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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

In today’s world, sustainability and corporate social responsibility are becoming matters 

of greater and greater importance. People are becoming increasingly aware of the social 

and environmental impacts of their individual actions and organisations are likewise 

expected to consider the economic, social, and environmental consequences of their 

business practices (Coleman 2019).  

Governments and governmental entities are no longer seen as exclusively responsible for 

enhancing sustainable development. The contribution of corporations and the private 

sector in general is perceived as increasingly important for promoting sustainable 

development. This shift can be seen in international policies, such as the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals, explicitly calling on business to address challenges and 

opportunities related to sustainable development. (GRI 2020a) 

The global focus has shifted from profitability being the only aim of business towards the 

triple bottom line measuring the performance of corporations in terms of social 

responsibility, economic value, and environmental impact (Eweje & Bathurst 2017). 

Sustainability and corporate social responsibility have, in other words, become 

significant indicators of business performance and important global norms. Companies 

develop strategies for realising sustainability and hire sustainability managers to 

monitor the social and environmental impact of their businesses. They publish 

sustainability reports in which they communicate their sustainability performance to 

their stakeholders. In short, sustainability has become a largely embedded part of 

business. (Pfister, Schweighofer & Reichel 2016) 

The focus of this thesis lies on the social “pillar” or the social “dimension” of 

sustainability, which is concerned with managing the direct and indirect impacts that a 

business has on, inter alia, its employees and its community. Companies do – for better 

or worse – affect the lives of their employees, suppliers, subcontractors, customers, local 

communities as well as other stakeholders on a regular basis. (United Nations Global 

Compact 2020a) This thesis focuses on how companies can manage the impacts that they 

have on their human resources, i.e. their employees, through efforts to promote social 

sustainability in the workplace. 
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Human resource management has two main roles when it comes to implementing 

sustainability strategies within organisations. It is both used as a tool for supporting 

business sustainability and embedding sustainability within the organisation as well as 

for ensuring sustainability of human resources through creating and delivering 

sustainable processes of human resource management. (Cohen, Taylor & Muller-Camen 

2012)  

In the existing literature on human resource management and sustainability, the focus 

has tended to be on how human resource management can be used as a means of 

developing organisational and environmental sustainability. Considerably less attention 

has been paid to how human resource management could be used as a means of ensuring 

sustainability of an organisation’s human resources. (Spooner & Kaine 2010). 

In today’s labour market, where increasing staff turnover, declining employer loyalty, 

increasing working hours and stress levels, as well as declining levels of satisfaction seem 

to be the current trends, social sustainability and sustainability of human resources are 

becoming increasingly important topics. By promoting social sustainability within the 

organisation, companies may be able to break these trends and improve employee 

commitment, satisfaction and productivity as well as reduce negative work-related 

impacts felt by employees. (Wilkinson, Hill & Gollan 2001) 

Apart from a sustainable development perspective, social sustainability can also be 

justified from a business point of view as good records of human resource sustainability 

are expected to be beneficial to attracting and retaining employees as well as to building 

a good reputation for the organisation (Pfeffer 2010). Instead of considering human 

resources merely as a means to achieve sustainability outcomes, organisations should 

thus rather see their employees objects of sustainability concerns. 

1.2 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to identify ways of promoting the sustainability of human 

resources, or as I prefer to call it, social sustainability within organisations. In order to 

do so, I am going to examine the efforts to promote social sustainability of some of the 

most sustainable companies in Finland and Sweden with the intention to find out what 

these companies do to enhance social sustainability within the organisation. The 

objective is to identify some concrete exemplars of how social sustainability can be 
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promoted for other organisations to learn from and follow. For this purpose, I have 

developed the following research questions: 

1. What efforts do the companies make to promote social sustainability? 
 

2. Do the identified efforts contribute to the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals that relate to social sustainability? 

3. How do the companies perceive social sustainability? 

1.3 Definitions 

An annual report is a report published yearly by a company or an organisation 

disclosing its activities and finances (Merriam-Webster 2021a). 

A corporate governance statement – also known as corporate governance 

report – a is a report published by a company or an organisation giving an account of 

the control and direction of the company or the organisation (Merriam-Webster 2021b). 

A sustainability report is a report published by a company or an organisation 

containing information on the environmental, economic, and social impacts of its 

business activities (GRI 2021). 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals – also referred to as the SDGs 

– are a set of 17 interlinked global goals that are intended to be achieved by the year 

2030. The SGDs are intended to serve as a "blueprint to achieve a better and more 

sustainable future for all” (United Nations 2020a) and were laid out in 2015 by the 

United Nations General Assembly. (General Assembly of the United Nations 2017)  

1.4 Delimitations 

The findings of this study must be considered against some delimitations. The sample 

merely comprises companies from Finland and Sweden and the findings must thus be 

seen in the light of a Nordic context, taking into account the economic and social policies 

as well as cultural practices that are characteristic of the Nordic countries. 

Moreover, it is important to notice that this study is concerned with social sustainability 

within organisations. The main focus of this thesis will thus be on the efforts that 

organisations make in respect of promoting social sustainability in relation to their 
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employees, whereas social sustainability in relation to, inter alia, suppliers, contractors, 

and the society in general will not be covered in this study. 

1.5 Structure 

Following this introduction, the thesis consists of five more chapters. In the second 

chapter, the theoretical framework of the research is presented. The chapter contains a 

review of the discourse on social sustainability; the Ten Principles of the United Nations 

Global Compact; the Sustainable Development Goals set by the United Nations; the 

report of the International Panel on Social Progress; as well as the regulations on 

sustainability reporting and the GRI Standards, in accordance with which the companies 

included in the sample prepare their sustainability reports. 

The third chapter is the methodology chapter, in which the design of the study – 

including the sample, the data, the collection of data, as well as the choice of method – 

is depicted along with some ethical concerns. The presentation of the sample comprises 

short presentations of each of the companies included therein. In connection with the 

presentation of the data, I also discuss the validity and credibility of corporate documents 

and representations. The depiction of the research method is followed by arguments that 

justify my choice. The chapter ends with a discussion of the quality of the research. 

The fourth chapter comprises a presentation of the results of the research. The results 

from the originally qualitative data are presented both in a qualitative and a quantified 

format. The fifth chapter encompasses an analysis of the results in light of the research 

questions. The sixth and last chapter of the thesis contains a discussion of my conclusions 

and their implications, the limitations of the study as well as suggestions for future 

research. 
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1 The three dimensions of sustainability  

The concept of “sustainable development” was originally introduced to the global arena 

in 1987 when the World Commission on Environment and Development published a 

report called Our Common Future, also known as the Brundtland report (Pfister, 

Schweighofer & Reichel 2016). In the report, “sustainable development” was defined as 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs.” (World Commission on Environment and 

Development 1987, p. 43)  

The concept of “sustainable development” or “sustainability” is commonly depicted as 

comprising three “dimensions” or “pillars” that encompass social, environmental and 

economic factors or targets. The dimensions are often seen as individual, albeit 

connected and mutually supportive (Griessler & Littig 2005). The idea is typically 

illustrated as a Venn diagram with sustainability being located at the intersection of three 

circles representing social, environmental and economic factors. Alternative illustrations 

of the conception include social, environmental and economic factors being pictured as 

nested concentric circles or as distinct, literal “pillars” (see Figure 1). (Purvis, Mao & 

Robinson 2019) In the business context, the three-dimensional understanding of 

sustainability is often referred to as the “triple bottom line” – i.e. people, profit, and 

planet. (McWilliams, Parhankangas, Coupet, Welch & Barnum 2016) 

 

Figure 1 The three-pillar conception of sustainability 

Source: Adapted from Purvis, Mao and Robinson (2019) 



 6 

2.2 Social sustainability 

2.2.1 The concept of social sustainability 

Just like the broader concept of sustainability, ”social sustainability” is an open and 

dynamic concept with a definition that changes over time (Dempsey, Bramley, Power & 

Brown 2011). The question underlying the concept is “what are the social goals of 

sustainable development?” (Dempsey et al. 2011, p. 290) 

According to Boström (2012), the social dimension of sustainability is more challenging 

to define and integrate into sustainability strategies and projects than the environmental 

and economic dimensions of sustainability. The reason thereto has to do with framing 

issues as well as institutional and organisational factors. (Boström 2012) 

Boström (2012) views the concept of social sustainability as comprising both substantive 

aspects and procedural aspects. While the substantive aspects of social sustainability 

focus on the social goals of sustainable development, i.e. on improving social conditions 

for present and future generations, the procedural aspects of social sustainability focus 

on the means to achieve these goals as well as on the quality of the development process. 

According to Boström (2012), the former may have a detrimental effect on the latter –  

or as Vifell and Soneryd (2012, p. 25) put it; “if no actors explicitly addressing the social 

dimension are invited, this pillar is likely to remain weak.”  

The incorporation of social sustainability does, in other words, require that social 

stakeholders are invited to take part when, for instance, a sustainability strategy is being 

developed or a sustainability project is organised. Without any actors pushing for social 

sustainability, social goals and concerns may easily be overlooked. Strengthening the 

position of the social pillar requires the presence of actors representing the social 

dimension. (Vifell & Soneryd 2012) 

Vifell and Soneryd (2012) moreover suggest that, in addition to actively being addressed 

by actors, the social dimension of sustainability also needs to be addressed when 

strategies or projects are being framed to ensure that it is taken into consideration. A 

properly organised and balanced knowledge production may, however, compensate for 

a narrow framing of a strategy or project or for a lack of participants representing the 

social dimension, and thus prevent social sustainability from being overlooked. (Vifell & 

Soneryd 2012) 



 7 

2.2.2 Social sustainability as an outcome of organisational culture 

Some scholars suggest that social sustainability is an outcome of a certain type of 

organisational culture, i.e. the clan culture, which is associated with an emphasis on the 

social dimension of sustainability. There are, however, differences of opinion when it 

comes to the question of whether clan cultures merely foster social sustainability within 

the organisation (Linnenluecke, Russell & Griffiths 2009) or enhance sustainability 

outside the organisation as well (Dyck, Caza & Starke 2018). 

An organisation’s culture reflects the shared norms, assumptions, and values that govern 

the behaviour of the members of the organisation (Schein 1985). A clan culture is 

characterised by its flexibility-orientation and its focus on the internal environment of 

the organisation. Clan cultures are thought to focus on the development of human 

resources and social well-being, which, in turn, is expected to show as a greater emphasis 

on socially sustainable organising and outcomes. (Dyck, Walker & Caza 2019) 

Dyck, Walker and Caza (2019) studied the influence of organisational culture on 

organisational sustainability by examining the link between clan cultures and socially 

sustainable organising as well as socially sustainable outcomes. Dyck, Walker and Caza 

(2019) found that clan cultures had a higher emphasis on social sustainability than other 

cultures and significantly better social performance at the governance level. In terms of 

employee issues, clan cultures were, nevertheless, not associated with better internal 

social well-being. This was considered to be a possible consequence of a higher 

percentage of employee-related incidents being reported within clan cultures in 

comparison to other cultures, or alternatively, a result of the small sample. (Dyck, Walker 

& Caza 2019) 

2.2.3 The vagueness of the concept  

Unlike economic and environmental sustainability, social sustainability is more 

subjective and difficult to measure. Certain aspects of social sustainability, such as 

income equality and employment rates, are obviously measurable, whereas many others, 

such as well-being and quality of life, are not. Moreover, social sustainability often comes 

with excessively ambitious goals that create unrealistic expectations and result in great 

disappointment. The vague and subjective nature of social sustainability does, in turn, 

make social sustainability more difficult to legitimise. Global frameworks such as the 

United Nations Declaration of Human Rights and the United Nations Sustainable 
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Development Goals do, nevertheless, make it easier to justify the inclusion of social 

aspects in various sustainability strategies and projects. (Boström 2012) 

The concept of social sustainability is, in other words, rather vague and flexible. This 

feature may, on the one hand, facilitate communication between stakeholders with 

conflicting interests, but on the other hand, it requires the concept to be framed and 

interpreted “from time to time and place to place”. (Boström 2012) 

2.2.4 Different approaches to social sustainability 

In addition to Boström (2012), Boyer, Peterson, Arora and Caldwell (2016) also point to 

the vagueness of the concept that emanates from the great number of divergent 

interpretations causing challenges in understanding and managing social sustainability. 

Based on the existing sustainability literature, Boyer et al. (2016) identify five different 

approaches to the concept of social sustainability.  

The first approach considers social sustainability as a distinct objective separate from, 

and not constraining nor interacting with the economic or the environmental “pillars”. 

According to this interpretation, social sustainability “carries meaning independent of 

the other pillars or the broader concept of sustainability” (Boyer et al. 2016, p. 881). 

This “one-pillar” approach is criticised by, inter alia, Griessler and Littig (2005), who 

claim that it is created primarily to prioritise the environmental “pillar” at the expense 

of the social and economic ones. Other scholars, such as Dyck, Walker and Caza (2019), 

argue that the past sustainability research largely has focused on the economic “pillar”, 

primarily considering social and ecological sustainability as means or opportunities to 

enhance financial profit. As long as the primary focus lies on enhancing environmental 

and economic sustainability and social sustainability is seen as a distinct “pillar”, its 

meaning will shift along with the challenges and opportunities that economic and 

environmental imperatives face; it will be reduced to what is reasonable in pursuit of the 

primarily economic and environmental agendas. (Boyer et al. 2016) 

A second way of envisioning social sustainability is as a constraint upon economic and 

environmental imperatives. This may appear as the establishment of a unit for corporate 

social responsibility with the objective of considering the well-being of those who are 

affected by the organisation’s environmental and economic activities. According to this 

approach, addressing social issues can be said to serve as a constraint or a condition upon 

the economic and environmental activities of an organisation. (Boyer et al. 2016) 
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Yet another way of understanding social sustainability is as a pre-condition for economic 

and environmental sustainability. As per this approach, a robust stock of social capital 

may offset shortcomings in economic and environmental capital. (Boyer et al. 2016)  

Rather than just as a pre-condition for economic and environmental sustainability, social 

sustainability can also be interpreted as the stimulus – or the causal mechanism – for 

economic and environmental change. In many cases, the latter are stimulated by social 

progress and alternative ways of thinking, interacting, and governing. As an example, 

Boyer et al. (2016) mention how (social) changes in daily energy consumption practices 

can contribute to environmental change in terms of reduced energy production. 

The final interpretation of social sustainability as identified by Boyer et al. (2016) is a 

fully integrated approach to social sustainability as place-centred and process-oriented 

sustainability. This approach understands social, environmental, and economic 

imperatives as overlapping on a local level. Issues that in some place are labelled 

“economic” may, in other words, be labelled “social” in another place as different 

individuals in different places experience the same issue differently. In contrary to the 

four prior approaches to social sustainability that illustrated how the three separate 

“pillars” constraint or simulate each other, this approach represents a more integrated 

view of sustainability as a process of dialogue among individuals with intersecting social, 

economic, and environmental imperatives. (Boyer et al. 2016) 

Boström (2012) seems to advocate for an interpretation of social sustainability in line 

with the integrated approach as identified by Boyer et al. (2016). According to Boström 

(2012), the social dimension of sustainability often receives less attention than the 

environmental dimension due to the strong environmental roots of the concept of 

sustainability. The definition of sustainable development included in the Brundtland 

report of 1987 – i.e. “[s]ustainable development is development that meets the needs of 

the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs.” (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987, p. 43) – implies 

that sustainable development is about the conservation of resources. This is often 

considered desirable as far as the environment is concerned, but not necessarily when it 

comes to features of social sustainability. However, although the objectives of social and 

environmental sustainability appear to be rather conflicting than compatible, they are, 

in fact, inseparable and should be integrated with one another. (Boström 2012) 
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2.2.5 The integration of the social and environmental pillars 

Like Boström (2012), Murphy (2012) also advocates for a more profound integration of 

the social and environmental pillars by developing stronger links between them. Murphy 

(2012) proposes a framework consisting of four conceptual classifications – equity, 

participation, awareness for sustainability, and social cohesion – that all have both social 

and environmental implications. 

The policy objectives of equity refer to a fair distribution of welfare goods – such as water, 

nutrition and medicines – and opportunities in life, including educational and 

employment opportunities and freedom from discrimination. These policy objectives 

are, inter alia, linked to environmental objectives of reducing the consequences of 

climate change and pollution that are currently disproportionally and inequitably 

affecting economically developing countries and future generations. (Murphy 2012) 

The policy objectives associated with awareness for sustainability refer to attempts to 

raise the public’s awareness of sustainability issues and encourage sustainable consumer 

behaviour. The link to environmental imperatives appears in the nature of the initiatives 

endeavouring to raise awareness, which typically includes “green” marketing campaigns 

as well as environmental education and sustainable development programmes. (Murphy 

2012) 

As regards participation, the policy objectives comprise involving as many social groups 

in decision-making processes as possible. In addition to social inclusion, participation 

also enhances social cohesion and social sustainability as well as promotes 

environmental goals. It is assumed that people are more likely to support environmental 

reform when they are included in the decision-making process. (Murphy 2012) 

The concept of social cohesion has been defined in various ways, but the policy objectives 

related thereto seem to focus on enhancing peaceful coexistence. Social cohesion is 

mainly linked to environmental imperatives through policies or initiatives that 

simultaneously promote social cohesion and environmental objectives, such as 

“community cleanup” -initiatives. Moreover, the connection also appears in terms of 

environmental conditions threatening social cohesion, such as conflicts over access to 

nutrition, water, and fuel. (Murphy 2012) 

The content of the framework proposed by Murphy (2012) is quite similar to that of 

Dempsey et al. (2011), except for differences in the categorisation and terminology. 
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Dempsey et al. (2011) identify two main underlying dimensions of urban social 

sustainability; social equity and sustainability of community. A socially equitable society 

is characterised by its inclusiveness and accessibility. Individuals are allowed to 

participate in political, social and economic activities and have equitable access to 

necessary aspects of everyday life. Sustainability of community, on the other hand, is 

associated with social capital, social cohesion, and inclusion. It encompasses social 

interaction between residents of the community; the existence of – and participation in 

– activities and networks within the community; community stability in terms of net 

migration and turnover of individual residents; a sense of identification with – and pride 

in – the community; and perceived safety of the community (Dempsey et al. 2011). 

Although the dimensions that Dempsey et al. (2011) describe are underlying dimensions 

of urban social sustainability, they may as well hold true when it comes to social 

sustainability on a general level.   

2.2.6 Alternative ways of framing the concept 

The review of the social sustainability discourse indicates that the concept of social 

sustainability lacks a static, generally accepted definition. Instead, the interpretation of 

the concept seems to change over time and place. There are also differences of opinion 

regarding the relationship between the three “pillars” of sustainability. According to 

Boyer et al. (2016), some scholars view the “pillars” as separate, emphasising the need 

for addressing issues of social sustainability to prevent them from being upstaged by 

economic and environmental issues, whereas other scholars prefer a more integrated 

view of sustainability, claiming that the “pillars” are mutually supportive and 

inseparable.  

All in all, despite the lack of consensus on the definition and scope of social sustainability 

in the academic discourse, there are alternative ways of framing the concept. One can, 

for instance, use the Ten Principles of the United Nations Global Compact, to which I 

return below in section 2.3, or the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, to 

which I return below in section 2.4, as a framework. In this thesis, social sustainability is 

framed in accordance with the latter.  

2.3 The Ten Principles of the United Nations Global Compact  

“Corporate sustainability starts with a company’s value system and a principles-

based approach to doing business.” (United Nations Global Compact 2020b) 
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As stated in the citation above, sustainability starts with a company’s culture and values. 

Corporate sustainability calls for companies to commit to conducting business in a 

manner that – at the very least – meets their fundamental responsibilities in relation to 

human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption. Responsible companies never 

compromise their principles and values and acknowledge that harm in one area is not 

offset by good practices in another. (United Nations Global Compact 2020b) 

The Ten Principles of the United Nations Global Compact are a set of universally 

accepted principles covering human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption. 

The Ten Principles constitute the foundation for any company pursuing corporate 

sustainability and companies around the globe are being called on to align their 

strategies and operations with the said principles as well as to take action in pursuance 

of the attainment of the SDGs. In practice, this requires companies to identify, prevent, 

mitigate and account for any negative impacts or harm that their businesses may cause 

the environment or society as well as to establish a corporate culture of compliance and 

integrity. (United Nations Global Compact 2016) 

The Ten Principles of the United Nations Global Compact are derived from some 

fundamental conventions and declarations by the United Nations − the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, the International Labour Organization’s Declaration on 

Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, the Rio Declaration on Environment and 

Development, and the United Nations Convention Against Corruption − and can be 

divided into the following four categories: human rights; labour; environment; and anti-

corruption. The principles are as follows: 

1. “Businesses should support and respect the protection of internationally 

proclaimed human rights; and 

2. make sure that they are not complicit in human rights abuses. 

3. Businesses should uphold the freedom of association and the effective 

recognition of the right to collective bargaining; 

4. the elimination of all forms of forced and compulsory labour; 

5. the effective abolition of child labour; and 

6. the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation. 

