning, 

operational adjustments, store-level 
initiatives, collaboration across functions, 

context-specific solutions. 

Store managers adapting routines based 
on local waste patterns; operational 

units developing new ways of utilizing 
residual streams. 

Athanasopoulou et al. (2025); Argyris & 
Schön (1997); Schembera et al. (2023) 

 Integrated CSR Knowledge Knowledge is centralized, standardized 
and primarily produced through formal 

reporting systems and KPIs. 

References to dashboards, reporting 
systems, centralized calculations, 
standardized metrics, top-down 
communication and knowledge 

concentrated within specific 
organizational functions. 

Climate performance monitored through 
centrally generated emission 

calculations and reporting systems. 

Athanasopoulou et al. (2025); Meyer & 
Rowan (1977) 

CSR Practice Adaptation Local Adaptation Local actors are given discretion to 
modify implementation practices in 
response to operational realities and 

contextual conditions. 

References to flexibility, adjustments to 
local conditions, context-specific routines, 

decentralized decision-making, 
operational discretion. 

Stores adapt food waste routines 
depending on local customer demand or 

inventory conditions. 

Athanasopoulou et al. (2025); Ansari et 
al. (2010); Wijen (2014) 

 Standardization CSR implementation is coordinated 
through uniform procedures, centralized 

routines and predefined structures 
intended to ensure consistency across 

the organization. 

References to standardized procedures, 
fixed routines, centralized control, formal 
compliance structures, limited flexibility. 

Climate reporting coordinated through 
standardized metrics and formal 

procedures across organizational units. 

Athanasopoulou et al. (2025); Meyer & 
Rowan (1977); Wijen (2014) 

CSR Mobilization Broad Mobilization Multiple organizational actors across 
levels and functions are actively 
involved in implementation and 

operational problem-solving. 

References to cross-functional 
collaboration, operational involvement, 

participation across departments and 
functions, distributed responsibility, local 

engagement. 

Store personnel, logistics, purchasing 
and sustainability departments jointly 

working with food waste reduction 
close to the operational context. 

Athanasopoulou et al. (2025); Wickert et 
al. (2016) 

 Narrow Mobilization Responsibility for CSR implementation 
is concentrated among specialized 
functions or higher organizational 

levels. 

References to top-down responsibility, 
centralized CSR work, limited operational 

involvement, centralized 
decision-making, weak local ownership. 

Climate goal primarily managed by 
sustainability specialists and top 

management. 

Athanasopoulou et al. (2025); Wickert et 
al. (2016) 
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Business Case Confident Business Case CSR is understood as strategically 
valuable and connected to operational or 

long-term economic benefits. 

References to competitiveness, efficiency, 
cost savings, strategic advantage, future 

value creation, operational improvements. 

Food waste reduction described as 
directly contributing to lower costs and 

improved efficiency. 

Athanasopoulou et al. (2025); Kang et al. 
(2016); Orlitzky et al. (2003) 

 Defensive Business Case CSR is primarily justified through 
external pressure, legitimacy concerns 

and risk mitigation rather than 
operational value creation. 

References to stakeholder pressure, 
investor demands, reporting obligations, 

reputational concerns, symbolic 
compliance, weak operational relevance, 

risk mitigation. 

Climate targets described as externally 
imposed investor requirements. 

Athanasopoulou et al. (2025); Meyer & 
Rowan (1977); de Bakker et al. (2013) 

 Causal Complexity The relationship between organizational 
practices and substantive outcomes is 

difficult to isolate, observe or verify due 
to interconnected variables and 
uncertain cause-effect relations. 

References to uncertain measurements, 
proxy indicators, indirect effects, 
changing calculations, multiple 
interacting variables in intricate 

non-linear ways, difficulty attributing 
outcomes to specific actions. 

Climate performance changing due to 
external conditions and recalculated 

emission factors rather than operational 
improvements. 

Wijen (2014); Espinosa & Walker 
(2011); Levy & Lichtenstein (2012) 

Field Opacity Behavioural Invisibility The organization has limited ability to 
monitor and assess behaviours of 

specific actors, necessary for 
substantive implementation. 