7. Businesses should support a precautionary approach to environmental 

challenges; 

8. undertake initiatives to promote greater environmental responsibility; and 
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9. encourage the development and diffusion of environmentally friendly 

technologies. 

10. Businesses should work against corruption in all its forms, including extortion 

and bribery.” (United Nations Global Compact 2020b) 

As the world’s largest corporate sustainability initiative, the United Nations Global 

Compact plays an important role in relation to the achievement of the SDGs. By 

implementing the Ten Principles of the United Nations Global Compact, companies can 

avoid impeding the attainment of the SDGs and simultaneously directly or indirectly 

contribute to their realisation. (United Nations Global Compact, 2016) 

In order to attain corporate sustainability, companies first need to commit to doing 

business responsibly by, inter alia, respecting, implementing and supporting universal 

principles, such as the Ten Principles of the United Nations Global Compact. Once the 

business is aligned with the principles, companies can take further action to tackle the 

challenge of sustainable development and pursue opportunities that go beyond “doing-

no-harm” in support of the SDGs. (United Nations Global Compact, 2016) 

2.4 The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

2.4.1 The SDGs and social sustainability 

The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, encompassing 17 SDGs 

with 169 associated targets, was adopted by the member states of the United Nations in 

2015. The goals and targets in the 2030 Agenda constitute “a plan of action” in the 

following five critical areas; people, planet, peace, prosperity and partnership. (United 

Nations 2020b) 

Although some of the SDGs included in the 2030 Agenda are more directly related to 

social sustainability than others, each of the goals do – at least indirectly – have an 

impact on social sustainability. The connection between the SDGs and social 

sustainability is clearly illustrated in the categorisation that was developed by the Social 

Progress Imperative (2018) for the Social Progress Index (see Figure 2). In the 

categorisation, the SDGs are divided into three categories of indicators that all reflect 

social sustainability; basic human needs, foundations of well-being, and opportunity. 

(Social Progress Imperative 2018) 
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Figure 2 The Social Progress Index indicators 

Source: The Social Progress Imperative (2018) 

2.4.2 The SDGs and social sustainability within organisations 

Although all the SDGs either directly or indirectly can be linked to social sustainability, 

not all are, nonetheless, relevant in the light of this thesis. The focus of this thesis is on 

those goals and targets that individual companies can contribute to and that relate to 

promoting social sustainability within the organisation. 

Out of the 17 identified SDGs, I consider the following five to be of particular significance 

when examining social sustainability within organisations; SDG 3 “good health and well-

being”, SDG 4: “quality-education”, SDG 5: “gender equality”, SDG 8: “decent work and 

economic growth”, as well as SDG 10: “reduced inequalities” (see Figure 3). In this 

section, I am thus going to focus exclusively on these five goals as well as the targets 

associated thereto. 
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Figure 3 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

Source: Adapted from United Nations (2020c) 

The objective of SDG 3 is to “[e]nsure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all 

ages” (United Nations 2020b). The goal addresses major health priorities such as 

universal health coverage and universal access to vaccines and medicines. Furthermore, 

the goal emphasises the need for increased health financing and more research and 

development (United Nations 2020d). 

In the context of this research, targets 3.4 and 3.8 seem to be of particular relevance. The 

aim of target 3.4 is, among other things, to promote mental health and well-being. Target 

3.8 concerns achieving universal health coverage as well as universal access to essential 

health care services, vaccines and medicines (United Nations 2020d). Companies can 

contribute to the target – and SDG 3 in general – by, for example, providing their 

employees with health insurances and access to quality health care. 

The objective of SDG 4 is to “[e]nsure inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (United Nations 2020b). The goal 

addresses educational priorities including universal and equal access to quality 
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education and increased knowledge about sustainability issues. Moreover, the goal 

stresses the importance of increased supply of safe and inclusive education facilities as 

well as qualified teachers. (United Nations 2020e) 

As regards this research, targets 4.4 and 4.5 seem particularly relevant. Target 4.4 

concerns increasing the proportion of youth and adults with relevant skills for decent 

employment and entrepreneurship, whereas target 4.5 covers eliminating gender 

inequalities in education and promoting equal access to education at all levels for 

everyone (United Nations 2020e). By offering their employees education and training 

opportunities on equal terms, companies can keep the skills and knowledge of their 

workforce up-to-date and hence contribute to targets 4.4 and 4.5 as well as SDG4 in 

general. 

The objective of SDG 5 is to “[a]chieve gender equality and empower all women and 

girls” (United Nations 2020b). The goal addresses targets to eliminate inequalities and 

improve the position of girls and women by, inter alia, adopting policies and legislation 

as well as giving women access to information and communications technology and 

economic resources (United Nations 2020f). 

In light of this research, targets 5.4 and 5.5 in particular appear to be of relevance. Target 

5.4 covers the promotion of shared responsibility of unpaid childcare and domestic work 

within the family or household, whereas target 5.5 concerns ensuring women’s 

participation and equal leadership opportunities in political, economic and public life 

(United Nations 2020f). In order to contribute to the above-mentioned targets and SDG 

5 in general, companies can, inter alia, encourage male employees to stay home with their 

children as well as spur female employees to attend leadership training programmes and 

apply for managerial positions. 

The objective of SDG 8 is to “[p]romote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 

growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all” (United Nations 

2020b). The goal addresses priorities related to economic growth and decent work, 

including protection of labour rights, promotion of safe working environments, and 

elimination of forced labour (United Nations 2020g). 

In the context of this research, targets 8.7 and 8.8 seem especially relevant. However, 

also target 8.6 can be considered to be of relevance. The objective of target 8.6 is to 

substantially reduce the share of youth not in education, employment, or training and 
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should, according to the target, have been achieved by 2020. Whether the target was 

reached or not, companies can still contribute to further decrease the proportion of youth 

not in employment by offering students and young adults internship positions and 

summer jobs that both temporarily reduce the proportion of unemployed youth as well 

as give important experience that makes the youth more attractive on the job market in 

the future. 

Target 8.7 concerns the elimination of forced labour, modern slavery, human trafficking, 

and child labour, whereas target 8.8 covers the protection of labour rights and the 

promotion of safe and secure working environments (United Nations 2020g). 

Companies can contribute to SDG 8 – and targets 8.7 and 8.8 in particular – by 

implementing appropriate governance structures and systems for monitoring the supply 

chain as well as ensuring compliance with employment legislation within the 

organisation. 

The objective of SDG 10 is to “[r]educe inequality within and among countries” (United 

Nations 2020b). The goal addresses priorities in relation to the reduction of inequalities 

– both within and across countries – and emphasises the need to provide development 

assistance and financial flows to the least developed countries as well as reduce migrant 

remittance costs (United Nations 2020h). 

As regards this research, targets 10.2 and 10.3 appear to be of particular relevance. Target 

10.2 calls for empowering and promoting social, economic, and political inclusion of 

everyone regardless of status or personal characteristics, whereas target 10.3 relate to 

ensuring equal opportunity and a reduction of inequalities of outcome by, inter alia, 

promoting appropriate legislation, policies and practices (United Nations 2020h). In 

order to contribute to the above-mentioned targets and SGG 10 in general, companies 

can, inter alia, prepare plans for promoting non-discrimination and make efforts to 

create an inclusive working environment.  

The actors within the private sector are considered crucial to the implementation of the 

2030 Agenda as well as to the development of business solutions that are able to meet 

current and future sustainability challenges. They are thus assigned considerable 

responsibility for achieving the SDGs. Sustainability reporting is considered (and 

explicitly addressed in target 12.6 of SDG 12) as an important means for engaging the 

private sector in sustainable development. Sustainability reporting can both work as a 

way of initiating corporate action as well as assessing the contribution of the private 
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sector to the sustainable development goals. (GRI 2016) The topic of sustainability 

reporting will be further discussed in section 2.6. 

2.5 The International Panel on Social Progress 

The International Panel on Social Progress is a “bottom-up initiative” launched in 2015 

by a group of researchers who all shared an interest in studying ways of promoting social 

justice for a better society. The International Panel on Social Progress is supplementary 

to lots of ongoing efforts by various groups and organisations with which it is 

collaborating, such as the United Nations’ Agenda 2030 and its associated SDGs. (Bouin, 

Djelic, Fleurbaey, Kanbur, & Reis, 2018) This section covers the parts of the report 

“Rethinking Society for the 21st Century” by the International Panel on Social Progress 

that relate to the SDGs that were discussed in the previous section. 

In its report, the International Panel on Social Progress presents, inter alia, a compass 

for those who seek social progress. The foundation of the compass is based on the moral 

ideas of equal dignity and respect for pluralism as well as acknowledging the equal worth 

of human beings regardless of their personal characteristics and the diverging beliefs and 

convictions about religion, morality and ethics among people. (Richardson, Schokkaert, 

Bartolini, Brennan, Casal, Clayton, Jaeggi, Jayal, Kelbessa, Satz, Arrhenius, Campbell, 

Caney & Roemer 2018) 

Although the compass may be helpful in finding the best way towards social progress, 

two major shortcomings need to be highlighted. The first shortcoming relates to 

feasibility; the best path for social progress may not always be possible to follow due to, 

inter alia, a lack of resources. The second shortcoming concerns differences of opinion; 

there are nearly as many divergent views on the importance of various values and the 

most preferable principles of action for policy purposes as there are people. (Richardson 

et al. 2018) 

2.5.1 A compass for social progress 

There are several normative values and principles that should be considered when 

assessing social progress as well as whether a given proposal is likely to contribute to the 

progress. The compass sets out key values and principles that are of relevance for 

assessing social progress. The values and principles included in the compass are of such 

normative significance that cannot be derived from any other principles or values. The 
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values are relevant to all social domains, although to a different degree and with greater 

or lesser directness. (Richardson et al. 2018)  

2.5.1.1 Well-being 

One of the basic values that need to be considered when assessing social progress is well-

being (Richardson et al. 2018). As mentioned in the previous section, promoting well-

being also constitutes one of the aspirations of SDG 3 (United Nations 2020b). 

How should well-being be defined and measured? Some might find it natural to think of 

well-being in terms of what makes someone's life to go well. This is, however, quite a 

vague definition that makes well-being rather immeasurable, which complicates 

interpersonal comparisons with the objective of guiding distributive decisions. 

(Richardson et al. 2018) 

The report by the International Panel on Social Progress presents four different ideas of 

well-being; the resourcist conception, the hedonistic conception, the capability approach 

and the preference-based conception. The first three conceptions can be described as 

“objective” in that they define well-being using substantive and unvarying components, 

whereas the preference-based view is rather “subjective” as it allows every individual to 

fill their individual perception of well-being with different content. (Richardson et al. 

2018) 

The resourcist conception equals recourses with well-being. According to the conception, 

provided that all significant dimensions of well-being were for sale on the market, giving 

people the same level of resources and the freedom to use the resources as they choose 

would imply giving them equal opportunities for well-being. The conception is, 

nevertheless, not free of shortcomings. First of all, not all relevant dimensions of well-

being are for sale on the market. One can, for example, not buy health. Second, due to 

differences in the body characteristics and activities of people, giving them the same level 

of resources does not compare to providing them with equal opportunity for well-being. 

A person with serious disabilities will most likely not have the same opportunity for well-

being as someone without the said disabilities, even if both persons were provided with 

equal resources. (Richardson et al. 2018) 

The hedonistic conception suggests that individual well-being should be evaluated based 

on feelings of happiness. The approach has been criticised by social philosophers, 

including Dworkin, who claim that well-being cannot be defined exclusively based on 
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feelings of happiness, although it is an important dimension of individual well-being. 

(Richardson et al. 2018) 

According to the capability approach, what matters for well-being are the achievements 

that an individual manages to do or to be with a given amount of resources. What an 

individual can achieve in terms of, for example, being well-nourished, mobile and proud, 

is largely determined by personal and environmental characteristics. (Richardson et al. 

2018) Sen (1985) argues that well-being should not be described merely in terms of 

achieved functionings but suggests that a notion of freedom should be added so that well-

being is understood in terms of the capabilities that are accessible to the individual. The 

focus should, in other words, be on an individual’s capability to function and not on his 

or her actual functionings. (Sen 1985) 

The preference-based notion, which is the sole subjective conception of well-being 

presented in the compass, is based on judgments about what is a valuable life. It rests 

upon individuals’ personal preferences about what constitutes a good life while 

correcting for differences in aspirations. The attractiveness of the approach is dependent 

on the belief that idealised, individual preferences constitute an appropriate indicator of 

well-being, which, however, is far from obvious. (Richardson et al. 2018) 

2.5.1.2 Basic needs and the right to a decent minimum 

In addition to well-being, acknowledging basic needs and the right to a decent minimum 

is likewise significant for pursuing social progress and sustainability. This aspect has also 

been included in the compass by the International Panel on Social Progress. (Richardson 

et al. 2018). Acknowledging basic needs and the right to a decent minimum also forms 

part of SDG 3 in terms of ensuring healthy lives (United Nations 2020b) 

One of the most uncontroversial principles of social justice is the assertion that every 

individual has the right to a set of freedoms and resources enabling them to live a 

minimally decent life. Since the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

by the United Nations in 1948, every individual is considered to have certain rights 

against their state, the observance and respect of which is ultimately ensured by the 

international community. (Richardson et al. 2018) 

2.5.1.3 Equality of opportunity 

Apart from basic values and needs and the right to a decent minimum, social progress 

and sustainability also call for equal opportunities for everyone. This matter is discussed 
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under the headline “equality of opportunity” in the report by the International Panel on 

Social Progress. Equality of opportunity is also a crucial theme of SDGs 4 and 5, which 

aims at ensuring equal opportunities for education as well as achieving equality between 

genders. (United Nations 2020b) 

It is nearly universally agreed that open discrimination cannot be tolerated in a decent 

society. Non-discrimination and equality before the law can hence be seen as the 

narrowest interpretation of the notion of equality of opportunity. (Richardson et al. 

2018) 

There are many versions of the principle of equality of opportunity. Rawls (2001, p. 44), 

for example, advocates for a principle of fair equality of opportunity and claims that 

“those who have the same level of talent and ability and the same willingness to use 

these gifts should have the same prospects of success regardless of their social class of 

origin”. Dworkin also focuses on the distribution of goods and recourses available to each 

individual, but unlike Rawls, he distinguishes them from the choices that the individuals 

make. Dworkin highlights that all individuals should be held responsible for their 

choices, which, eventually, will determine the degree of success in their life. Equality of 

opportunity requires equalising both the transferable resources, such as wealth, and the 

non-transferable resources available to individuals by compensating for inequalities in 

non-transferable resources through reallocation of transferable resources. (Richardson 

et al. 2018) 

Roemer, on the other hand, emphasises the distribution of final outcomes but makes a 

distinction between factors for which individuals can be held responsible, such as their 

effort, and factors that are beyond their control, such as circumstances. According to 

Roemer, individuals should be compensated for the effect of factors that are beyond their 

control. Highly intelligent individuals should, for example, get the same outcome as their 

less intelligent fellows, provided that they exert equivalent levels of effort. (Richardson 

et al. 2018) 

Applying Roemer’s theory of equality of opportunity, society has the power of 

determining the content of “equality of opportunity” by choosing which circumstances 

individuals shall be compensated for. The content of the concept of “equality of 

opportunity” is thus dependent on the conception of circumstances and responsibility as 

adopted by society. Whereas holding people fully responsible for all circumstances will 

result in inequality in outcomes, not holding individuals responsible for any 
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circumstances (but compensating for them all) will result in equality of outcomes. 

(Richardson et al. 2018) 

Equality of opportunity – together with esteem and recognition – also has a share in 

achieving gender equality and empowering women and girls. Although esteem and 

recognition are important to most of us, they are of particular importance for 

“undervalued groups”, including women. Women often have to work harder than their 

male counterparts in order to achieve a certain level of recognition, and their abilities 

and achievements are often underrated. Women also tend to be paid less than their male 

colleagues for work of equal value, they are underrepresented in management positions, 

and they tend to bear disproportionate burdens of childcare and domestic work. 

Affirmative action for women and other minorities, including allowing women into 

management and other traditionally “male positions”, has shown to be effective in 

relation to challenging stereotypes, creating new role models, and incorporating their 

perspectives. (Richardson et al. 2018) 

Besides promoting gender-equal employment, promoting overall employment and 

decent work – which forms a part of SDG 8 (United Nations 2020b) – means yet another 

step towards social progress and sustainability. However, a promotion of employment 

and decent work will not be achieved by governments merely passing acts and 

declarations granting the right to decent work. In order to be effective, these rights will 

have to be properly implemented by, inter alia, governmental institutions. (Richardson 

et al. 2018) 

2.5.1.4 The realisation of rights 

According to the report by the International Panel on Social Progress, the realisation of 

human rights (and other rights) is dependent on all agents – i.e. individuals, nations, 

societies, governments, etc. – respecting the given rights as well as the equal dignity of 

individuals. The main responsibility of securing equal dignity and determining human 

rights for citizens in a way that is compatible with the local circumstances does, however, 

fall on governmental institutions. (Richardson et al. 2018)  

Governmental institutions have to determine and effectively realise both “positive” and 

“negative” (human) rights. The “positive” right to work, to equal pay, to just and 

favourable remuneration, as well as to form and join trade unions, for example, as stated 

in article 23 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights – (1) “Everyone has the right 

to work, to free choice of employment, [and] to just and favourable conditions of work 
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and to protection against unemployment”; (2) “Everyone, without any discrimination, 

has the right to equal pay for equal work”; (3) “Everyone who works has the right to 

just and favourable remuneration ensuring for himself and his family an existence 

worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social 

protection”; and (4) “Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the 

protection of his interests” (United Nations 2020i) – would, without the effort of 

governmental institutions to realise the said rights, merely be aspirational. (Richardson 

et al. 2018) 

The Declaration of Human Rights also include rights relating to the equality of all human 

beings. Article 1, for example, states that “All human beings are born free and equal in 

dignity and rights”. Moreover, article 2 states that “Everyone is entitled to all the rights 

and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, 

colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 

property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis 

of the political, jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which 

a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any 

other limitation of sovereignty”. (United Nations 2020i) These rights relate to the 

reduction of inequalities, which corresponds to the objective of SDG 10 (United Nations 

2020b), and are discussed in terms of distributive justice in the report by the 

International Panel on Social Progress. 

2.5.1.5 Distributive justice 

There are numerous different theories of distributive justice that all have different 

conceptions of what constitutes fair distribution and which values are to be distributed. 

In addition to their “distributional metrics”, theories of justice also differ in terms of their 

views of fairness – i.e. whether fairness should be determined based on equality of 

opportunity or based on equality of outcomes. (Richardson et al. 2018) 

Libertarians, for example, argue that an adequate degree of distributive justice can be 

reached through securing and respecting every individual’s basic rights. They 

particularly highlight the individual’s rights to economic liberty and hence consider the 

taxation of the rich for the benefit of the poor as unfair. Yet another way of building on 

basic human rights is to consider all people entitled to sufficient resources and freedoms 

to live a decent life. (Richardson et al. 2018) 
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According to the principle of equality of opportunity, distributive justice is 

fundamentally about everyone getting the same chances in life, regardless of their socio-

economic status. (Richardson et al. 2018) There are, however, several different versions 

of the principle as discussed in section 2.5.1.3 above. According to some, equality of 

opportunity means that those with the same level of talent, exerting the same level of 

effort should have the same prospects of success despite their socio-economic status. 

Others argue that equality of opportunity requires the availability of equal resources to 

everyone, but that it is ultimately the choices that each person makes that determine the 

degree of success in their life. Yet others claim that individuals should be compensated 

for the effect of factors that are beyond their control, such as poor circumstances, for 

which they cannot be held responsible. 

Not all principles of distributive justice are, however, related to the idea of fairness of 

opportunity. One version of egalitarianism, for example, equals distributive justice with 

equality within some – or all – of the following dimensions; subjective well-being, 

resources, capabilities, and preference-satisfaction. In the prioritarian view, on the other 

hand, “priority” is emphasised over “equality”. The underlying idea is that “benefiting 

people matters more from the point of view of justice the worse off these people are”. 

(Richardson et al. 2018, p. 59) 

Utilitarianism advocates for maximizing the aggregate well-being. While some argue that 

it has nothing to do with distributive justice, others claim that a conception of justice is 

reflected in the impartiality of giving equal importance to the levels of well-being of all 

people. (Richardson et al. 2018) 

Consequently, setting specific policies and practices that are linked to the different 

outcome goals requires an overview of the available knowledge and the existing 

constraints in relation thereto so that these can be taken into account and incorporated 

in the policies and practices in question. (Richardson et al. 2018)  

2.6 Sustainability reporting 

Sustainability reporting is a way for companies to assess, understand and communicate 

their social, environmental, economic and governance performance. Sustainability 

reports also include presentations of the organisation’s values and governance model as 

well as a demonstration of how its strategy is linked to its commitment to sustainability. 
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Sustainability reporting helps companies and organisations to set goals and manage 

change towards sustainability. (GRI 2020b) 

The sustainability reporting process requires organisations to identify and consider the 

influence of their business activities on issues of social, environmental and economic 

sustainability. Moreover, it also increases the transparency of the risks and opportunities 

that the organisations face, which, in turn, leads to better decision making and elevate 

the levels of trust within businesses and governments as well as with stakeholders. (GRI 

2020b) 

Sustainability reporting commonly comprise three dimensions; an environmental, a 

social, and an economic dimension. The environmental dimension of sustainability 

reporting encompasses information on an organisation’s material impacts on its physical 

environment; the surrounding air, land and water. The social dimension of sustainability 

reporting – which is the subject of the analysis in this thesis – includes information on 

an organisation’s impacts on its employees, contractors and subcontractors, (in terms of 

labour policies and human rights), its consumers (in terms of product responsibility), as 

well as on the community and society in general. The economic dimension of 

sustainability reporting comprises information on an organisation’s material financial 

impacts on its employees, communities, charities, governments, and other affected 

parties. (White 2016) 

2.6.1 Sustainability reporting in Finland  

In Finland, certain companies have a legal obligation to report on their non-financial 

information. According to chapter 3a, section 1 of the Finnish Accounting Act 

(1336/1997), large undertakings that are public-interest entities – i.e. listed companies, 

insurance companies, and credit institutions – with an average of more than 500 

employees during the previous financial year are obliged to provide a statement of non-

financial information. The term “large undertaking” is defined in chapter 1, section 4c of 

the Accounting Act (1336/1997) and refers to an entity exceeding at least two of the 

following three thresholds during the previous financial year and the one immediately 

preceding it; a net turnover greater than EUR 40 million, total assets of more than EUR 

20 million, and/or an average of more than 250 employees during the financial year. The 

reporting obligation is, in other words, only applicable to public-interest entities that, in 

addition to having an average of more than 500 employees during the financial year, also 



 26 

either has had a turnover greater than EUR 40 million or a balance sheet total of more 

than EUR 20 million during the previous two financial years (RP 208/2016 rd). 

The national legislation on reporting of non-financial information is based on the so-

called Non-Financial Reporting Directive (2014/95/EU), which was adopted by the 

European Parliament and the Council of the European Union on 22 October 2014 and 

entered into force on 6 December 2014. The necessary amendments to the Finnish 

Accounting Act (1336/1997) in order to align it with the directive were approved on 29 

December 2019 and entered into force on 31 December 2016. The regulations on 

statements of non-financial information in chapter 3a of the Accounting Act (1336/1997) 

were first applied to reports issued in 2018 that were prepared for the financial year 

ending on 31 December 2017. 

According to chapter 3a, section 2 of the Finnish Accounting Act (1336/1997), the 

statement of non-financial information shall include information on the entity’s policies 

regarding environmental matters, social and employee-related issues, human rights 

matters as well as anti-corruption and bribery matters. In addition to the above-

mentioned information, the reports shall also include information on the risks related 

thereto and how they are managed, a description of the entity’s business model, as well 

as non-financial key performance indicators that are of relevance to the entity’s business.  

The statement of non-financial information shall, according to chapter 3a, section 1 of 

the Accounting Act (1336/1997), be included in the reporting entity’s annual report. 

Alternatively, the information may be disclosed in a separate report in accordance with 

chapter 3a, section 5 of the aforementioned act.  

Although the legislation requires certain information to be disclosed, companies are 

allowed to decide themselves in what reporting format the disclosure is done. This 

element of flexibility aims at making the legislation respond to the divergent challenges 

of corporate social responsibility that occur in the different sectors that fall within its 

scope. (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland 2020) 

In chapter 3a, section 2 of the Finnish Accounting Act (1336/1997), it is further stated 

that the statement of non-financial information may be prepared in accordance with 

national, Union-based or international frameworks. The GRI standards, UN’s Global 

Compact Initiative and the ISO 26000 standard are, inter alia, mentioned as examples 

of applicable standards in the government proposal for the Act (RP 208/2016 rd).  
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2.6.2 Sustainability reporting in Sweden  

The Swedish Annual Reports Act (1995:1554) contains corresponding provisions on the 

obligation to report non-financial information as the Finnish Accounting Act 

(1336/1997). The Swedish implementation of Non-Financial Reporting Directive 

(2014/95/EU) is, however, wider than what is required in the directive.  

All undertakings that have exceeded more than one of the following three thresholds 

during the previous financial year and the one immediately preceding it; an average of 

more than 250 employees, a balance sheet total of more than SEK 175 million, and/or a 

net turnover of more than SEK 350 million, are obliged to provide a statement of non-

financial information under chapter 6, section 10 0f the Annual Reports Act (1995:1554). 

The Swedish reporting obligation thus applies to companies with an average of more 

than 250 employees instead of 500, which is the threshold required in the Non-Financial 

Reporting Directive (2014/95/EU). Moreover, the Swedish reporting obligation applies 

to all undertakings that are covered by the Annual Reports Act (1995:1554), the Annual 

Accounts Act for Credit Institutions and Securities Companies (1995: 1559) and the 

Annual Accounts Act for Insurance Companies (1995:1560), instead of merely listed 

companies, insurance companies and credit institutions. 

As earlier mentioned, the legislation on sustainability reporting does not require 

companies to prepare their statement of non-financial information under a certain 

framework. Despite the freedom of choice, all the companies included in the sample of 

this study happen to use the same framework – the GRI Standards – for preparing their 

sustainability reports.  

2.6.3 The GRI Standards 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is the most well-known framework for voluntary 

sustainability reporting worldwide (Brown, de Jong & Levy 2009). The GRI helps 

organisations to identify and communicate their impacts on critical issues relating to 

sustainability, such as human rights, climate change, social well-being and governance 

(GRI 2020c). Moreover, the GRI strives for empowering decision-makers worldwide to 

enhance sustainable development by means of its sustainability standards and multi-

stakeholder network. Its underlying vision is to integrate sustainability into every 

organisation’s decision-making process. (GRI 2016) 
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The GRI was established in 1997 (GRI 2020c) with the purpose of unifying the divergent 

reporting systems used at the time and creating a platform for a societal dialogue on 

corporate sustainability performance (Brown, de Jong & Levy 2009). The framework was 

initially developed as a response to the increasing requests for information about social 

and environmental performance received by companies; the irregular, inconsistent and 

incompatible reporting practices on social and environmental performance at the time 

being; and the increasing number of new guidelines and standards being introduced in 

the reporting field (Willis 2003). The underlying assumption was that information – and 

particularly standardised and comparable information that enables ranking and 

benchmarking – empowers stakeholders to require accountability from companies 

(Nikolaeva & Bicho 2011). 

The framework was built on the US financial reporting system (FASBI), but its scope was 

extended to cover also social and environmental performance apart from financial 

performance. The similarity to the FASBI was used by the GRI as a strategy for gaining 

legitimacy and acceptance. (Levy, Brown & de Jong 2010) Moreover, companies publicly 

claiming to be transparent, accountable and socially responsible were assumed to 

support the framework at the outset in order to gain competitive advantage, after which 

other companies would follow their lead (Nikolaeva & Bicho 2011).  

The GRI Standards represent global best practice for reporting on social, environmental 

and economic impacts caused by organisations and are intended to be applied on a 

globally consistent basis (GRI 2016). The objective of the GRI is to provide a framework 

for preparing sustainability reports with detailed guidelines setting out the structure and 

content of the reports (Reynolds & Yuthas 2008). The framework is considered to 

promote the rigour, comparability, auditability and general acceptance of sustainability 

reporting to levels equivalent to those of financial reporting (Willis 2003). 

The reporting process allows organisations to identify their impacts and disclose them 

in accordance with a standardised framework. This increases the transparency and 

accountability of the private sector, which, in turn, contribute to sustainable 

development by creating an enabling environment. The use of a standardised framework 

for reporting also increases the quality and the comparability of the disclosed 

information. Moreover, the information allows stakeholders to make informed decisions, 

express grievance, communicate with corporations and keep them accountable for their 

actions. (GRI 2016) 
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So far, the GRI has, however, neither achieved its goal of unifying the existing reporting 

systems nor managed to gain the support of a diverse set of organisations. The 

organisations currently adhering to the GRI are mostly large (multinational) 

corporations, financial institutions, business consultancies and accountancies, while 

relatively few non-governmental organisations and small- and medium-sized enterprises 

have incorporated the framework. (Levy, Brown & de Jong 2010) 

The GRI Standards consist of three universal standards that are used for reporting, inter 

alia, general disclosures about an organisation as well as its management approach. In 

addition to the universal standards, there are three topic-specific standards for reporting 

specific disclosures on economic, environmental and social topics. (GRI 2021) The Social 

Standards (the 400 series of the GRI Standards) are comprised of 19 standards that are 

used for disclosing information on an organisation’s material impacts on different topics. 

(GRI 2020d) 

In the light of the SDGs that were identified as affecting the internal social sustainability 

of organisations above in section 2.4.2, I consider disclosures on the following social 

topics to be of relevance for assessing the social sustainability of an organisation: GRI 

401: Employment; GRI 402: Labour/Management Relations; GRI 403: Occupational 

Health and Safety; GRI 404: Training and Education; GRI 405: Diversity and Equal 

Opportunity; GRI 406: Non-discrimination; GRI 407: Freedom of Association and 

Collective Bargaining; GRI 408: Child Labour; GRI 409: Forced or Compulsory Labour; 

GRI 412: Human Rights Assessment. (GRI 2020d) 
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3 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Methodological framework 

The methodological framework of this thesis is presented below in Figure 4. The 

framework, which Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2016, p. 124) call “the research 

onion”, illustrates the overall plan – or the design – of the research, including the 

ontological and epistemological positions as well as the research approach, strategy and 

methods applied in this study. 

 

Figure 4 Methodological framework 

Source: Adapted from Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2016, p. 124)  

The outer two layers of the onion depict the underlying research philosophy of this thesis. 

The third layer illustrates the approach to theory development and the fourth layer the 

methodological choice. The fifth and sixth layers depict the research strategy as well as 

the time horizon of the research. The seventh and last layer of the onion involves the 

sampling, data and the analysis of data. Each of the layers will be discussed in more detail 

below, starting from the outer two layers. 

3.2 Research philosophy 

Research philosophy refers to “a system of beliefs and assumptions about the 

development of knowledge” (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016, p. 124). Research 

philosophy contains assumptions about what constitutes human knowledge 
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(epistemology) as well as assumptions about the realities that the researcher is faced with 

in his or her work (ontology). These assumptions shape the researcher’s understanding 

of the research question, the choice of method as well as the analysis and interpretation 

of the findings. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

3.2.1 Epistemology 

Epistemology relates to the question of what is – or should be – considered as valid 

knowledge within a discipline. Different epistemological positions take different 

approaches to whether the natural and social sciences should apply the same methods as 

well as whether an external reality – i.e. a reality that is independent of people’s 

perceptions of it – exists or not. (Bryman & Bell 2015) 

Broadly speaking, epistemological considerations can be approached from two 

fundamental positions: the positivist position, which is affiliated with an objectivist view 

of reality, and the interpretivist position, which is associated with a subjectivist view of 

reality. The positivist position only acknowledges knowledge derived from the scientific 

method as valid and thus espouses the application of the same methods as in the natural 

sciences to the social sciences. The interpretivist position, on the other hand, indicates 

that since the objects of the social sciences fundamentally differ from those of the natural 

science, the study of social reality requires a different approach from that of the natural 

sciences – one that takes the subjective meaning and interpretive understanding of social 

action into account. (Bryman & Bell 2015) 

This thesis adopts a subjective, interpretivist epistemological position in order to 

understand how organisations perceive and promote social sustainability. According to 

this epistemological position, all knowledge is socially created and can thus not be 

separated from the researcher who created it (Merkl-Davies, Brennan & Vourvachis 

2011).  

3.2.2 Ontology 

Ontology is concerned with assumptions about the nature of reality (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill 2016). In its broadest sense, social ontology, which relates to the nature of 

social entities, can be divided into two divergent positions – objectivism and 

constructionism – based on whether the social world is viewed as an objective reality or 

as a subjective reality. (Bryman & Bell 2015) 
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Along with the objectivist and the constructivist position, a third ontological position 

needs to be brought up, namely the critical realist position. The critical realist position 

aims at explaining what we see and experience in terms of underlying structures that 

shape the observable reality. According to the critical realist approach, the reality is 

external and objective, yet inaccessible through our mere observations and knowledge of 

it. What is more, our understanding and interpretations of the external and independent 

reality are highly dependent on our social conditioning. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 

2016) 

The critical realist approach views the social world as consisting of different layers (see 

Figure 5). We are only able to experience the events that belong to “the empirical level” 

and that actually can be observed. These events merely constitute representations or 

manifestations of the reality. Critical realists claim that, in order to understand the social 

world, we cannot just accept the events that we can experience as the reality. Instead, we 

need to look for the underlying reality and the causal powers (social structures and 

mechanisms) that cause the phenomenon that we are experiencing. The focus of critical 

realist research is on explaining observable organisational phenomena by considering 

the underlying social structures and mechanisms that have shaped the phenomenon at 

issue. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

 

Figure 5 Ontological layers of critical realism 

Source: Adapted from Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2016, p. 139)  

This thesis adopts a critical realist ontological position. The adoption of a critical realist 

view of reality is justified considering the nature of the phenomenon of study – i.e. social 
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sustainability within organisations as presented in corporate reports. According to 

Atkinson and Coffey (2004), corporate documents are “social facts” as they are drawn 

up, shared and used within various social settings. Although it may be tempting to view 

corporate documentation as a source of knowledge about the underlying organisation, 

Atkinson and Coffey (2004) argue that, instead of as representations of the reality of the 

underlying organisation, corporate documentation should be viewed as forming a 

separate “documentary reality”, i.e. as having a distinctive ontological status.  

I agree with Atkinson and Coffey (2004) as to that corporate documentation cannot be 

considered as transparent representations of the underlying reality of an organisation, 

but I do not believe in a separate “documentary reality”. Instead, I consider corporate 

documentation and the reality that they communicate as forming part of “the empirical 

level” of reality, whereas the underlying decisions on what information to include in or 

leave out from the documentation as well as on how to present the information included 

in the documentation belong to “the actual level” of reality, and the legal reporting 

obligations and endeavours to build a favourable image of the company constitute the 

causal powers behind corporate documentation that form part of the “real level” of 

reality. 

3.3 Research approach 

There are three general research approaches, or approaches to theory building; the 

abductive approach, the deductive approach and the inductive approach. Inductive 

research starts with the collection and analysis of specific data from which the researcher 

seeks to develop general principles and build theory. Deductive research, on the contrary, 

starts with a general theoretical premise or hypothesis developed from theory, which the 

researcher seeks to prove or disprove in a specific empirical situation. Finally, abductive 

research is a combination of inductive and deductive research. In abductive research, the 

researcher moves back and forth between theory and data with the intention to test, 

modify or build theory. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

This thesis takes an abductive approach to the relationship between theory and research. 

In view of the purpose of the thesis – to gain an understanding of and generate theory 

about how social sustainability is perceived and promoted within organisations – I find 

it reasonable to adopt an approach in which theory is derived abductively in accordance 

with the research questions through a process of going back and forth between 

theoretical concepts and data. 
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3.4 Research method 

The variety of research methods can, on a general level, be divided into three categories: 

qualitative methods, quantitative methods and mixed methods. Qualitative methods are 

often associated with data collection techniques and data analysis procedures that 

generate or use non-numeric data, whereas quantitative methods are affiliated with 

techniques and procedures that generate or use numeric data. As the name suggests, 

mixed-methods constitute a combination – or mix – of elements of both qualitative and 

quantitative research. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

Mixed methods combining qualitative and quantitative elements are often used in 

business and management research designs. Qualitative data can, for example, be 

quantified or open questions can be included in questionnaires generating 

predominantly quantitative, numeric data. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

Mixed methods research is often used by researchers who identify as critical realists as a 

way of accommodating the interpretivist epistemology and the critical realist ontology 

through the combined use of qualitative and quantitative data. There are also several 

advantages of using a mixed-methods design. The use of mixed methods may, for 

example, promote the diversity of views, enhance or confirm the findings as well as 

increase the confidence in the conclusions. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

There are lots of ways in which qualitative and quantitative techniques and procedures 

can be combined into different variations of mixed methods research. The type of mixed 

methods design that is used in this thesis is called concurrent mixed-method research. 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

In concurrent mixed-method research, quantitative and qualitative methods are used 

simultaneously during the collection and analysis of data. In this way, using the design 

of a concurrent method is likely to provide a more comprehensive response to the 

research questions compared to the use of a mono-method design. (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill 2016) 

This thesis employs a concurrent mixed-method research design, yet prioritising 

qualitative research over quantitative research, by adopting a predominantly qualitative 

approach supplemented with quantitative data. This type of division is common for 

exploratory studies. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 
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3.5 Research strategy and time horizon  

Research strategy can be described as an overall plan of how the researcher will go about 

answering his or her research questions. The choice of research strategy should be guided 

by, inter alia, the researcher’s research questions, purpose and research objectives. 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

This thesis uses a documentary research strategy with an exploratory purpose. In terms 

of the time horizon of the research, a cross-sectional design is used, meaning that the 

aim of the research is to examine a specific phenomenon at a particular time. (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

A documentary research strategy involves the analysis of secondary documentary 

sources, including textual, visual and audio representations. Textual documents include, 

for example, emails, diaries, minutes of meetings, contracts, organisational reports and 

strategy documents, governmental reports, national statistics and articles. Visual and 

audio documents encompass different types of recordings, advertising posters, images, 

films and audio-visual communications. Due to the secondary nature of the documentary 

sources, it is important that the researcher is aware of the nature and the original purpose 

of the documents used in documentary research. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016) 

The documents may, inter alia, be analysed in order to reveal not merely what they 

contain and what is omitted as well as what facts are presented and emphasised and why, 

but also how they are used and circulated within organisations (Prior 2007). 

3.6 Sampling  

3.6.1 Sampling strategy 

The sample of this thesis was selected using a fixed, a priori purposive sampling strategy. 

Purposive sampling is a strategic way of sampling. It allows the researcher to sample 

units or cases that are of relevance to his or her research questions. Labelling a sampling 

strategy as fixed and a priori implies that the sample as well as the criteria for selecting 

the sample are established already at the outset of the research and do not change or 

evolve during the research. (Bryman & Bell 2015) 

There are different types of purposive sampling. The approach that was used for selecting 

the sample of this thesis is called generic purposive sampling. Generic purposive 

sampling represents a sampling strategy in which the sampling is conducted purposively 

with respect to the selection of the sample. The researcher establishes sampling criteria 
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to identify units or cases that are of relevance to his or her research questions from which 

the sample is selected. (Bryman & Bell 2015) 

Two criteria were employed for selecting the sample of this thesis. First, as the purpose 

of the research is to identify exemplars of corporate efforts that promote internal social 

sustainability, the units in the sample had to be exemplary in terms of social 

sustainability and sustainable human resource management. Second, to get access to the 

information that is relevant to the research, the units in the sample had to publish reports 

on their sustainability policies and practices. Based on these criteria, I found it 

appropriate to select the sample from the companies included in the Corporate Knights’ 

Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations 2020 ranking.  

3.6.2 Sample 

Out of the companies included in the Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations 2020 

ranking, I decided to further limit the sample to only comprise the Finnish and Swedish 

companies. The decision was made based on the fact that I am somewhat familiar with 

the societal context and the legal environment in which the said companies operate, and 

I believe that it makes me better placed to develop a thorough understanding of their 

corporate policies and practices. Moreover, the reason for choosing both Finnish and 

Swedish companies, instead of Finnish companies only, was to get a large enough sample 

for the study. 

The companies included in the Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations 2020 ranking 

have been identified as top-performing companies within their industry based on how 

they are scored on 21 sustainability key performance indicators including, inter alia, 

employee management. Moreover, the general eligibility criteria employed for the 2020 

rankings were that the companies have to be publicly listed and that their gross revenue 

had to exceed $PPP -currency $1 billion during the financial year of 2018. (Corporate 

Knights 2020a). This implies that the Finnish and Swedish companies included in the 

listing are rather sizable and thus likely to exceed the national legal thresholds for the 

obligation to report on non-financial information. 

The Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations 2020 ranking includes a total of nine 

companies from Finland and Sweden, of which six are Finnish and three are Swedish. 

The Finnish companies included in the ranking, from the highest-ranked to the lowest-

ranked company, are Neste Oyj, Outotec Oyj, UPM-Kymmene Oyj, Kone Oyj, Metso Oyj, 

and Kesko Oyj, and the Swedish companies included in the ranking, from the highest-
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ranked to the lowest-ranked company, are H&M Hennes & Mauritz AB, 

Telefonaktiebolaget LM Ericsson, and Skandinaviska Enskilda Banken AB. (Corporate 

Knights 2020b).  

Neste Oyj is a Finnish refining company that produces and refines oil products and 

renewable products. Neste Oyj is domiciled in Espoo, Finland. The Neste Group operates 

in 11 countries – i.e. Finland, Estonia, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Russia, 

Singapore, Sweden, Switzerland, and the USA – and has productions in three of them 

(Finland, the Netherlands and Singapore) as well as in Bahrain. In the financial year 

2019, the revenue of Neste Oyj was MEUR 9,893 and its operating result was MEUR 617. 