References to weak sanctions, low 
accountability, inability to observe 

behaviours, symbolic compliance, weak 
monitoring structures. 

Limited ability to observe how actors, 
managers and stores actually change 

behaviors necessary to reduce emissions  

 

Jiang & Bansal (2003); Wijen (2014) 

 Practice Multiplicity Multiple coexisting and/or conflicting 
practices, priorities or routines create 
ambiguity regarding which actions 

should be prioritized in implementation. 

References to conflicting priorities, 
competing goals, incompatible practices, 
tensions between different sustainability 

and commercial objectives. 

Fairtrade bananas deprioritized in 
favour of organic bananas due to pricing 

and assortment considerations. 

Greenwood et al. (2011); Pache & Santos 
(2010); Wijen (2014) 



 

 
 

Appendix 2. Interview Guide 

 

1. Introduction  

Purpose: To examine how Axfood’s overarching sustainability goals (2030) are translated into practice across different parts of the group. 

The three goals: The interview focuses on: 

1.​ Sustainability-labelled products (30% by 2030) 

2.​ Food waste (< 0.7%) 

3.​ Climate impact per kilogram of food sold (-10% by 2030) 

2. Background 

 Can you briefly describe your role and how you work with Axfood’s main sustainability goals in your daily work? 

Which of the three goals do you work with the most? 

3. Mobilization  

Can you describe how these sustainability goals were developed and how the organization works with them in practice? 

a. Who is involved in the decision-making process for these goals?​

b. Who has the authority to decide whether a routine connected to a goal should be changed?​

c. How much influence do subsidiaries, or specific departments have over the final strategy?​

d. Which departments or roles have the greatest influence over how the goal is implemented in practice, and at what stage of the process are they involved?​
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e. Who is responsible for implementing the goals?​

f. How did the implementation process begin in your part of the organization?​

g. Do you think sustainability initiatives or adaptations always come from top management, or can they also be initiated from the bottom up? 

4. Business Case Framing 

How are these sustainability goals usually justified internally within the company? 

a. When a goal is discussed in internal meetings, how is its importance justified to the rest of the organization?​

b. What would you say are the main consequences if a specific goal is not achieved?​

c. Do you believe the actions taken are the most effective way of achieving the goal? 

5. Knowledge Production  

How do you know which specific actions should be taken to achieve the goals? Where does this knowledge come from? 

a. Who would you say has the most important role in producing knowledge about how these goals can be achieved?​

b. Is your knowledge mainly based on central data/reporting, or on direct experience and experimentation with new ways of working?​

c. When you see how success is measured, do you feel that these measures reflect the reality of your work?​

d. How often do you test new “pilot projects” compared with following existing routines? 

6. Adaptation  

Who or what determines how sustainability work should be applied in practice? (Top management vs. local managers) 

58 



 

 
 

a. Are there usually clear frameworks/structures that must be followed, or is the way of working often adapted locally to fit specific circumstances?​

b. If you discovered a better way of achieving a goal that did not follow the standard routine, what possibilities would there be to implement changes in practice?​

c. Can you give an example of a time when you deviated from the normal sustainability routine in order to better achieve the actual goal?​

d. Which specific metrics are used to determine whether you are succeeding with the goal, and who defines these metrics? 

7. Implementation context and field opacity 

In your experience, what makes it easier or more difficult to achieve the actual environmental or social benefits that the goals are intended to create? 

a. Do you ever feel that you “tick the right boxes” and meet reporting requirements, while the actual impact remains uncertain or hidden?​

b. What do you see as the biggest challenges in achieving the sustainability goals in practice?​

c. Are there situations where you carry out the required activities, but the final result is still unclear because of other factors?​

d. Does Axfood distinguish between goals achieved through “external factors” and goals achieved through your own strategic actions?​

e. Which organizational factors help ensure that the actions taken actually lead to the intended     results? 

9. Comparative Analysis 

Do you think the three sustainability goals are implemented according to the same logic, or are they handled very differently? 

a. Is any goal easier to implement in practice?​

b. Are some goals more complex or difficult to oversee than others?​

c. Why do you think implementation differs between the different goals? 

10. Additional comments 
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Anything else you would like to comment that you think would be of interest on this theme?                                     
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