During the financial year 2019, Neste Oyj had an average of 5,474 employees. (Neste Oyj 

2020) Neste Oyj was ranked 3rd in the 2020 Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations 

ranking (Corporate Knights 2020b).   

Outotec Oyj, nowadays Metso Outotec Oyj, is a Finnish company that provides 

services and technologies for the minerals processing and metals refining industry. 

During the financial year 2019, Outotec Oyj was domiciled in Espoo, Finland, but the 

company later moved its domicile to Helsinki, Finland. In 2019, the Outotec Group 

operated in 41 countries across six continents. In the financial year 2019, the sales of 

Outotec Oyj amounted to MEUR 36.6, but the company had a negative operating result 

of MEUR -66.2. During the financial year 2019, Outotec Oyj had an average of 133 

employees. (Outotec Oyj 2020) Outotec Oyj was ranked 18th in the 2020 Global 100 Most 

Sustainable Corporations ranking (Corporate Knights 2020b).   

On 4 July 2019, the Boards of Directors of Metso Oyj and Outotec Oyj signed a demerger 

plan and a combination agreement, pursuant to which Metso Oyj’s minerals business 

would transfer to Outotec Oyj. On 29 October 2020, Metso Oyj’s Extraordinary General 

Meeting approved the demerger plan and resolved on the partial demerger in accordance 

with it. Simultaneously, the Extraordinary General Meeting also decided to amend Metso 

Oyj’s articles of association, changing the business name of the company to Neles Oyj. 

The partial demerger was registered at the Finnish Trade Register on 30 June 2020. In 

combination with the implementation of the demerger, Outotec Oyj became Metso 

Outotec Oyj. (Kauppalehti 2020a; Arvopaperi 2020) The partial demerger of Metso Oyj 

into Outotec Oyj does, however, not affect the sample or data, as the data I am using is 

from the financial year 2019 and the demerger was not implemented until 30 June 2020. 
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UPM-Kymmene Oyj is a Finnish company within the forest-based bioindustry that 

operates across the following business areas: UPM Biorefining, UPM Energy, UPM 

Specialty Papers, UPM Communication Papers, UPM Raflatac, and UPM Plywood. 

UPM-Kymmene Oyj is domiciled in Helsinki, Finland. The UPM Group operates in 46 

countries across six continents. In the financial year 2019, the sales of UPM-Kymmene 

Oyj amounted to MEUR 2,318 and the company’s operating result was MEUR 277. 

During the financial year 2019, UPM-Kymmene Oyj had an average of 3,070 employees. 

(UPM-Kymmene Oyj 2020) UPM-Kymmene Oyj was ranked 24th in the 2020 Global 100 

Most Sustainable Corporations ranking (Corporate Knights 2020b).   

H&M Hennes & Mauritz AB – often referred to as just H&M - is a Swedish company 

and one of the leading fashion companies worldwide. H&M Hennes & Mauritz AB is the 

parent company of the H&M Group, which includes H&M, H&M HOME, COS, Weekday, 

Monki, & Other Stories, ARKET, Afound, and Sellpy. H&M AB is domiciled in 

Stockholm, Sweden. As of 30 November 2019, the H&M Group had 5,076 stores in 61 

countries worldwide. In the financial year 2019, the net sales of H&M AB amounted to 

MSEK 4,475 and the company’s operating result was MSEK 4,138. During the financial 

year 2019, H&M AB employed 11,221 persons on average. (H&M Hennes & Mauritz AB 

2020) H&M AB was ranked 27th in the 2020 Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations 

ranking (Corporate Knights 2020b).   

Kone Oyj is a Finnish company that operates within the elevator and escalator industry. 

Kone Oyj provides and installs elevators, escalators and automatic building doors, as well 

as offers solutions for maintenance and modernisation. Kone Oyj is domiciled in 

Helsinki, Finland and the company’s head office is situated in Espoo, Finland. The Kone 

Group has operations in 64 countries. In the financial year 2019, the sales of Kone Oyj 

amounted to MEUR 684.5 and the company’s operating result was MEUR 151.1. During 

the financial year 2019, Kone Oyj had an average of 1,053 employees. (Kone Oyj 2020) 

Kone Oyj was ranked 32nd in the 2020 Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations 

ranking (Corporate Knights 2020b). 

Telefonaktiebolaget LM Ericsson – generally known as Ericsson – is a Swedish 

company that operates within the telecommunication industry providing Information 

and Communication Technology (ICT) to service providers. The company is domiciled 

in Stockholm, Sweden with headquarters in Kista. The Ericsson Group conducts business 

in more than 180 countries. In the financial year 2019, Ericsson had a negative operating 

result of MSEK -9,679. The net sales and the operating result of the Ericsson Group were, 
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however, positive. During the financial year 2019, Ericsson employed 322 persons on 

average. (Ericsson 2020) Ericsson was ranked 52nd in the 2020 Global 100 Most 

Sustainable Corporations ranking (Corporate Knights 2020b).   

Metso Oyj, nowadays Neles Oyj, is a Finnish company that offers equipment and 

services to the mining, aggregates, recycling and process industries. Metso Oyj’s name 

was changed to Neles Oyj in connection with the implementation of the partial demerger 

of the company on 30 June 2020 (Kauppalehti 2020a). In 2019, Metso Oyj was 

domiciled in Helsinki, Finland, but the company later moved its domicile to Vantaa, 

Finland. In 2019, Metso Group conducted business in over 50 countries. In the financial 

year 2019, the sales of Metso Oyj amounted to MEUR 19.37, but the company had a 

negative operating result of MEUR -34.83. During the financial year 2019, Metso Oyj 

employed 125 persons on average. (Metso Oyj 2020) Metso Oyj was ranked 66th in the 

2020 Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations ranking (Corporate Knights 2020b).   

Skandinaviska Enskilda Banken AB – often referred to as SEB – is a Nordic 

financial services group domiciled in Stockholm, Sweden. The SEB Group operates in 

some 20 countries. In the financial year 2019, SEB AB had an operating result of MSEK 

21,752 and an average of 9,855 employees. (Skandinaviska Enskilda Banken AB 2020) 

SEB was ranked 73rd in the 2020 Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations ranking 

(Corporate Knights 2020b).   

Kesko Oyj is a Finnish retailing conglomerate that operates in the grocery trade, 

building and technical trade, as well as car trade industries. Kesko Oyj is domiciled in 

Helsinki, Finland. The Kesko Group has operations in the following eight countries: 

Finland, Sweden, Norway, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Belarus. In the 

financial year 2019, the net sales of Kesko Oyj amounted to MEUR 5,776 and the 

company had an operating result of MEUR 293.4 During the financial year 2019, Kesko 

Oyj employed 7,138 persons on average. (Kesko Oyj 2020) Kesko Oyj was ranked 99th in 

the 2020 Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations ranking (Corporate Knights 2020b).  

In order to facilitate an overview of the sample, the information on the companies 

presented above has been gathered and summarised in Table 1 below. The columns 

“Sales”, “Operating result” and “Employees (avg.)” show information both on parent 

company and group level, although the subsequent analysis will focus merely on the 

parent companies. The information shown in the table is for the financial year 2019. 
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Table 1 Sample summary 

Sources: Kauppalehti (2020b); Neste Oyj (2020); Outotec Oyj (2020); UPM-Kymmene Oyj (2020); H&M 

Hennes & Mauritz AB (2020); Kone Oyj (2020); Ericsson (2020); Metso Oyj (2020); Skandinaviska 

Enskilda Banken AB (2020); Kesko Oyj (2020) 

3.7 Data  

The data of this thesis consists of compiled secondary data in the form of corporate 

documentation (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016). The primary object of the analysis 

is the non-financial information on corporate sustainability performance for the 

financial year 2019, which at the time being is the latest available information published 

by the companies in the sample. As was stated above in section 2.6, the statements of 

non-financial information may either be included in the reporting entities’ annual 

reports or the information may be disclosed in a separate report.  

All the companies in the sample issued statements of non-financial information – or 

sustainability reports – for the financial year 2019. The sustainability reports were either 

stand-alone reports or part of the annual reports of the companies. The sustainability 

reports included information on environmental, economic and social sustainability and 

the length of the reports varied between 9-101 pages. The sustainability report of Metso 

Oyj was the shortest one (9 pages), whereas the sustainability report of Outotec Oyj was 

the lengthiest one (101 pages). The sustainability reports were all prepared under the 

GRI Standards.  

In addition to the sustainability reports, the data also comprises chosen parts of the 

annual reports of the companies; i.e. the message from the CEO/President/Chair and the 

report by the Board of Directors. According to chapter 3, section 1 of the Finnish 
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Accounting Act (1336/1997), all public limited liability companies are obliged to prepare 

and publish an annual report for each financial year. Correspondingly, all limited liability 

companies have a similar obligation under chapter 6, section 1 of the Swedish Accounting 

Act (1999:1078). All of the companies in the sample hence issued annual reports for the 

financial year 2019 in compliance with the said provisions. 

Besides publishing an annual report and a statement of non-financial information, 

Finnish or foreign entities that have issued a security shall, according to chapter 7, 

section 7 of the Finnish Securities Markets Act (746/2012), include a corporate 

governance statement in the annual report or as a separate report. Likewise, according 

to chapter 6, section 6 of the Swedish Annual Reports Act (1995:1554), limited liability 

companies whose transferable securities are traded on a regulated market shall prepare 

a corporate governance statement either as a part of the annual report or as a stand-alone 

report. Consequently, the obligation to issue a corporate governance statement applies 

to all companies in the sample. 

The statutory obligation of Finnish and Swedish companies to issue a corporate 

governance statement is supplemented by the norms and recommendations for good 

corporate governance for listed companies included in the Finnish and the Swedish 

Corporate Governance Codes. Both the Finnish and the Swedish Corporate Governance 

Codes are built upon the “comply or explain” principle, meaning that all listed companies 

shall comply with their recommendations unless they have a good reason to depart from 

an individual recommendation. (Securities Market Association 2020; Swedish Corporate 

Governance Board 2020) 

The Finnish and the Swedish Corporate Governance Codes both provide that companies 

shall define and report the principles concerning the diversity of their Boards of 

Directors in their corporate governance statements. The Swedish Corporate Governance 

Code even contains a ready-to-use policy provision in rule 4.1: “The board is to have a 

composition appropriate to the company’s operations, phase of development and other 

relevant circumstances. The board members elected by the shareholders’ meeting are 

collectively to exhibit diversity and breadth of qualifications, experience and 

background. The company is to strive for gender balance on the board” (Swedish 

Corporate Governance Board 2020, p. 17). The recommendations regarding the diversity 

policy of the Board of Directors in both the Finnish and the Swedish Corporate 

Governance Code are based on Article 20(1)(g) of the Non-Financial Reporting Directive 

(2014/95/EU), according to which “a description of the diversity policy applied in 
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relation to the undertaking's administrative, management and supervisory bodies with 

regard to aspects such as, for instance, age, gender, or educational and professional 

backgrounds, the objectives of that diversity policy, how it has been implemented and 

the results in the reporting period” shall be included in the corporate governance 

statement. 

As expected, all of the companies in the sample included a section on the diversity 

policies of their Boards of Directors in their corporate governance statements for the 

financial year 2019, which are also reviewed as part of the data. The corporate 

governance statements were either published as part of the annual reports or as stand-

alone reports.  

All the data used in this thesis is publicly available. The annual reports, sustainability 

reports and corporate governance statements of the companies can be downloaded from 

the company websites. 

3.7.1 The nature of the data 

All documents are written for a reason. Whenever interpreting documents, it is thus 

important to examine both the context in which the documents are written as well as for 

whom they are written. Sustainability reports, for example, are written for external, 

public consumption in order to fulfil a legal obligation while simultaneously serving as 

self-representations and as a means for creating versions of reality and building 

favourable images of a company. Moreover, it is worth noting that sustainability reports 

and other corporate documentation tend to be written in light of the kind of readership 

that the author is expecting or writing for. Against this, it is important to realise that 

corporate documentation cannot be taken as simply reflecting the underlying reality of 

an organisation. (Atkinson & Coffey 2004)  

Sustainability reporting has been criticised for its absence of credible and verifiable 

information by a number of scholars (Laufer 2003), and as Lydenberg (2002, p. 61) 

notes; “[a]lthough an increasing number of corporations publish environmental and 

health and safety reports, many are simply token efforts – greenwashing – and few 

address the full range of social issues necessary to assess adequately a corporation’s 

behaviour”.  Bryman and Bell (2015) also emphasise that although publicly available 

corporate documents are important sources for business research, one should not blindly 

rely on these corporate representations. Such documents naturally reflect the 
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perspective of the author and cannot be considered to provide perfectly objective 

accounts of the circumstances. (Bryman & Bell 2015)  

In line with Bryman and Bell (2015), proponents of legitimacy theory such as Deegan 

(2002) and O’Donovan (2002) propose that social and environmental disclosures, in 

general, are made to legitimise an organisation’s operations; to (re)gain legitimacy, to 

maintain the current level of legitimacy, or to defend threatened legitimacy. Social and 

environmental disclosures also constitute ways for organisations to manage their image 

through “greenwashing” (i.e. conveying a false impression that a company or its products 

are more sustainable than they in fact are) and “bluewashing” (i.e. enhancing their image 

through the association with the United Nations) (Laufer 2003). Disclosures are mainly 

issued with the objective of improving corporate reputation and gaining credibility 

among stakeholders (Adams 2002).  

Corporate documentation does not consist of transparent descriptions of the social 

reality of an organisation and should not be considered as direct representations about 

it. However “official” a corporate document seems, it cannot be treated as evidence of 

what it reports. (Atkinson & Coffey 2004) The integrity of corporate representations 

should thus not be taken on trust (Laufer 2003).  

3.7.2 Coding the data 

The categories for coding the data were derived in an abductive manner. To begin with, 

an initial set of analytical themes and categories were derived from the research 

questions and the applicable theory. Later on, as additional categories emerged as a 

result of moving back and forth between theory and data, the new categories were added 

to the set of initial categories. Table 2 shows the final set of codes that were used in the 

coding and interpretation of the data as well as how the categories are linked to the GRI 

Social Standards.  

The coding scheme is built based on the SDGs and their related targets. As a rule, each 

target constitutes a separate coding category. The last category does, however, comprise 

both target 10.2 and 10.3, as they are rather overlapping. The category called “Other” 

entails data that is not directly related to any other category, yet relevant to answering 

the research questions, as well as data that relate to multiple categories and thus cannot 

be assigned to any single category. 
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Table 2 Analytical categories 

The data in the sustainability reports as well as the above in section 3.7 mentioned parts 

of the annual reports and the corporate governance statements of each company was 

coded in separate Excel spreadsheets. The data that was coded included text, graphs, 

tables, and figures (i.e. pictures, drawings and other visualisations). Because of the 

limited length of this thesis and the many ways in which a photo can be interpreted, I 

decided not to include photos in the set of coded data nor in the analysis. 

After the qualitative data had been coded, the data was quantified by counting the 

numbers of sentences, graphs, tables and figures that had been assigned to each coding 

category. The combination of quantitative and qualitative data did, inter alia, make it 

possible to confirm some of the findings that were derived from the qualitative data by 

means of the quantitative data. 

3.7.3 Approaches for the analysis of data 

Content analysis is a popular approach that is often used for the analysis of texts and 

documents (Bryman & Bell 2015). Krippendorff (2004, p. 18) has defined content 

analysis as “a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts 

(or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use”.  

Qualitative content analysis aims to construct meaning in and of texts or documents by 

identifying and extracting underlying categories and themes in the texts or documents 

that are subject for the analysis. Although the process of extracting the themes and 
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categories is often left implicit, the extracted categories and themes tend to be illustrated 

with brief quotations from the analysed material. (Bryman & Bell 2015) Showing data in 

terms of quotations is a way for the researcher to present evidence for his or her 

assertions. It is, however, important to maintain a balance between showing data and 

interpreting data. (Pratt 2008) 

This thesis uses a predominantly qualitative content analysis approach. The qualitative 

data will, however, be supported by quantitative data to supplement the overall analysis 

and findings and increase the confidence in the conclusions. The quantitative data will 

be derived from the originally qualitative data and will be used to quantify the content of 

the texts or documents in relation to the categories that have emerged in connection with 

the qualitative content analysis.  

Merkl-Davies, Brennan and Vourvachis (2011) present three different approaches that 

are particularly intended for the analysis of corporate reporting, namely content analysis, 

interpretive text analysis, and critical text analysis. The said approaches are all associated 

with different research positions. The content analysis approach is typically conducted 

within the positivist research tradition and is driven by an objectivist epistemological 

stance, while the interpretive text analysis and the critical text analysis approaches are 

driven by a subjective epistemological stance. The interpretive text analysis approach is 

conducted within the social constructivist tradition, whereas the critical text analysis 

approach is conducted within the critical tradition. The taxonomy derived by Merkl-

Davies, Brennan and Vourvachis (2011) is, however, not rigid or absolute and the authors 

acknowledge that overlaps – especially between the interpretive and critical text analysis 

approaches – occasionally occur (Merkl-Davies, Brennan & Vourvachis 2011).  

I find it confusing that Merkl-Davies, Brennan and Vourvachis (2011) refer to the 

approaches included in the taxonomy as content and text analysis approaches, although 

they do not mention any disparities between the objects of the analysis (i.e. content 

versus text). For the sake of consistency, I will hereinafter refer to the approaches as 

content analysis, interpretive content analysis, and critical content analysis. I prefer 

using the word content to the word text as corporate reports and documentation consist 

of plenty of other content than mere text, such as figures, tables, graphs and pictures. 

Merkl-Davies, Brennan and Vourvachis (2011) argue that the choice of analysis approach 

should be guided by the epistemological, ontological and methodological stance of the 

researcher. Based on the epistemological, ontological and methodological positions of 
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this thesis, the choice of analysis approach is oriented towards a critical content analysis 

approach.  

The critical paradigm is associated with a subjectivist epistemology, a critical realist 

ontology and a qualitative methodology. Moreover, critical content analysis research 

should aim at contributing to transforming or changing oppressive realities. (Merkl-

Davies, Brennan & Vourvachis 2011).  

The purpose of this thesis does, however, not correspond to the purpose assigned for 

research adopting a critical content analysis approach, but better matches with that of 

interpretative content analysis, which is to understand and describe social reality. 

(Merkl-Davies, Brennan & Vourvachis 2011). Nonetheless, as overlaps between the 

interpretive and critical text analysis approaches seem to be accepted, I will use a critical 

content analysis approach to analyse the data, yet without the primary aim of challenging 

status quo but with the purpose of understanding and explaining a social phenomenon.  

3.8 Quality of the research 

The quality of critical content analysis is evaluated based on trustworthiness, 

authenticity, and transformation (Merkl-Davies, Brennan & Vourvachis 2011). As this 

study applies an adapted approach of critical content analysis that does not attempt to 

challenge status quo, transformation – in terms of the researcher’s need to demonstrate 

how his or her research challenges status quo and/or enables change – cannot be 

considered as an appropriate evaluation criterion. The quality of this research should 

thus merely be evaluated based on trustworthiness, which is concerned with the 

establishment of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, as well as 

authenticity (Merkl-Davies, Brennan & Vourvachis 2011). 

Credibility involves demonstrating the truth of the research findings. Transferability, on 

the other hand, entails demonstrating that the research findings are applicable not only 

in the context at issue but also in other contexts. Dependability concerns demonstrating 

the consistency and replicability of the research findings, and confirmability involves 

illustrating the linkage between the analysis and the findings so that the reader can 

confirm the adequacy of the findings (Merkl-Davies, Brennan & Vourvachis 2011). 

In order to establish the credibility of this study, the data has been closely and repeatedly 

reviewed and analysed in a consistent and exhaustive manner. The transferability of this 

study, i.e. the ability of the research findings to be transferred to other contexts and 
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settings, has been enhanced by means of providing a detailed description of the research 

setting. Moreover, the research process as well as the processes of data analysis and 

forming the conclusions have been transparently described and the descriptions have 

been complemented with graphs and tables in order to ensure the dependability of the 

study. Lastly, in order to establish confirmability, the reasoning behind the 

interpretations has been thoroughly described and quotations from the data have been 

used to provide evidence in support of the findings. 

Authenticity is concerned with acknowledging the epistemological and political stance of 

the researcher. The researcher needs to acknowledge his or her subjectivity by means of 

self-reflection and being transparent about how his or her values, biography and 

personal or political beliefs influence the findings. (Merkl-Davies, Brennan & Vourvachis 

2011) In order to establish the authenticity of this study, the epistemological and 

ontological positions adopted in the research have been disclosed in section 3.2 above 

and the influence of my background on the research findings has been considered in the 

discussion in section 6. 
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4 RESULTS  

4.1 Promoting social sustainability 

4.1.1 Good health and well-being 

4.1.1.1 Mental health and well-being 

Although most of the companies emphasise the importance of good health and well-

being at the workplace, only a few report having taken concrete measures in order to 

promote mental health and well-being. The quotations below from the corporate reports 

of Neste Oyj, H&M AB and SEB AB (in the said order) illustrate the companies’ attitudes 

towards employee well-being. 

“Wellbeing and caring are of utmost importance to us, and one of our renewed values.”  

“We are committed to creating healthy and safe workplaces that contribute to the wellbeing of our 

employees and customers.” 

"SEB works long term and preventively to offer a safe and sound workplace to ensure employee 

well-being and a healthy work-life balance.” 

Among the companies that report concrete measures directly intended at promoting 

well-being among their employees are Outotec Oyj, UPM-Kymmene Oyj, Kone Oyj and 

Kesko Oyj. Outotec Oyj reports promoting well-being by supporting employees’ sports 

and well-being activities through, for instance, sports clubs organised by the personnel 

association. The company also offers employees various benefits, such as life insurances, 

health care and retirement provisions. UPM-Kymmene Oyj, on the other hand, reports 

using e-learning training sessions to cover well-being topics and has launched several 

health and wellbeing initiatives. The specifies of the initiatives are, however, not 

disclosed in more detail.  

Kone Oyj sees well-being as consisting of a physical, mental and social dimension.  

“KONE has a global framework and program for employee well-being. For us, employee well-being 

is being physically, mentally and socially healthy. In the context of work and career, it is about 

living a balanced life.” 

The company’s global programme for employee well-being, called Elevate your health, is 

in place throughout the organisation in all its units. The programme, which aims at 

increasing awareness of ways in which well-being can be maintained and improved, is 

structured around a global calendar and covers topics such as muscle care and weight 
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loss initiatives, as well as the significance of nutrition, sleep, physical activity and taking 

care of one’s mental well-being. 

Kone Oyj also reports offering a learning package for leaders with the purpose of 

developing their abilities to manage the well-being of their teams. The learning package 

comprises a short guide, an e-learning and a toolkit. In addition, Kone Oyj has 

introduced a network of volunteer well-being champions in selected pilot locations in 

order to raise awareness on well-being topics and make sure that all employees are 

familiar with the support that is available to them. 

Kesko Oyj reports taking a preventive approach to managing employee well-being 

through a variety of proactive development measures planned based on the results from 

surveys of personnel satisfaction and well-being. 

“Personnel satisfaction and wellbeing are measured, and development measures are planned at 

various organisational levels based on the results. Proactive management of personnel wellbeing 

and working capacity is used to reduce the number of absences due to sickness and to prevent 

occupational injuries and premature retirement due to disability.” 

Kesko Oyj has recently modernised its work environments across Finland. Along with 

the new modern facilities and space solutions that support personnel well-being, the 

company has also promoted tools and solutions enabling open and collaborative work as 

well as increased physical activity. 

Manager competence in relation to wellbeing and working capacity has also been 

increased within the company. In addition, trainings focusing on developing self-

management and interaction skills, such as time management, networking, self-

management, influencing and negotiating skills, as well as various programmes with a 

focus on health and wellbeing, including training in stress management, work-life 

balance and wellbeing, have been organised. 

In Finland, all Kesko Oyj employees are subject to statutory pension security, statutory 

insurance against occupational injuries and diseases as well as benefits in relation to 

parental leaves. Furthermore, occupational health care services, retirement and 

rehabilitation benefits, shopping benefits in the K Group stores and the possibility for 

private car leasing are offered to the employees. Kesko Oyj also supports leisure-time 

physical activity in all its operating countries. In Finland, employees are offered benefits 

for physical exercise, commuting and cultural activities as well as wellbeing services. 
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4.1.1.2 Universal health coverage 

Kesko Oyj and Outotec Oyj are the only companies that report offering health care 

services for their employees. Outotec Oyj focuses on preventive health care and has 

external health care service partners in all the company’s operating locations that 

regularly conduct health checks to make sure that the employees are in good physical 

and mental shape. The company also offers its employees global health insurances that 

cover business travel and has additional health insurance complementing the national 

social security services in most of its operating countries. 

Like Outotec Oyj, the occupational health services offered by Kesko Oyj are also focused 

on preventive measures. Kesko Oyj uses the help of health care professionals to maintain 

a good working capacity among the employees and provide medical care. The company’s 

personnel are offered both online examinations and physical appointments for medical 

examinations at regular intervals.  

4.1.2 Lifelong learning opportunities 

The companies report a lot of different methods of training and ensuring relevant skills 

amongst their employees. Most of the companies utilise platforms for online learning, 

set regular goals and hold performance discussions with their employees as means of 

developing their workforce. Neste Oyj is the only company that does not disclose any 

details on the training and competence development programmes offered for the 

personnel. The company does, nevertheless, state that employees are provided with 

opportunities to develop their competences. 

Outotec Oyj reports having a global training offering comprising training modules and 

competence development programmes for different target groups, a wide variety of 

technical training, as well as general skills modules and onboarding modules that are 

available for the entire personnel. The company launched a renewed training offering 

site in June 2019 with the purpose of making the trainings more easily accessible. The 

company also organises leadership programmes for its managers, in which more than 95 

% of all managers participated during 2017-2019, and the development of managers’ 

leadership capabilities is actively followed. Outotec Oyj considers career and 

development planning as one of the managers’ key responsibilities and 99% of the 

employees participate in regularly held performance discussions with their managers. 

When needed, Outotec Oyj also provides transition assistance, including training, to 

support employees who are facing termination or retirement.  
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UPM Kymmene Oyj reports using the 70-20-10 learning model in workforce training 

with an increased focus on digital learning. 

“UPM applies the 70-20-10 learning and development framework: 70% of the learning takes place 

on the job, 20% comes from sharing with and learning from colleagues, and 10% comes from off-

the-job training. An increasingly popular learning method is digital learning. Digital learning 

content can be created and shared flexibly in UPM’s learning platform. It is offered more and more 

to develop commercial and financial skills, compliance, safety, and manager onboarding, for 

example.” 

UPM Kymmene Oyj aims at holding goal-setting discussions and creating development 

plans with all employees by 2030 as well as getting 80% favourable responses to the 

Employee Engagement Survey measuring the employees’ perceptions of opportunities 

for learning and development within the company by 2030. In 2019, 88% of the 

employees had completed personal goal setting discussions or annual discussions and 

65% had created a personal development plan. Moreover, 68% of the respondents to the 

Employee Engagement Survey had a favourable perception of their learning and 

development opportunities within the company. 

UPM Kymmene Oyj has also continued its investments in developing leadership 

capabilities and management teams, including programmes on fostering a growth 

mindset and improving conversation and feedback skills to enable performance. In 2019, 

the focus was on front-line and middle managers. By the end of 2019, nearly 20% of all 

managers had completed the programme aiming at promoting conversation and 

feedback skills. 

H&M AB emphasises the importance of daily feedback as part of employee development, 

offering mentoring and coaching opportunities in support thereof. Goal setting and 

performance discussions, in which career and development goals are set and milestones 

agreed on, are annually held between managers and employees. Employees are also 

offered training opportunities through the company’s training platform GROW, which 

provides access to a wide range of online materials as well as tailored workshops and 

trainings focusing on specific topics and requirements. The H&M Group also has an 

internal career site that enables employees to find new opportunities within the group 

that match their interests and aspirations.  

Kone Oyj reports offering its employees over 4,200 training programmes and online 

modules in support of competence development and has recently introduced a set of new 

methods for learning, including virtual reality, gamification and mobile learning. The 
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company also offers global talent programmes intended for global top performers, 

leaders and managers.  

Furthermore, as part of its leadership development programme, the company uses a 

360-degree assessment for managers and leaders that measures their leadership 

competencies based on upward feedback from employees and should be completed every 

three years at a minimum. Downward feedback, on the other hand, is given at 

performance discussions that are held at least twice a year. All employees at Kone Oyj 

have been provided with a tool with mobile access that can be used for both giving and 

receiving feedback throughout the year. The tool can also be used for documentation of 

goals and actions, performance discussions, and development plans and the mobile 

access enables employees working in the field to review the documented information at 

any time. 

At Kone Oyj, employees are expected to have career development discussion with their 

manager at least once a year and they are also actively encouraged to prepare individual 

development plans. In addition to using the career development discussions for setting 

goals and reviewing job content, managers are also urged to discuss well-being at work 

as well as opportunities for career development and professional growth with their 

subordinates. Kone Oyj also offers mentorship programmes on both global, area and 

local levels.  

Ericsson reports having launched a leadership culture transformation initiative, Ericsson 

on the Move, with the purpose of equipping the Ericsson people to lead in a digital world 

as well as develop responsible and ethical leaders across the organisation. The company 

has also recently launched a new, mobile-first, learning system with more than 23,000 

learning experiences as well as comprehensive up- and reskilling programmes.  

At Metso Oyj, continuous on-the-job learning is considered as an important part of 

employee training and development and is supported by the company’s tools and global 

people processes. The company also has its own online learning platform called 

LearningPoint, through which employees easily can access various learning 

opportunities. Metso Oyj has strived for promoting a culture of learning by encouraging 

employees to identify, utilise and share learning opportunities ranging from peer-to-peer 

learning to self-directed learning, as well as offering both formal and informal ways for 

leaders to develop their leadership skills. Moreover, in 2019, 96% of the company’s 
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employees either had completed or were expected to complete performance and career 

development reviews. 

Alike Metso Oyj, SEB AB also emphasises the importance of continuous learning on the 

job as well as in collaboration with others. In support of continuous development, SEB 

AB has launched a digital platform for learning, the SEB Campus, that offers courses and 

e-learnings provided by international business schools and universities as well as experts 

from within the company. The curriculum for the SEB Campus is designed based on the 

company’s assessment of future competence needs. The company also highlights 

sustainability as a critical concern and offers an online in-depth training on sustainability 

that has been developed in collaboration with various international players and is hosted 

by the United Nations. The course covers the basics of sustainable finance in an effort to 

meet the need for high competence in the area of sustainability.  

Kesko Oyj has an educational programme called K-Academy, via which the company 

provides its personnel with professional training in terms of e-learnings and coaching as 

well as a chance to complete vocational degrees. The company has also launched an 

online coaching programme on working life skills that is primarily intended for young 

employees at the beginning of their careers, as well as developed tailored learning tracks 

for retailers, sales assistants and heads of departments.  

Kesko Oyj also has a responsibility programme, one of whose objectives is to conduct 

annual performance and development reviews with all employees. In the reviews, 

employees receive feedback on their performance and development opportunities, and 

topics such as professional competencies and motivation, career wishes, the working 

community in general and the quality of managerial work are discussed. At the end of 

the discussion, an individual development plan is created for the employee. The purpose 

of the performance and development reviews is to give employees feedback on their 

performance based on uniform criteria, make them aware of the targets set for their work 

as well as support and encourage their development.  

As part of the responsibility programme, Kesko Oyj also strives to arrange regular 

coaching and training for the company’s managers to support their daily managerial 

work. Kesko Oyj reports its commitment to continuing to develop managerial work as 

well as promoting managers’ ability to give feedback by including the topic in 

performance management and manager trainings and developing performance bonus 

models that better serve the company’s business operations. 
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None of the companies reports any concrete measures in relation to ensuring equal 

access to all levels of vocational education and training for everyone. 

4.1.3 Gender equality 

All of the companies disclose their policies for enhancing the diversity of the Board of 

Directors in their corporate governance statements. The wording of the diversity policies 

of the companies is fairly similar and the companies use verbs such as “seek to”, “aim 

for”, “strive for” to describe their aspirations towards gender-balanced Boards of 

Directors. 

The diversity policy of Neste Oyj, for example, states that the diversity of the Board of 

Directors “is supported by” a diverse gender distribution. According to the diversity 

policy of Outotec Oyj, the company’s “long-term objective is to have a fair and balanced 

representation of both genders in the Board." Similarly, the diversity policies of H&M 

AB and Kesko Oyj state that the companies “aim for” a balanced distribution of gender 

within their Boards of Directors. Both H&M AB and Ericsson have applied section 4.1 of 

the Swedish Corporate Governance Code that was depicted above in section 3.7  as their 

diversity policy, according to which “[t]he company is to strive for gender balance on 

the board”. 

The Nomination Board of Metso Oyj “seeks to include representatives of both genders 

in the Board candidate search and evaluation process” in order to “achieve a balanced 

representation of genders within the Board”, whereas the Nomination Board of SEB AB, 

“shall ensure diversity within the Board” in terms of, inter alia, the gender of the 

directors. According to the diversity policy of Kone Oyj, “attention is paid” to the board 

candidates’ gender during the preparation and in the proposal for board members. 

What seems to be common for the diversity policies is thus that they all use rather vague 

expressions to describe the operating principles for advancing the gender balance of the 

Boards of Directors. UPM Kymmene Oyj is the only company that has included an 

explicit quota for the under-represented gender among the members of the Board of 

Directors in its diversity policy. 

“As to the representation of both genders in the Board, the Board has set the following measurable 

objective: Both genders shall always be represented in the Board, and high priority shall be given 

to maintaining at least 1/3 representation of the under-represented gender among the non-

executive directors in the Board. Where two candidates are equally qualified, priority will be given 

to the candidate of the under-represented gender.” 



 55 

In addition to the policies for enhancing the diversity of the Boards of Directors, many 

of the companies also report having set goals to increase the share of women in other 

leadership positions. Kone Oyj has, for example, focused on recruitment and succession 

planning activities to increase the proportion of female directors to 20 % by 2020. 

Ericsson has likewise targeted an increase in the share of women to 30% across all levels 

of the organisation, and SEB AB strives for an increased gender balance in the Executive 

Committee and senior management towards its long-term ambition of a 50:50 gender 

split. Ericsson and SEB AB do, however, not disclose what measures they have taken to 

reach their goals. 

Outotec Oyj reports being strongly committed to supporting the career development of 

women as a consequence of the rather male-dominated operating environment of the 

company. The company has, for instance, launched a Women’s mentoring programme 

and targeted an increase in the share of women in senior leadership positions by 2% 

during 2020. Neste Oyj, on the other hand, reports that the ratio of female leaders is 

regularly measured and managed by the Executive Committee to ensure a continuingly 

positive trend. 

Table 3 below shows the gender distribution of the management positions in the 

companies. The numbers shown in brackets represent the gender distribution in 2018. 

As can be seen in the table, H&M AB and SEB AB are the only companies where the share 

of women holding a position at some management level is greater than that of men. H&M 

AB is also the only company that currently has a female CEO. Moreover, the table shows 

that Outotec Oyj has achieved its long-term objective of reaching a 50:50 gender balance 

in the Board of Directors.  
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Table 3 Gender distribution of management positions in 2019 

None of the companies reports any measures in relation to recognising and valuing 

unpaid childcare and domestic work or promoting shared responsibility. 

4.1.4 Decent work and economic growth 

4.1.4.1 Equal pay for work of equal value 

All of the companies, except for Metso Oyj and SEB AB, explicitly report paying their 

employees a fair, competitive and equal compensation. In addition, UPM Kymmene Oyj 

and Ericsson state that personal characteristics, such as gender, age, race, ethnic origin, 

nationality, sexual orientation, social status, disability etc. play no role in determining 

compensation. Likewise, Kesko Oyj emphasises that gender does not influence 

remuneration and Kone Oyj reports communicating the policies, practices and 

guidelines of its reward framework to the personnel in order to convey the fairness and 

equality of the system to all its employees. 

Although it is not explicitly stated in the reports, both Metso Oyj and SEB AB imply that 

the compensation that they pay to their employees may be considered fair and equal. 

Metso Oyj reports paying compensation in accordance with applicable national laws and 

regulations and SEB AB states that the company pays its employees a market aligned 

base salary that mirrors the requirements on the position and the long-term performance 

of the employee. SEB AB also reports conducting annual pay reviews with the purpose of 

identifying and closing potential gender-based gaps.  
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Out of the nine companies in the sample, only Nest Oyj, Outotec Oyj and Kesko Oyj 

disclosed their ratios of basic salary and remuneration of women to men in their reports. 

The reported ratios range from 85 % to 108%. Moreover, Kone Oyj reports that women 

and men are equally compensated on a global level, but that differences exist on a local 

level. The company does, however, not disclose any exact ratios. 

4.1.4.2 Promoting employment among youth 

Neste Oyj, Outotec Oyj, UPM Kymmene Oyj, Kone Oyj and Kesko Oyj report offering, 

inter alia, summer traineeships, thesis opportunities and internships for students and 

young talents as well as organising apprenticeship training and programmes. Neste Oyj 

reports that usually, almost one-third of the summer trainees are hired to continue 

working at the company. Kesko Oyj reports that, in recent years, the company has hired 

more than 3,100 young people and people from special groups through work trials, 

apprenticeship training and salary support. SEB AB, Metso Oyj, Ericsson and H&M AB 

do not report any measures to promote employment among youth. 

4.1.4.3 Human rights 

All of the companies, except for SEB AB, report respecting and supporting 

internationally proclaimed human rights, such as the United Nations Guiding Principles 

on Business and Human Rights, the Ten Principles of the United Nations Global 

Compact Initiative, the principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 

International Labour Organization’s Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights 

at Work, the International Bill of Human Rights as well as the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child. Most of the companies moreover report having 

embedded and restated the principles in, inter alia, their policies, procedures, Codes of 

Conduct and strategies, and some of the companies report having published their own 

commitments to and policies on human rights. 

In addition to being committed to respecting human rights, Neste Oyj also reports 

adhering to applicable laws and regulations as well as generally accepted practices for 

good corporate governance in its business and operations. The company’s Code of 

Conduct sets the standards for its business operations and guide the employees in their 

day-to-day activities in relation to sustainable operations, ethical business practices, and 

health and safety. All employees are required to participate in online training on the Code 

of Conduct.  
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Moreover, Neste Oyj reports having completed an internal human rights due diligence 

process with the purpose of assessing and strengthening the capacity of its critical 

functions to manage risks related to human rights. The results of the due diligence where 

further used to create individual action plans identifying areas for improvement and 

mitigation of human rights risks. 

Outotec Oyj’s commitments to supporting human rights are restated in the company’s 

Code of Conduct and the company arranges regular e-learnings and classroom trainings 

on its content. The training material was recently updated and a new e-learning 

campaign on the Code of Conduct was planned for 2020. The company also reports 

having evaluated the human rights risks related to its operations, based on which 

guidelines on the working conditions of its blue-collar workers that are compatible with 

the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights have been 

implemented. 

Moreover, Outotec Oyj reports having a Compliance Helpline on the company website 

that is available for anyone who confidentially wants to raise a concern in relation to 

human rights or other unethical behaviour. Serve compliance cases are handled by the 

company’s Compliance Board.  

UPM Kymmene Oyj reports being committed to complying with applicable laws and 

regulations as well as its Code of Conduct in its operations. The company also emphasises 

having been recognised as a United Nations Global Compact LEAD participant for its 

commitment to the initiative and its Ten Principles ever since 2016. In 2019, UPM 

Kymmene Oyj received the recognition as one of only 36 global companies. 

Together with the UPM values, the UPM Code of Conduct guides the decision-making, 

management and operations within the company. UPM Kymmene Oyj recently launched 

an updated version of the Code of Conduct followed by extensive training and 

communication efforts − including a mandatory e-learning for the entire personnel, 

preparation of materials for team discussions and manager trainings, as well as the 

launch of the Code of Conduct in a mobile application known as the UPM Code App −  

with the purpose of enhancing the awareness and understanding of its contents within 

the organisation.  

UPM Kymmene Oyj’s Code of Conduct e-learning uses a gamification design approach 

with a story that covers one day − from breakfast to coming home from work − during 
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which the e-learners are faced with real-life situations and asked how they would act in 

the situation at issue. The e-learners are given multiple options to choose from in each 

situation, which – as in real life – are not clear-cut and requires the situation to be 

considered from different points of view. The idea behind the gamification is to make the 

e-learning more engaging and the Code of Conduct more relatable to the employees. The 

company further offers other compliance training, including face-to-face training, to 

complement the e-learning. 

UPM Kymmene Oyj also has a channel for reporting misconduct available for 

stakeholders on the corporate website and for employees in the intranet. The channel 

can be used to report any concerns related to violations of the company’s Code of 

Conduct, the policies and rules thereunder, or applicable laws and regulations. Suspected 

or observed violations or misconducts can also be reported directly to a manager or a 

representative of the company’s Legal, HR or Internal Audit functions. 

H&M Ab sees respecting and supporting human rights as the company’s most basic 

responsibility and reports systematically applying due diligence to identify and address 

risks or impacts related to human rights as well as conducting regular reviews of its list 

of salient human rights issues to manage the risks related thereto. In the recent years, 

H&M Ab has begun to consider issues that relate to data protection and privacy from a 

human rights perspective and has, for example, developed a checklist for avoidance of 

human rights issues arising from the application, development and procurement of 

artificial intelligence as well as implemented the EU General Data Protection Regulation 

throughout its operations to secure proper personal data protection. The company 

intends to continue the work with developing its digital ethics approach from a human 

rights perspective.  

Moreover, H&M Ab also reports providing in-depth training and workshops on human 

rights with tailored content for different business functions and roles. In the future, the 

company aims to roll out further training to maintain the awareness of human rights 

risks across the business. 

In line with H&M AB, Ericsson states that “[r]espect for human rights, fair and safe 

working conditions, and ethically and environmentally sound business practices are 

fundamental parts of the company’s culture and identity”. As part of its commitment to 

respect human rights, the company reports taking a proactive approach to human rights 
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and organising various trainings on related issues as well as providing its stakeholders 

access to grievance mechanisms via the Ericsson Compliance Line. 

Kone Oyj’s Code of Conduct defines the company’s standards of ethical conduct and sets 

out the company’s commitment to, inter alia, human rights, health and safety, non-

discrimination, the environment and sustainability, as well as compliance with local and 

international legislation. A new Code of Conduct e-learning, with a strong focus on 

scenarios that employees might face in their day-to-day activities, was recently launched 

and is now available for the entire personnel. Aside from the e-learning, managers and 

other target groups are also offered regular face-to-face compliance training. All 

employees are expected to understand and comply with the Code of Conduct as well as 

to report any violations thereof through available internal reporting channels or the 

company’s confidential, externally hosted reporting channel. The company conducts 

audits among its employees to measure compliance with its rules, policies, and working 

methods as well as correct any identified deviations. 

Metso Oyj reports adhering to applicable laws and regulations concerning working hours 

and employee compensation and not accepting any form of compulsory, forced or child 

labour. Topics related to human rights, such as safety and labour rights, are covered in 

the Code of Conduct and are regularly reviewed in the company’s operations. A 

mandatory Code of Conduct training is carried out every second year. All new employees 

are also requested to complete the Code of Conduct training. The company has a whistle-

blower channel through which employees are encouraged to report any suspected or 

observed cases of human rights violations. All reports are handled confidentially. 

SEB AB reports having developed various documents – including the Code of Conduct, 

the Human Rights Policy, the Corporate Sustainability Policy and the Inclusion and 

Diversity Policy – that contain guidelines on good corporate practice and the 

international standards and conventions that the company adheres to. In 2020, the 

company targeted an increase in the rate of employees that have completed training on 

the Code of Conduct towards 100%. 

Kesko Oyj reports having released its own statement of commitment to respecting 

human rights and assessing human rights impacts in line with the United Nations 

Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. The company’s assessment of human 

rights impacts is reviewed every third year by the responsibility management group. 
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All employees at Kesko Oyj are obligated to commit to and confirm compliance with the 

K Code of Conduct every year. The company offers e-learnings and organises regular 

training on the K Code of Conduct as well as promotes awareness thereof through 

communication. Moreover, the company plans to launch shorter refresher courses on 

selected themes of the K Code of Conduct every two years as well as to continue 

promoting the efficiency of the confirmation process and strengthening the commitment 

to the K Code of Conduct through training, strong visibility and managerial work. The 

company also encourages its employees and business partners to report any suspected 

or actual breaches of the K Code of Conduct using its group-wide SpeakUp channel. 

4.1.4.4 Labour rights and promoting safe working environments  

One of Neste Oyj’s renewed values is caring about the safety and wellbeing of each other. 

The company reports having a strong commitment to improving and developing safety 

in its operations in accordance with its Corporate Operational Excellence model that 

focuses on operations excellence as well as understanding, managing and learning from 

risks and hazards. Moreover, the company has recently launched a new safety 

programme with the objective of introducing new safety standards in all its locations and 

“Neste house rules” for all its offices. The programme is supported by seasonal safety 

campaigns and active communication.  

Neste Oyj reports measuring safety using a set of various performance indicators. The 

company aims at continuously increasing employees’ awareness of safety using 

preventive measures such as safety discussions, safety observation tours and safety 

reporting. The company intends to continue its high focus on process safety by ensuring 

effective process hazard analysis throughout its operations as well as investing in process 

safety improvement.  

At Outotec Oyj, ensuring safe and decent labour conditions is considered as the 

company’s responsibility towards its employees.  

"Safety comes first in everything we do at Outotec. We are very proud of the extraordinary safety 

figures we have been able to achieve. The results are no stroke of luck."  

Outotec Oyj reports taking a systematic approach to safety, starting with risk assessment, 

documenting safe ways of working and ensuring that all employees are properly trained 

and updated on safety issues as well as provided with appropriate personal protective 

equipment. The company’s procedures and work instructions are annually reviewed for 

regulatory and organisational changes. Half of the company’s personnel is covered by 
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collective bargaining agreements and binding collective agreements are complied with, 

wherever applicable. 

Outotec Oyj assesses its operations based on risk matrixes in order to define the level of 

risk and the responsibilities as well as mitigative actions related thereto. If the risks 

related to an operation are at a high or an extreme level, alternative options or 

cancellation of the operation are considered. Employees and contractors also have a so-

called “Stop Work Authority”, i.e. the right to refuse work that would expose them or 

other people to a hazard or an incident. The company’s employees are instructed to 

follow customer’s safety regulations when working on project sites, provided that they 

meet the company’s minimum requirements for safety. Otherwise, employees are 

required to follow the company’s own safety principles. 

Outotec Oyj reports following and documenting incidents, hazards and development 

initiatives through externally audited management systems. Trust and transparency are 

considered important for safety and all employees are required to act when faced with 

an unsafe situation or unsafe behaviour, regardless of their position. All incidents, 

hazards, and unsafe conditions have to be reported within 24 hours and go through 

thorough investigations followed by corrective and preventive actions. Statistics are 

shared with employees on a regular basis and safety alerts are published in the intranet 

and discussed internal discussion groups subsequent to major incidents, lessons learned 

as well as positive observations. 

Outotec Oyj also offers a comprehensive training programme related to occupational 

health and safety that comprises classroom training, e-learnings, verbal training during 

work, as well as elementary training on local safety issues that is compulsory for all 

employees. The training is renewed every 1-5 years. In addition, employees are required 

to participate in various trainings depending on their roles and the risks related to their 

work, with persons participating in high-risk work getting more frequent and specific 

training. All employees who work on project sites do, for example, receive regular 

training in health and safety matters, including first aid preparedness, the use of 

protective equipment, risk assessment, hazard identification, and requisite control 

actions. The company also offers an e-learning course on travel safety that is available to 

all employees and compulsory for those who travel for work. Employees that travel for 

business are moreover urged to check the company’s Medical Alerts and Travel Security 

Online service for information on endemic diseases and country-specific health, safety 
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and security risks. In addition, all employees are covered by the 24/7 medical and 

security services of International SOS. 

Moreover, Outotec Oyj reports all its training material to be continuously developed 

based on current risk assessments. The company did, for example, renew its 

requirements, instructions and training materials on road safety as a consequence of a 

fatality in a road accident in 2018. Furthermore, all hours spent on training are recorded 

in a register. Outotec Oyj targets a minimum of 10 hours of annual health and safety 

training per employee working at sites, workshops and research and development 

locations, as well as 2 hours per employee working at offices respectively.  

All Outotec Oyj’s operations are externally certified against the ISO45001 standard and 

the quality of the company’s occupational health and safety processes is ensured through 

external and internal audits as well as training. The company also regularly conducts 

management reviews and follows key performance indicators set for safety. Moreover, 

the company’s entire personnel are represented in formal, quarterly gathering health and 

safety committees where business activities are monitored, feedback is collected, and 

health and safety issues are managed by Environment, Health and Safety Managers 

representing the employer and Safety Officers representing the employees. 

UPM Kymmene Oyj reports taking a proactive approach towards the safety of the 

company’s employees and contractors. The groundwork for UPM Kymmene Oyj’s safety 

culture is laid in the company’s Code of Conduct and Safety Rules. In order to further 

increase the awareness of safety among its employees, UPM Kymmene Oyj reports 

having launched new e-learnings on travel and driving safety as well as six UPM life-

saving standards. The company reports encouraging leadership that inspires people to 

act responsibly as well as receiving valuable feedback on selected occupational health 

and safety processes and daily activities from its annual audits. 

UPM Kymmene Oyj requires all employees and contractors to report safety incidents, 

near-misses and environmental and safety observations using the company’s global One 

Safety tool. The tool is also available in the form of a mobile application, which enables 

employees to report their observations instantly. Moreover, the global One Safety tool is 

also used for sharing insights and key learnings gained from safety incidents to prevent 

similar incidents in the future.  
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UPM Kymmene Oyj reports acting in compliance with local labour laws in restructuring 

situations as well as being committed to promoting retraining, relocation and re-

employment within the company beyond its mandatory obligations. The company also 

offers different outplacement programmes.  

H&M Ab annually arranges a Global Health & Safety Week aiming at raising health and 

safety awareness among employees through locally adaptable training and activities. 

Moreover, all employees have access to a local grievance procedure that is founded on 

local legislation as well as the company’s global Grievance policy. In case a grievance 

cannot be settled locally, the company has global contacts that can be consulted for 

further support. 

Kone Oyj emphasises safety as an essential part of the company’s strategy and reports 

working to develop a culture where employees look after one another and actively 

promote safety. The company has previously implemented a new safety management 

system that is founded upon the ISO 45001 standard and harmonises the safety 

management practices across the company and defines its safety policy and objectives as 

well as how safety is promoted and managed.  

All Kone Oyj’s major production sites have obtained ISO 9001, ISO 14001 and OHSAS 

18001 certifications. The company reports ensuring the safety of its production sites 

through, for example, regular safety training and the use of the 5S methodology (sort, set 

in order, shine, standardise and sustain) of waste elimination through workplace 

organisation. The safety of the company’s installation processes is enhanced by applying 

certified processes and installation methods, offering maintenance technicians 

continuous training and providing them with mobile tools with access to up-to-date 

information, as well as carrying out site audits and audits among technicians to ensure 

compliance with the company’s processes and the possession of adequate competences. 

The safety and quality of components used in production are enhanced through thorough 

control of raw materials and production processes.  

Kone Oyj reports organising health and safety training for its employees, including an 

annual global safety week with events, training and activities, as well as using internal 

communication to promote safety awareness among its employees. The company has 

hired building managers to promote and maintain the safety of its premises and all 

leaders are required to lead by example and provide their team with a healthy and safe 

working environment as well as to ensure that their team members are properly trained 
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for their roles. Safe behaviour is regularly recognised and rewarded, and best practices 

are shared within the company. 

Kone Oyj has recently rolled-out an interactive safety learning application, Safety in 

Mind, with the purpose of reminding employees of the risks related to their roles as well 

as the ways to mitigate them. The company also launched two new toolbox talks on 

elevator brake maintenance and entrance protection on construction sites. Moreover, all 

employees have been invited to enrol in new e-learnings and complementary classroom 

training on the company’s safety management framework and Health and Safety Policy 

that present its safety objectives and commitments as well as the responsibilities that 

apply to all employees. 

At Kone Oyj, local HR professionals are responsible for managing the local policies 

concerning employees as well as for ensuring compliance with local legislation and 

labour union practices. The company has an HR operating model and people processes 

in place in order to ensure consistency of the guidance and alignment of the HR practices 

throughout the organisation, and centralised HR services teams provide harmonised 

support for employees and managers. Contracts of employment are managed at the 

national level and divergences in national legislation are observed. Approximately two-

thirds of the company’s employees are covered by collective bargaining agreements.  

Kone Oyj reports measuring safety performance based on various performance 

indicators. The company has a global mobile safety reporting tool, the KONE Safety 

Solution, that is used for managing and reporting near misses and incidents, through 

which all employees are encouraged to report near misses and incidents. For every 

incident and near miss, the causes and lessons learned are identified and shared in 

quarterly safety network meetings, and actions are taken to prevent re-occurrence. 

Moreover, safety managers regularly gather to discuss safety concerns and share best 

practices, and incidents, near misses and lost days per injury are reported to the global 

functions on a monthly basis. Furthermore, safety is a key criterion in the assessment of 

risk across the company’s core processes and all workers have the right to refuse to work 

and seek support if they identify a suspected safety risk.  

Ericsson reports being committed to providing its employees with a safe and healthy 

working environment and takes a proactive approach to occupational health and safety 

that goes beyond its legal obligations. The company strives to create a culture of safety 

based on prevention, awareness, and core principles and organises training, including a 
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mandatory introduction course, on occupational health and safety issues as well as radio 

waves.  

Ericsson reports continuing its efforts supporting its Zero Tolerance Safety Rules. The 

company encourages its employees to report incidents related to occupational health and 

safety through the Global Incident Reporting Tool and has introduced the use of new 

technology, such as Remote site assurance (RSA), to reduce safety risks. Remote site 

assurance provides a live interface with technicians working in the field in order to assure 

appropriate management of quality, safety and environmental aspects before 

commencing any work as well as compliance with requirements and prevention of harm. 

Ericsson also reports having restructured its forums for occupational health and safety 

– the Global OHS Board and the Major Incident Review Board – to strengthen their focus 

and improve their effectiveness. The company organises an annual event called the 

Ericsson Safety Day, during which activities with the purpose of reinforcing the 

company’s commitment to doing business in a safe and responsible manner are 

organised. 

Metso Oyj reports striving for improving safety performance by organising common 

safety training, encouraging each employee to report a minimum of two risk observations 

annually, including face-to-face safety discussions between managers and employees as 

a part of all managers’ individual safety targets, conducting safety audits as well as 

drawing up plans for corrective actions. The company has also launched a training 

programme for managers to support them in leading safety as well as a site support 

programme to decrease the injury rate. 

Metso Oyj reports continuously measuring risk observations, employee safety, safety 

discussions and safety training hours, and an external partner conducts annual site visits 

as part of the sustainability reporting assurance. The company trains all employees on 

its safety standards to ensure that they are applied at all sites and has taken actions 

including installing guarding on machinery and railings on working platforms, 

improving vehicle safety, designing improved lifting tools, and training employees on 

safe working methods to minimise the risk of high-consequence injuries related to, inter 

alia, contact with moving machinery, falling from heights, handling of heavy objects,  and 

road travel. In order to reduce the risk of other hazards, the company has, inter alia, 

introduced safer tools and working methods, further training, as well as improved 

personal protective equipment. 
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SEB AB reports offering training and support, including support with finding a new job, 

to employees and managers that are involved in reorganisations. Reorganisations and 

layoffs are conducted in compliance with applicable laws, collective agreements, as well 

as redundancy agreements and special procedures that the company and the unions have 

agreed upon. All the company’s employees are covered by either collective or local 

bargaining agreements or by labour law as well as by the company’s Health & Safety 

management system or similar. The employees are moreover represented in formal 

Health and safety committees and nearly all of the company’s employees from all over 

the EU and EEA are also represented in the company’s European Works Council. 

Kesko Oyj reports its occupational health and safety management to be built on 

statutory, thorough identification and assessment of risks as well as monitoring of 

follow-up measures. The company aims at continuously improving occupational safety 

in line with the ISO 14001 and ISO 45001 standards and has set annual goals for its 

Occupational Health and Safety function, the achievement of which is reported to the 

company’s Board of Directors. 

Kesko Oyj has common occupational health and safety principles in place in all its 

countries of operation. With its risk management systems and jointly set indicators, the 

company reports having been able to strengthen the occupational safety culture as well 

as improve the awareness of safety risks among its personnel and increase the reporting 

of close call situations. Regular first aid and occupational safety training are also 

organised, both in the form of coaching and independent learning, for the personnel in 

all business units, and topics of occupational health and safety are covered during the 

induction of new employees. Evaluations of health risks at the workplace are carried out 

by occupational health care professionals as part of the company’s labour protection 

programme and the psychosocial load of the employees was evaluated in connection with 

last year’s personnel survey. 

Kesko Oyj also has a cooperation group and a labour protection group where shop 

stewards and industrial safety delegates can take part in the planning, implementation 

and follow-up of matters and targets related to occupational health and safety. The 

achievement of the targets is assessed every third month across all business units. 

Kesko Oyj reports respecting its employees’ freedom of association and the right to 

collective bargaining. These rights are further supported by the activities of the re-

established European Works Council in cooperation with the Service Union United PAM. 
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Half of Kesko Oyj’s employees are covered by collective agreements and the company 

reports adhering to local legislation in all its countries of operation. 

4.1.5 Inclusion and reduced inequalities 

Neste Oyj reports its commitment to promoting a diverse, inclusive, equal, and non-

discriminative culture in accordance with its Equality and Non-Discrimination Principle. 

The company does, for instance, strive to ensure compliance with non-discriminatory 

practices in personnel decisions including recruitment, access to training, distribution of 

tasks, and remuneration. One of the key principles included in Neste Oyj’s HR policy is 

to guarantee equal rights and opportunities irrespective of gender, age, religion, ethnic 

origin, political convictions or other personal characteristics. Moreover, the company 

also highlights fostering diversity and supporting everyone’s right to be themselves as 

one of its new values that were to be implemented in 2020. 

 “We include and welcome everyone on this journey, caring for diversity and everyone’s right to be 

their own true selves.” 

Outotec Oyj reports having non-discriminatory practices and policies in place globally, 

including formal grievance mechanisms for reporting incidents of discrimination. All 

reported incidents are reviewed locally, remediation action plans are drawn up and 

implemented, and the results are analysed in routine management review processes. 

Diversity and equality are continuously monitored within the company.  

“Outotec follows the principle of equal opportunities. Fair and equal treatment is expected from 

all Outotec employees towards every person in the company and this extends to contractors, 

vendors, customers and others with whom Outotec interacts with.” 

“As an international company with global presence, Outotec values diversity at the workplace and 

treats all employees with integrity. Fair and equal treatment of people regardless of their ethnic 

origin, nationality, religion, political views, gender, sexual orientation, disability, family status or 

age is enforced globally." 

Outotec Oyj reports several ways in which the company aims at promoting inclusion 

among its employees. The company has, for example, been focusing on enhancing 

employee communication and participation through, inter alia, quarterly held internal 

briefings, during which employees are given the opportunity to give comments and ask 

the CEO questions, as well as strategy chats with top management representatives. In 

2019, the company did moreover organise two so-called Outotec Round-Table events 

that brought together employee representatives and the corporate management to 
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discuss relevant topics, such as business and financial updates, rewarding, strategy, and 

the partial demerger of Metso Oyj, in which Metso Oyj’s minerals business was 

transferred to Outotec Oyj. Furthermore, all employees were invited to participate and 

contribute with their ideas in the recent reshaping of the company’s values. The company 

also has an Employee Share Savings Plan, through which many of its employees are 

shareholders in the company. 

Moreover, international assignments are important for Outotec Oyj’s business, and the 

company hence aims at ensuring fair and equal treatment of expatriates in terms of, for 

instance, compensation, benefits and working conditions as well as securing compliance 

with regulations concerning taxation, employment and social security. Furthermore, in 

order to increase transparency and promote equal opportunities, all open positions 

within the company are posted internally so that all employees have the chance to apply 

for them. 

Like Outotec Oyj, UPM Kymmene Oyj also reports that the company is committed to 

promoting employee participation. 

"UPM promotes active employee participation and consultation, organised in accordance with 

international and national rules and regulations. UPM aims to empower and engage employees at 

all levels through responsible leadership." 

The company offers different forums with the purpose of facilitating a continuous 

dialogue between the employees and the management, such as the UPM European 

Forum that, on a regular basis, gathers employee representatives from different business 

units to discuss issues related to the company’s business environment as well as changes 

within the company. The company also reports having multiple tools and channels for 

facilitating dialogue within and across teams. 

UPM Kymmene Oyj recognises the value and contribution of a diverse workforce and 

reports being committed to developing its local conditions and corporate culture to 

ensure a diverse and inclusive working environment.  

 “We welcome the talent of people with different competencies, backgrounds and experiences, as 

well as genders, ages and nationalities. This contributes to a richness of views, thereby improving 

decision-making and business success.” 

The company moreover reports treating its employees objectively and providing equal 

opportunities regardless of personal characteristics.  
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“UPM respects the privacy of employees and promotes equal opportunities and objectivity in 

employment and career development. All UPM employees are treated as individuals regardless of 

gender, age, ethnic origin, nationality, etc.” 

UPM Kymmene Oyj emphasises that diversity alone will not drive performance in the 

desired way. In order to bring out the best of its diverse employees, the company 

promotes an inclusive culture, where everyone is encouraged to contribute to the 

development of the company and all ideas are listened to. 

“People with different competences and backgrounds who are committed to UPM company values 

and culture contribute to higher team performance and help businesses succeed. They bring out 

new perspectives in decision-making and help to provide a wider understanding of various 

scenarios.” 

UPM Kymmene Oyj uses an Employee Engagement Survey with a Diversity and 

Inclusion index to measure, inter alia, to what extent people feel that the company values 

and promotes diversity, treats people fairly in their working environment, and provides 

opportunities for advancement regardless of personal background or characteristics. The 

company targets to get 95% favourable responses in the Employee Engagement Survey’s 

Diversity and Inclusion index by 2030 and has initiated a dialogue with key management 

teams to further develop inclusive leadership and culture. In connection with the 

dialogue, workshops on diversity and inclusion have been organised in management 

teams across the company.  

The diversity status of the company is regularly reviewed, and managers are, for instance, 

expected to conduct regular self-assessments that include questions related to diversity 

and inclusion. Inclusive behaviour is further covered and emphasised in the company’s 

leadership development programmes and Code of Conduct training. 

Moreover, UPM Kymmene Oyj also reports having a unified annual Short-Term 

Incentive scheme to which each employee belongs. 

H&M Ab’s strategy and visions include being a fair and equal employer. The company 

acknowledges the importance of being a fair, equal and inclusive employer in order to 

attract and retain talent as well as the ways in which a diverse workforce can promote 

business success and sustainable development. 

"And we must keep people at the heart of our business by treating them fairly, supporting their 

rights, and celebrating their diverse talents and perspectives" 
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In order to live up to the strategy and vision, H&M Ab reports focusing on offering decent 

and meaningful jobs, fair compensation, safe and healthy workplaces, as well as a 

respectful working environment. 

"The H&M group’s business is to be characterised by a fundamental respect for the individual, 

where everyone is of equal value. This applies to everything from fair wages, reasonable working 

hours and freedom of association to the opportunity to grow and develop within the company." 

H&M Ab reports aiming at promoting diversity and inclusion by, for instance, improving 

the internal awareness of diversity and inclusion within the organisation, promoting 

gender equality and inclusion, providing equal and inclusive employment opportunities, 

supporting diverse workplaces, as well as promoting diversity through its brands, 

products, design, marketing and communication. The company offers comprehensive 

training on inclusion, diversity and unconscious bias as well as training on inclusion and 

diversity aspects related to the company’s updated Product and Print Policy. The 

company has also formed a reference group of people from diverse backgrounds to 

review prints, slogans and symbols from different cultural, religious and ethical points 

of view. All the social policies, training and recruitment materials have moreover been 

revised from an inclusion and diversity perspective to ensure that they are aligned with 

the company’s strategy. In addition, the company has recently launched an updated 

Inclusion & Diversity Strategy and framework that include a set of 2025 ambitions for 

diversity and inclusion as well as appointed a global lead and a task force to commence 

the diversity and inclusion work.  

H&M AB recognises the importance of upholding a constructive workplace dialogue 

based on trust, respect and communication. The company’s annual People Engagement 

Pulse survey, which includes statements such as “I feel comfortable being myself at work” 

and “I am treated with respect and dignity”, works as a channel through which employees 

can give feedback and identify areas in need of improvement.  

Like UPM Kymmene Oyj, H&M Ab also reports having an incentive programme that 

applies to all employees within the group, regardless of position, salary and country. The 

incentive programme offers employees incremental investments in the shares of the 

group companies with employees receiving funds as they turn 62, regardless of whether 

they still work for the company or not. 
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At Kone Oyj, diversity is seen as a strength and discrimination of any kind is prohibited. 

"We respect and value differences and believe in an inclusive workplace that empowers 

individuals. We value diversity in all forms and welcome new perspectives to our business. We 

seek out innovative ideas and new approaches to customer solutions and believe that our future 

success depends on our collective ability to build diverse and inclusive teams, communities and 

networks." 

Kone Oyj reports having set goals with the objective to increase diversity and inclusion 

within the organisation as well as cultural diversity within the company’s global teams. 

The company has defined a global roadmap for fostering diversity and inclusion, as part 

of which a diversity and inclusion statement and guiding principles have been identified 

for its employees, as well as commenced a review of its existing diversity and inclusion 

policies and practices. The input of the review will be used for creating a global diversity 

and inclusion strategy to be launched together with the diversity and inclusion statement 

and the guiding principles.  

Kone Oyj is committed to providing its workforce with equal opportunities and placing 

employees in positions that best match their abilities. Recently, the company has been 

focusing on increasing diversity and targeting new competencies through recruitment. 

The company has started to track the diversity of its hires, including gender, industry 

background and selected competencies, on a monthly basis. Moreover, as a part of its 

work against discrimination, the company has launched a video to be used to raise 

awareness about discrimination and harassment as well as how to intervene in it. 

Kone Oyj reports yearly hosting a European Employee Forum where employee 

representatives and top management are brought together to discuss topics ranging from 

business development to occupational health and safety. The company also has a smaller 

working group that gathers two to four times every year to make sure that employees are 

being consulted and involved in the discussion on important development initiatives 

affecting them. 

Like most of the other companies, Ericsson believes that diverse and inclusive teams 

drive performance and generate business value. The company reports striving for 

creating an inclusive work culture and environment that is open to all kinds of diversity.  

“Ericsson is committed to equal opportunity of employment, development, compensation and 

other people related processes and practices without discrimination due to race, color, gender, 

gender identity, sexual orientation, marital status, pregnancy, parental status, religion, political 
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opinion, nationality, ethnic background, social origin, social status, indigenous status, disability, 

age or union membership.” 

Ericsson reports aiming at increasing the number of women across all levels of the 

organisation and boosting the availability of female candidates by reviewing its job 

advertisings to ensure a gender-neutral appearance, engaging in initiatives such as Girls 

in ICT in order to support women to choose an education in science, engineering,  

mathematics or technology, as well as encouraging women to participate in its Global 

Leadership Development Programs and Early Career Programs for next-generation 

leaders. The company is furthermore engaged in its Employee Resource Groups that are 

formed around a common ambition to advance the diversity and inclusion agenda by 

providing the company with their unique perspectives and insights. 

Metso Oyj reports that all its employees are selected based on merit and experience. The 

company has an Equal Opportunity and Diversity Policy that builds on its commitment 

to promoting equal opportunities for all employees regardless of their personal 

characteristics and aims at advancing work-related human rights principles within the 

organisation.  

SEB AB identifies inclusion and diversity as crucial for the company’s business and has 

a designated manager that is responsible for handling issues related thereto. The 

company reports offering training courses as well as having had hosted discussions and 

dialogues on inclusion with both employees and management to raise awareness of the 

importance of the topic.  

SEB AB also reports having started a collaboration with a company that is specialised in 

unbiased recruitment. Job applications are anonymised in order to ensure that 

applicants are selected solely based on their personal skills and competences and it is 

assured at an early stage of the recruitment process that the applicants’ values and 

motivations match with those of the company. The applicants’ records are not shown to 

the recruiters until only two candidates are left for the final round of interviews. 

Kesko Oyj has identified equal opportunities, non-discrimination and fairness as critical 

principles that the company is committed to following. The company reports having 

drawn up plans for, inter alia, equality and non-discrimination as well as having defined 

objectives for improvement. In accordance with its non-discrimination plan, the 

company reports having established an Employee Equality and Diversity Group, in 

which representatives of the employees, the employer as well as labour protection 
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functions come together to handle issues that relate to equality and non-discrimination 

within the company. The working group reviews, inter alia, issues related to recruitment, 

career development and training, remuneration, as well as work-life balance. Moreover, 

the company’s decision to show support for sexual and gender minorities by acting as a 

partner in Helsinki Pride 2019 was made based on a recommendation by the working 

group.  

Kesko Oyj reports having organised training on diversity and inclusion for the members 

of the Employee Equality and Diversity Group and has plans on continuing developing a 

programme on personnel diversity and inclusion by, for instance, organising stakeholder 

hearings. The company also reports recently having recruited a personnel responsibility 

specialist to manage the coordination and implementation of projects relating to equality 

and equal opportunities as well as to prepare a programme on personnel responsibility. 

Kesko Oyj furthermore reports all its recruitments to be founded upon a need, an 

approved resourcing plan, as well as identified forthcoming changes. The company uses 

external evaluations to support recruitment decisions and reports that the most suitable 

person is selected for each job. Moreover, the company reports having performance 

bonus schemes that cover all personnel − except for those who are already covered by 

other bonus or commission systems − with indicators such as operating profit on a group 

and division level, sales and profit on a unit level as well as customer satisfaction or 

market share.  

Kesko Oyj reports its personnel survey to be among the key tools for getting feedback 

from the personnel on, inter alia, methods of operation and managerial work. Lately, 

questions measuring the psychosocial load of employees as well as managers’ leadership 

competencies have been added to the survey. 

Finally, in addition to gender equality, the topic of diversity and inclusion is also covered 

in the companies’ diversity policies of the Boards of Directors. In general terms, the 

companies essentially report the purpose of their respective diversity policy to be to 

ensure that the Board of Directors has a fair and appropriate or balanced composition of 

competences, skills, education, professional expertise, background, knowledge, as well 

as personal qualities and characteristics, such as gender, age, race, and nationality, in 

order to be able to function effectively and meet the current and future needs of the 

company. 
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4.2 Quantified results 

Table 4 below presents the content of the originally qualitative data in a quantified 

format, showing the number of sentences, figures, graphs and tables in the corporate 

reports of each company that has been assigned to each coding category. The table 

illustrates, inter alia, the number of disclosures made by each company as well as how 

the content of the reports and the disclosures varies between the companies depending 

on in which industry the company operates. 

 

Table 4 Results in numbers 
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5 ANALYSIS 

This chapter contains an analysis of the results of my research that were presented in the 

previous chapter. The analysis will be conducted in the light of my research questions, 

starting with the first question and ending with the third question. As a reminder, the 

research questions are the following: 

1. What efforts do the companies make to promote social sustainability? 

2. Do the identified efforts contribute to the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals that relate to social sustainability? 

3. How do the companies perceive social sustainability? 

5.1 Efforts to promote social sustainability  

The data contains several examples of ways in which the companies strive to promote 

social sustainability within the organisation. The analysis of the first research question 

is divided into five subsections based on the same categories that were used in the 

previous chapter; i.e. good health and well-being, lifelong learning opportunities, gender 

equality, decent work and economic growth, as well as inclusion and reduced 

inequalities. The categories are derived from the SDGs. The aim of the disposition is to 

illustrate the link between the companies’ efforts to promote social sustainability and the 

SDGs.  

5.1.1 Promoting good health and well-being 

The companies disclose several ways of promoting good health and well-being among 

their employees, including organising sports clubs in support of physical exercise as well 

as other well-being activities; offering their personnel benefits for physical exercise, 

cultural activities and well-being services (presumably in the form of recreational 

vouchers); as well as other organising courses, training sessions and programmes 

covering topics related to well-being, such as sleep, nutrition, physical activity and 

mental health, in order to increase the awareness on how to maintain a good health and 

improve well-being. 

Another way of indirectly promoting well-being among employees that can be identified 

from the data is through the promotion of the competencies and abilities of team leaders 

to manage the well-being and working capacity of their teams. This approach is also 

supported by research. Offermann and Hellmann (1996) have, for instance, found a 
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relationship between leadership behaviour and subordinate well-being, and Van 

Dierendonck, Haynes, Borrill and Stride (2004) have likewise concluded that the 

inclusion of managers in programmes aimed at promoting well-being among employees 

will improve the effectiveness of such programmes as a consequence of managers’ 

enhanced opportunities to support employees’ efforts. 

One thing that I found surprising was that only three out of nine companies mention 

work-life balance in pursuance of promoting well-being, although it has been a hot topic 

for years already and is closely related to well-being. None of the companies reports any 

concrete measures for promoting or ensuring work-life balance. 

Moreover, only two out of nine companies report providing their employees with health 

care services, including regular health checks and medical care. Arranging health care 

services is, however, not a voluntary choice for the companies but a statutory obligation. 

According to section 4 of the Finnish Occupational Health Care Act (1383/2001), all 

employers operating under Finnish legislation are required to arrange occupational 

health care services at their own expense in order to prevent health risks and problems 

related to work as well as to protect and promote the health, safety, and working capacity 

of their employees. Employers operating under Swedish legislation are, correspondingly, 

obliged to ensure that the occupational health services required by the working 

conditions are available in accordance with chapter 3, section 2c of the Swedish Work 

Environment Act (1977:1160). According to the said Act, the occupational health services 

(referring to independent expert resources in the fields of working environment and 

rehabilitation) shall, inter alia, work to prevent and eliminate health risks in the 

workplace. Thus, although only a few companies explicitly report offering their 

employees health care services, the rest of the companies can be presumed to do the 

same, despite not deliberately stating it in their reports. 

5.1.2 Providing learning opportunities 

As regards the companies’ efforts to provide learning opportunities and enhance the 

skills of their employees, an increased focus on digital learning can be seen in the data. 

E-learnings and online learning platforms seem to be the most common type of training 

that is offered to employees nowadays. This is, however, hardly surprising as almost 

everyone and everything in today’s world appears to be moving online (and it sure has 

its advantages, as has been seen especially during the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic). 

Digital training allows employees to complete the online training modules and courses 
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whenever and wherever they want. Many of the companies nevertheless report 

organising classroom training as a complement to digital training. Some companies 

report recoding the training hours in registers to track the participation of their 

personnel. In addition to formal training, on-the-job training is also emphasised as a 

means of promoting the skills of the workforce. 

Goal setting and performance discussions as well as performance plans also constitute 

ways in which the companies plan and follow the development of their employees. 

Performance discussions are, moreover, important as occasions for giving and receiving 

feedback. In one of the companies, the employees have been provided with a tool with 

mobile access that allows for giving and receiving real-time feedback throughout the 

year. Whereas real-time feedback has the potential of promoting ongoing learning, 

improving development as well as preventing recency bias, receiving feedback on a daily 

basis may also become overwhelming, and giving someone feedback in just a few 

sentences without the receiver getting a chance to ask clarifying questions and discussing 

the feedback may increase the risk of misunderstandings.  

In addition to promoting learning, feedback has also long been known to have a positive 

effect on performance through, inter alia, providing the receiver with information about 

his or her current performance as well as in what areas improvement or corrections are 

needed (Becker 1978). Moreover, when studying the joint effect of feedback and goal 

setting on performance, Becker (1978) also found that the combination of receiving 

feedback and adopting a specific, ambitious goal improves performance the most. If 

employees are being assigned goals but do not receive any feedback on their performance 

in relation to those goals, they can by no means know whether the amount of effort that 

they are exerting is enough or whether it needs to be adjusted. If, on the other hand, 

employees are not assigned any goals to achieve, feedback becomes irrelevant. The 

motivational effect of feedback and goal setting is thus due to their joint effect (Becker 

1978).  

5.1.3 Promoting gender equality 

As was noted in section 4.1.3, all of the companies have adopted policies for enhancing 

the diversity of their Boards of Directors as advocated by the Finnish and the Swedish 

Corporate Governance Codes. Although the companies are not legally obliged to comply 

with the Corporate Governance Codes, adhering to their standards is considered good 

practice for listed companies. 
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The diversity policies of the companies are written in fairly vague terms. In this way, the 

companies can avoid being bind to explicit goals and exclude the risk of being accused of 

non-compliance with their policies. The vague wording makes it rather impossible to 

address non-observance of the policies; how does one prove that a company has failed to 

“seek to include representatives of both genders within the board” or failed to “strive for 

gender balance on the board”? The diversity policies are furthermore written in the form 

of commitments towards promoting gender balance on the Boards of Directors, yet not 

expressing any concrete measures or processes for achieving the objectives. 

In order to be effective, I believe that the diversity policies should include clear objectives 

stated in terms of explicit quotas or minimum percentages for the under-represented 

gender, against which the efforts of the companies can be assessed. The opinions on 

whether gender quotas should be used are, however, twofold.  

Legislation on gender-based quotas in the public sector − requiring at least a 40 per cent 

representation of the less represented gender in public bodies − was introduced already 

in 1988 in Sweden and in 1995 in Finland. Similar standards may, however, not be 

suitable for business life and the public opinion seems to be that the state should not 

interfere with private business. (Tienari, Holgersson, Meriläinen, & Höök 2009) 

Proponents of introducing gender-based quotas on corporate boards claim that a 

(gender) diverse composition of the Board of Directors is not just a matter of equality but 

has also been proved to profit the business and its owners by ensuring diverse expertise 

and experience as well as improving the image of the company by demonstrating a 

commitment to equality. Opponents of introducing such quotas, on the contrary, refer to 

the freedom of the markets, emphasising the right of the owners to choose the members 

of the board. (Vanhala, Pesonen, & Nokkonen 2010; Tienari et. al. 2009) 

Where the proponents see gender quotas as a necessary means towards equality 

considering women’s lesser opportunities, the opponents equal equality with fair 

treatment and justice, where competence determines who advances to the board − not 

gender. Moreover, the opponents argue that the most competent individuals advance to 

the top despite the absence of gender-based quotas and that such quotas could result in 

doubts of the competence of women as they run a risk of becoming categorised as “quota-

women”. (Vanhala, Pesonen, & Nokkonen 2010; Tienari et. al. 2009) 
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The opponents believe in a “natural” increase of the share of women on corporate boards 

as a consequence of the increase of women's education level and the retirement of the 

“old-boy network”. The proponents, on the other hand, claim that laws and regulations 

are needed to change attitudes, societal structures and practices towards supporting 

gender equality. (Vanhala, Pesonen, & Nokkonen, 2010) 

Despite the current absence of legislation on gender-based quotas in the private sector, 

Finnish and Swedish employers do have certain statutory obligations in relation to 

preventing gender-based discrimination and promoting equality between women and 

men in working life. In Finland, every employer is obliged to purposefully and 

systematically promote equality between women and men within working life by, inter 

alia, contributing to making job vacancies attracting for both female and male applicants; 

promoting equitable recruitment of women and men and offering equal opportunities 

for advancement; promoting gender equality in the workplace, especially in terms of pay; 

developing working conditions that are suitable for both women and men; facilitating 

reconciliation of employment and parenthood for both women and men; as well as 

preventing gender-based discrimination in accordance with section 6 of the Finnish Act 

on Equality between Women and Men (609/1986). In Sweden, employers are 

correspondingly obliged to take active measures within the scope of their activities in 

order to prevent discrimination and promote equal rights and opportunities that 

encompass, inter alia, measures related to working conditions; recruitment and 

promotion; provisions and practices concerning pay and other terms of employment; 

education, training and other skills development; as well as possibilities to reconcile 

working life and family life in accordance with chapter 3, section 4 of the Swedish 

Discrimination Act (2008:567).  

Moreover, employers operating under Finnish legislation that regularly employ at least 

30 employees shall, according to section 6a of the Finnish Act on Equality between 

Women and Men (609/1986), at least every second year prepare a gender equality plan 

particularly concerning pay and other terms of employment, in accordance with which 

measures for promoting gender equality are implemented. In addition, according to 

section 6b of the said Act, employers are obliged to conduct a pay survey to ensure that 

women and men are paid equally for work of equal value as well as to take appropriate 

measures to correct the situation if unjustified differences in pay are noticed. Employers 

operating under Swedish legislation are, likewise, obliged to identify, rectify and prevent 

differences in pay that are attributed to gender as well as to document their work in 
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relation to, inter alia, equal pay, promotion of gender balance in different types of work 

as well as in management positions in accordance with chapter 3, section 8 and 13 of the 

Swedish Discrimination Act (2008:567). The latter obligation only concerns employers 

that employ 25 or more employees as of the beginning of the year at issue. 

Against this background, I find it interesting that only three out of nine companies 

disclose their ratios of basic salary and remuneration of women to men in their reports. 

Since the information presumedly is available for the employers, it is surprising that such 

few companies chose to disclose their ratios. Could it be that the ratios would shed a bad 

light on the companies if they were disclosed? 

Besides the diversity policies of the Boards of Directors, many of the companies also 

report having objectives to increase the share of women in other leadership positions 

through, inter alia, recruitment activities and supporting the career development of 

women. Although the fact that the companies seem willing to promote more gender-

balanced management teams is a step in the right direction, the male domination at each 

management level, as seen in Table 3, is still striking.  

According to a report by Eurostat (2020), the share of women in managerial positions in 

Sweden in 2018 was approximately 42% as compared to 37% in Finland. Moreover, 

women accounted for approximately 24% of the senior executives and approximately 

38% of the board members in the largest publicly listed companies in Sweden in 2019, 

whereas the corresponding numbers for Finland were 21% and 34% respectively. The 

shares presented in the report by Eurostat (2020) are somewhat in line with the average 

gender distribution in Table 3, as calculated per category. The numbers shown in the 

table are based on the numbers disclosed in the corporate reports of the Finnish and 

Swedish companies included in the sample. There are, nevertheless, large differences in 

the gender distribution between individual companies as can be seen in the table.  

5.1.4 Promoting employment and decent work 

When it comes to decent work in terms of promoting equal pay for equal work, all of the 

companies either explicitly or implicitly report paying their employees a fair and equal 

compensation. However, as mentioned above in section 5.1.3., I find it questionable that 

only three out of nine companies disclose their ratios of basic salary and remuneration 

of women to men, despite the probable availability of the information. 
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As regards promoting employment – or more precisely, reducing the proportion of youth 

not in employment – about half of the companies report offering students and young 

people internships, traineeships, summer jobs, thesis projects as well as apprenticeship 

programmes. During these shorter employment periods, the students and youth get the 

opportunity to make important contacts as well as accumulate valuable work experience 

that may enhance their career prospects. 

As regards decent work in terms of human rights, most of the companies explicitly state 

that they are adhering to applicable laws and regulations as well as complying with 

various internationally recognised human rights principles and norms that are 

embedded in their strategies, policies and procedures as well as their Codes of Conduct. 

Some of the companies also publish their own stand-alone human right policies and 

statements on human rights. However, compliance with applicable laws and regulations 

and adherence to internationally recognised human rights principles rather constitute 

the kind of behaviour that is fair to expect from decent and responsible companies than 

creditable efforts to promote social sustainability. 

The Codes of Conduct of the companies set out a framework for their operations and 

guide the employees in their day-to-day activities. Almost all of the companies report 

offering e-learnings and classroom training on their Codes of Conduct. One of the 

companies does, however, stand out from the rest with an e-learning designed in the 

form of a game with the intention of making the training more engaging and increasing 

the trainees’ understanding of how the Code of Conduct should be applied in actual work 

situations. The same company has also launched its Code of Conduct in a mobile 

application, making the Code of Conduct available for workers at all times. 

Some of the companies report conducting regular reviews and assessments to identify 

and address risks related to human rights in their operations as well as creating plans for 

managing the said risks. This allows the companies to keep their risk management 

processes and strategies up to date as new risks emerge. One of the companies does, for 

instance, report lately having started to consider human rights in relation to data 

protection and privacy in its business operations. 

Yet another way in which the companies strive for ensuring respect for human rights and 

ethical behaviour in general is by having confidential channels for reporting concerns 

related to human rights, unethical behaviour or violations of the Codes of Conduct easily 

available to all employees on, for example, their websites. By protecting the 
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confidentiality of whistle-blowers, the companies can create an atmosphere where 

employees feel safe to submit reports in their own name, which enables the investigator 

to ask the whistle-blower further questions and thus facilitates the investigation. 

As regards decent work in terms of promoting safe and secure working environments, 

almost all of the companies report taking a preventive or proactive approach to 

occupational health and safety. Such an approach is, in fact, advocated by the law. 

Employers operating under Finnish legislation have a general obligation to take all 

necessary measures to ensure the health and safety of their employees under section 8 

of the Finnish Occupational Safety and Health Act (738/2002) and employers operating 

under Swedish legislation similarly have a corresponding obligation under chapter 3, 

section 2 of the Swedish Work Environment Act (1977:1160). 

The companies report various measures aiming at promoting safety awareness among 

the employees including, inter alia, transparent communication; safety programmes, 

events and campaigns; as well as e-learnings and classroom training. The reported 

measures can, however, be considered as part of the employers’ obligation to ensure that 

the employees are informed of the risks that may be associated with their work and have 

received necessary training and guidance on safe working practices in accordance with 

section 14 of the Finnish Occupational Safety and Health Act (738/2002) as well as 

chapter 3, section 3 of the Swedish Work Environment Act (1977:1160). 

Other preventive and proactive measures reported by the companies involve conducting 

risk assessments of their operations as well as site audits and audits among their 

employees to ensure adequate competence and compliance with safety policies; holding 

safety discussions; arranging safety observation tours; documenting safe ways of 

working in the form of safety policies and rules; monitoring safety performance 

indicators; as well as providing the employees with adequate personal protective 

equipment.  

The reactive measures of the companies, on the other hand, involve requiring employees 

to act upon and report unsafe behaviour and unsafe situations as well as documenting 

and investigating all incidents, hazards and close call situations in order to take 

corrective actions and communicate the key learnings within the organisation to prevent 

similar accidents in the future. Most of the companies report having some forms of local 

or global tools or channels for reporting safety incidents, and a few companies report 
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having launched tools in the form of mobile applications that allow employees to report 

their observations instantly.  

Again, the above-mentioned measures are largely based on the employers’ legal 

obligations. According to section 15 of the Finnish Occupational Safety and Health Act 

(738/2002) and chapter 2, section 7 of the Swedish Work Environment Act (1977:1160), 

employers must provide their employees with appropriate personal protective 

equipment when there is a risk of injury or illness that cannot be avoided by other means. 

Employers are furthermore obliged to continuously and systematically analyse, identify, 

monitor and document hazards and risk factors caused by the working environment, the 

working conditions or the work itself, as well as take the measures required as a result in 

accordance with section 10 of the Finnish Occupational Safety and Health Act 

(738/2002) and chapter 3, section 2a of the Swedish Work Environment Act (1977:1160). 

Moreover, according to section 10 of the Finnish Occupational Safety and Health Act 

(738/2002), if an employer does not have adequate expertise to assess the above-

mentioned hazards and risks or to maintain a safe and healthy working environment, the 

employer shall use external experts, like some of the companies report having done.  

Some of the Finnish companies report that their employees have the right to refuse work 

that poses a perceived risk to the safety of themselves or others. It is, however, not up to 

the employer to decide whether to allow the employees to refrain from unsafe work or 

not, but the right to refuse unsafe work constitutes a legal right of all employees to whom 

the Finnish labour legislation is applicable. Based on section 23 of the Finnish 

Occupational Safety and Health Act (738/2002), employees have the right to leave off 

work that causes a serious risk to their own or other employees’ life or health.  

One of the companies reports recognising and rewarding employees for safe behaviour. 

Recognition and rewards constitute positive sanctions that are often utilised to influence 

employee motivation and behaviour and may, according to the conclusions drawn by 

Sims (1980), have a stronger effect on employee motivation and behaviour than negative 

sanctions. 

Furthermore, many of the companies report having different, regularly gathering forums 

for discussing and reviewing occupational health and safety issues, in which both the 

employer and the employees are represented. This can work as a way of keeping the 

employees up to date with the safety issues that the company is facing and engaging them 

in the decision-making, which, according to Scott-Ladd, Travaglione and Marshall 
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(2006), appears to have a positive impact on the commitment of the employees. Another 

way in which the companies promote safety is by training managers and team leaders in 

safety issues and encouraging them to lead safety by example, i.e. not just “talking the 

talk” but also “walking the walk”, as actions often are more impactful than just words. 

As regards protecting labour rights, some of the companies explicitly state compliance 

with national labour laws in their corporate reports. Compliance with labour laws should, 

however, be the presumption and it should be fair to expect from all of the companies, 

including those that do not deliberately mention it in their reports.  

5.1.5 Promoting inclusion and reducing inequalities 

Some of the companies explicitly emphasise ensuring fair treatment as well as equal 

rights and opportunities of their employees regardless of personal characteristics, such 

as gender, age, ethnic origin, political views, religion, and sexual orientation. Nothing 

less can, however, be expected from the companies as it would be against the prohibition 

of discrimination in section 8 of the Finnish Non-Discrimination Act (21/2004) and 

chapter 2, section 1 of the Swedish Discrimination Act (2008:567). 

The employers are, moreover, obliged to take active measures to prevent discrimination 

as well as promote equal rights and opportunities in working life. According to section 7 

of the Finnish Non-Discrimination Act (21/2004), every employer shall assess the 

realisation of equality in the workplace and develop the working conditions and the 

methods used in the selection of personnel and for making decisions affecting the 

personnel accordingly. The Swedish Discrimination Act (2008:567) sets out even more 

stringent requirements. According to chapter 3, sections 1-5 of the said Act, the employer 

shall take active measures to prevent discrimination and promote equal rights and 

opportunities in relation to working conditions, conditions of employment, recruitment 

and promotion, training and development of competencies, as well as opportunities of 

combining parenthood with work. The measures include continuously assessing the risks 

of discrimination, retaliation or other impediments to the realisation of equal rights and 

opportunities within the business, analysing the causes of identified risks and 

impediments, taking adequate preventive and promoting measures, as well as following 

up and evaluating the impact of the measures taken. 

In the light of the legal obligations set out above, many of the companies report 

recruitment as a way of reducing inequalities by ensuring that employees are selected 

based on merit and experience and that recruitment decisions are not influenced by 
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personal characteristics. As means of ensuring fair recruitment, the companies 

emphasise, inter alia, transparency in the recruitment process, using external 

evaluations and collaborating with specialists in unbiased recruitment, anonymising job 

applications, ensuring a gender-neutral appearance of job advertisings, as well as 

tracking the diversity of hires.  

The idea behind anonymous recruitment, which seems to be a common way of ensuring 

fair recruitment among the companies, is to reduce the impact of biases and 

discrimination by removing the names and other identifiers of the candidates from the 

job applications and thus directing the recruiters’ attention towards objective criteria 

relating to the job (Foley & Williamson 2018). However, Foley & Williamson (2018) 

emphasise that rather than neutralising stereotypes, the absence of explicit signals in 

anonymous recruitment may make recruiters search for implicit clues about the identity 

of the applicants and hence increase their reliance on stereotypes.  

Krause, Rinne and Zimmermann (2012) also note that anonymous recruitment may have 

reverse results in recruitment processes in which discrimination does not normally 

occur. For example, in companies that have implemented ambitious goals for diversity 

and equality, anonymisation may prevent recruiters sympathising with these goals from 

favouring minority applicants when credentials are equal (Krause, Rinne & 

Zimmermann 2012).  

Many of the companies also report using personnel surveys to measure how well 

employees consider equality to be realised at work and to get overall feedback from the 

employees. This measure can, again, be considered as derived from the employers’ legal 

obligations to evaluate the realisation of equality in the workplace. 

Other common ways of promoting inclusion among companies are different kinds of 

trainings, discussions, and other events to promote inclusive behaviour and raise 

awareness about topics related to diversity and inclusion. Many of the companies also 

report organising discussions and dialogues with and between employees or employee 

representatives and the corporate management in order to develop an inclusive culture 

by involving the employees in the discussion on matters affecting them. Some of the 

companies have further organised smaller working groups and workshops to ensure that 

employees are being consulted. 
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Furthermore, a majority of the companies report having various non-discriminatory 

policies and guiding principles of diversity and inclusion in place, including the diversity 

policies of the Boards of Directors that were discussed in sections 4.1.3 and 5.1.3, as well 

as reviewing their policies and training and recruitment materials to ensure that they are 

aligned with their diversity and inclusion strategies. Many of the companies also report 

having performance bonus schemes, share saving plans, short-term incentive schemes, 

and other incentive programmes that cover not only the top management but all 

employees, regardless of position, grade or tenure.  

5.2 Contribution to the SDGs  

As stated above, the subsections in section 5.1 are derived from the SDGs and 

demonstrate the link between the companies’ efforts to promote social sustainability and 

the SDGs to which each effort contributes. Figure 6 below further illustrates the above-

mentioned linkage between the subsections and the SDGs. 

 

Figure 6 The linkage between the subsections and the SDGs  

Source: Pictures from United Nations (2020c)  

Although it is worth noting that many of the efforts that were presented in section 5.1 are 

based on the companies’ statutory obligations rather than voluntary commitments and 

initiatives to promote social sustainability, their contribution to the SDGs cannot be 
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denied. Regardless of whether the motivation of the companies is to promote social 

sustainability or merely to obey the law, the efforts to promote social sustainability that 

are disclosed in the corporate reports of the companies are in line with the SDGs. 

In addition to disclosures on efforts to promote social sustainability, the corporate 

reports also include plenty of statements in which the companies declare their 

commitments to promoting social sustainability, yet without providing any concrete 

information on what they are doing to live up to these commitments. Two citations from 

the data that were highlighted in the previous chapter can be used to illustrate this. As 

regards reducing inequalities in conformity with SDG 10, Neste Oyj states that “[w]e aim 

to achieve a truly diverse workplace culture, covering not only gender but also other 

diversity aspects”. Second, in terms of promoting well-being in conformity with SDG 3, 

H&M Ab reports that “[w]e are committed to creating healthy and safe workplaces that 

contribute to the wellbeing of our employees and customers”. Such statements may be 

an attempt to convey a favourable picture of the company, yet, due to the lack of 

concreteness, I do not find them too convincing. 

5.3 The companies’ perception of social sustainability 

As emphasised in section 5.1, a majority of the efforts to promote social sustainability 

disclosed in the corporate reports are based on the companies’ statutory obligations. This 

gives an impression of the companies equalling being socially sustainable and promoting 

social sustainability with acting in compliance with the law and fulfilling their legal 

obligations related to social sustainability. 

In my view, as far as the companies are merely fulfilling their legal obligations and acting 

in compliance with the law, they are only doing the bare minimum that is expected from 

them. A company that only does what it is expected and required to do should not be 

recognised for its sustainability efforts.  

In order to be fair, it has to be noted that not all of the efforts reported by the companies 

are founded on their legal obligations. The companies are certainly also making efforts 

to promote social sustainability beyond their legal obligations. However, the fact that the 

greatest part of the efforts as reported by the companies seems to be based on statutory 

regulations as opposed to voluntary initiatives creates a perception of the companies 

perceiving social sustainability not as a voluntary commitment, but rather as a legal 

obligation. 
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6 DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this thesis was to identify ways of promoting social sustainability within 

organisations by examining the social sustainability efforts of some of the leading 

sustainability companies in Finland and Sweden. The study was carried out as an 

analysis of the corporate reports – with the main focus on the sustainability reports – of 

the Finnish and the Swedish companies included in the Global 100 Most Sustainable 

Corporations 2020 ranking using a predominantly qualitative critical content analysis 

method. 

As discussed in section 3.7.1, when studying corporate reports, one must keep in mind 

that the reports tend to be written for a certain audience – often shareholders, investors, 

potential investors and other stakeholders – to whom the author(s) may want to convey 

a favourable picture of the company by, inter alia, presenting the work and the results of 

the company in a positive light and accentuating favourable outcomes (Atkinson & Coffey 

2004). It is thus important to critically consider the information provided in the reports 

and not just blindly believe in what is written.  

Moreover, as Atkinson and Coffey (2004) note, although any literate person can read a 

text or interpret a document, it is likely that only a limited group of readers with specific 

competencies are able to properly decode them. This is especially true for corporate 

documentation. A competent interpretation of corporate documentation may, for 

example, require an understanding of the underlying organisation and its working 

assumptions. Reading is not the passive receipt of information, but an activity whereby 

the reader interprets the text or document based on his or her knowledge (or lack of 

knowledge) of similar texts, his or her cultural knowledge as well as his or her unique life 

experiences. (Atkinson & Coffey 2004) In the light of this, it is important to note that the 

analysis of the corporate reports in this thesis as well as the conclusions that I have drawn 

from the data are all affected by my cultural, educational and social background. 

In this thesis, my background in the field of law has resulted in a strong presence of a 

legal perspective throughout the research. When analysing the data, I came to recognise 

that a majority of the ways in which the companies report promoting social sustainability 

are, in fact, based on the legal obligations of the companies as opposed to voluntary 

commitments and initiatives to promote social sustainability, which makes it tempting 

to question whether the underlying motivation of the companies is to promote social 

sustainability or merely comply with the law. This observation would probably have 
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passed me by if it was not for my legal knowledge, and it hence illustrates how my 

educational background has influenced the findings that I have made and the 

conclusions that I have drawn from the research. Someone with a different educational 

background may have focused their attention on different aspects and thus made 

completely different observations and findings, despite interpreting the same data and 

using the same method as in this research.  

To further elaborate on the significance of the reader’s knowledge and background in the 

context of interpreting corporate reports, it may be hard for someone who is not familiar 

with law to recognise when the efforts reported by the companies are founded on 

statutory obligations and when they are not, as none of the companies explicitly mention 

when a reported effort follows from legal obligations as opposed to voluntariness. 

Readers who do not have legal knowledge may thus get an erroneous picture of the 

companies’ commitments to promoting social sustainability. 

The observation that a majority of the companies’ efforts to promote social sustainability 

turned out to be based on statutory regulations moved me towards the conclusion that 

many of the companies – at least on some level − seem to perceive social sustainability 

as a statutory obligation rather than a voluntary commitment. This raises the question 

of whether the companies, in fact, are pursuing social sustainability or merely the 

perception of being socially sustainable? 

Moreover, in my opinion, a company that merely does what is required in order to meet 

its legal obligations does not deserve to be recognised as a sustainable company. If a 

company can declare itself sustainable just for fulfilling its statutory obligations, it is 

rather the legislator who should be credited for their efforts to promote sustainability.  

To me, being sustainable and promoting sustainability means “walking that extra mile” 

and going beyond one’s legal obligations. If the companies ranked as the most 

sustainable companies in the world are mostly just fulfilling their legal obligations, then 

what does it say about those companies that were not considered sustainable enough to 

be included in the ranking? The standard does not seem to be set too high. 

Another somewhat surprising observation that I made was how such long reports could 

contain so “little” information. The corporate reports were mainly written in rather 

general terms, containing lots of idle phrases that did not provide any concrete 

information on the sustainability efforts of the companies, such as “[w]e aim to achieve 
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a truly diverse workplace culture, covering not only gender but also other diversity 

aspects” in the sustainability report of Neste Oyj and “[w]e are committed to creating 

healthy and safe workplaces that contribute to the wellbeing of our employees and 

customers” in the sustainability report of H&M Ab, as well as phrases that stated the 

obvious, such as “[a]ll employees are entitled to be treated with respect, and we have 

zero tolerance for discrimination, harassment, or illegal threats” in the report by the 

Board of Directors of Metso Oyj, that did not add much value to the understanding of the 

sustainability efforts of the companies. As a result of the corporate reports being written 

in such general terms, the study came to provide more of a “helicopter view” than an in-

depth analysis of the companies’ efforts to promote social sustainability. 

Moreover, despite all the companies using the same GRI Standards for preparing their 

sustainability reports, the characteristics of the reports, such as, length, layout and 

content, varied a lot between the companies, which brought certain challenges to the 

comparison and analysis of the reports. So did the fact that the companies operate within 

different industries, which, in turn, affected the content of the reports. Occupational 

health and safety are, for example, material aspects of social sustainability in the oil 

refinery industry, where work-related injuries are fairly common, but not as relevant in 

relation to social sustainability within the financial services industry, where the risk for 

work-related injuries is nearly non-existent. This was naturally mirrored in the 

sustainability reports of the companies. Whereas disclosures on issues of occupational 

health and safety from a large part of the sustainability report of Neste Oyj, the 

sustainability report of SEB AB lacked disclosures on the said issues.  

As regards the reliability of the corporate reports, the fact that all of the sustainability 

reports that were reviewed in connection with this study have been assured by an 

independent third party can be considered to increase the dependability of the data. 

Brown, de Jong and Levy (2009) have, nevertheless, raised the question of whether it is 

the sustainability report itself or the sustainability performance of the company that 

should be the object of verification as well as whether the external verification should be 

conducted by traditional accountancy firms (as in this case) or preferably by experts 

within the field of sustainability? 

6.1 Implications 

This study provides various exemplars of how companies can promote social 

sustainability within the organisation while contributing to the SDGs for other 



 92 

organisations to learn from and follow. Moreover, it works as a reminder of how easily 

corporate reports can convey erroneous impressions about a company’s work, despite 

the information disclosed in the reports being true, as well as how important it thus is to 

approach the reports with a critical mindset. 

6.2 Limitations 

One limitation of this study is that the Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations index, 

from which the sample was chosen, ranks companies based on their overall 

sustainability. The companies included in the sample do thus not necessarily represent 

the most socially sustainable companies in the world, although I think it is fair to expect 

at least a certain level of social sustainability from the companies that have been included 

in the said ranking.  

The limitation appears as a lack of correlation between the companies’ rankings in the 

said index and the number of sentences, figures, graphs and tables in the corporate 

reports of each company that relate to social sustainability as illustrated in Table 4. If the 

companies had been chosen from an index ranking them based on their level of social 

sustainability, the highest-ranked company could have been expected to disclose the 

most data in relation to social sustainability, but in this case, no such pattern was 

discerned. 

For this study, it was nevertheless not necessary to single out the most sustainable 

companies in terms of social sustainability. It was enough to identify a bunch of 

companies that all show a high level of social sustainability. 

6.3 Future research 

This study paves the way for future research in the area. As stated above in section 6.2 as 

well as in section 3.6.2, the Corporate Knights’ Global 100 Most Sustainable 

Corporations 2020 ranking – from which the companies in the sample were chosen – 

ranks the companies based on their overall sustainability. Even though Neste Oyj was 

ranked the highest of the companies, it does, in other words, not necessarily mean that 

Neste Oyj is the most socially sustainable one of the companies in the sample.  

In the future, it would be interesting to compare a sample of companies that are chosen 

based on some index that ranks them particularly in terms of social sustainability in 

order to find out if and how the sustainability efforts differ between the highest- and the 

lowest-ranked companies in the index. Some examples of rankings that could be used for 
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this purpose are the Great Place To Work ranking and the Dow Jones Sustainability 

Index ranked by social criteria. 

Moreover, as was noted above, due to the lack of detail in the corporate reports, this study 

resulted in a “helicopter view” rather than an in-depth analysis of the efforts to promote 

social sustainability of the companies reviewed in this study. In the future, it would be 

interesting to make a case study and interview the employees and the management of 

one single or a few companies in order to get a deeper understanding of how social 

sustainability can be promoted within an organisation. It would furthermore be 

interesting to compare the information from the interviews with the employees and the 

management with the information that is disclosed in the corporate reports to see 

whether the data in the reports matches the data from the interviews or whether it has 

been embellished to convey a better picture of the company. 

Lastly, future research could build upon the findings of this study and further examine 

the efforts to promote sustainability as reported by a chosen set of companies in the light 

of their legal obligations. The starting point could, for example, be to identify the 

statutory obligations of the said companies in relation to promoting sustainability. The 

identified obligations could then be mirrored against the efforts reported in the corporate 

reports in order to find out to what degree the companies are merely complying with the 

law, as opposed to promoting sustainability beyond their statutory obligations, as well as 

how general it is for companies to only do the bare minimum when it comes to promoting 

sustainability. 
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