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Definitions  

  

Small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs): A category of enterprises which employ fewer 

than 250 people, have an annual turnover not exceeding €50 million, and/or an annual balance 

sheet total not exceeding €43 million (Eurostat, 2019).   

  

Open innovation: When an organisation uses external sources (such as customer feedback, 

published patents, competitors, external agencies, the public etc.) to drive innovation, as well as 

share internal information for commercial purposes (Oxford Review Encyclopedia of Terms, 

2019).  

  

Sustainable innovation: “Generating, developing, and launching new products and processes 

that meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs” (UN, 1987).  

  

Incremental innovation: Describes the process of making minor changes to an existing 

product/service (Miner, 2010).   

  

Radical innovation: Refers to fundamental changes to a product/service that is revolutionary and 

change the way people live. Radical innovations tend to meet customer needs that are not yet 

known (Miner, 2010).  

  

Suppliers: Throughout the thesis we use the word ‘supplier(s)’ as a collective term for the different 

actors in our studied companies value-chains, such as producer(s) and distributor(s). This due to 

the fact that our studied companies are in different positions in their respective value-chains and 

this makes it clearer.   
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Abstract  

  
Title: The Swedish SMEs’ road to sustainable innovation   
Authors: Sofia Carlsson & Nikita Ekman   
Supervisor: Ramsin Yakob   
  

Background: 20% of the world's population is responsible for about 80% of the life-cycle impacts 

of consumption and the per-capita footprint of developed countries is at least double than that of 

developing countries. This is why there is an urgent need for companies in industrialized countries 

to find more sustainable production methods and encourage sustainable consumption. Global 

sustainability trends drive innovation, which is why it is important to study how companies use, 

and can use, innovation to be more sustainable. Despite the will to work sustainably innovative, 

many SMEs today face resource constraints that hinder them from doing so - a problem that in part 

can be mitigated by open innovation. In Sweden today, however, open innovation is not widely 

used, especially not amongst SMEs.  

  

Purpose: This study aims at mapping how Swedish SMEs currently work with open innovation in 

order to promote innovative sustainability initiatives, and how they could do it.  

  

Methodology: This is a qualitative multiple case study in which seven cases have been studied 

and compared. The study is based on the hermeneutic philosophical standpoint, with an abductive 

approach. The empirical data consists of seven semi-structured interviews with representatives 

from seven different Swedish SMEs, from different industrial sectors.  

  

Conclusion: This study concludes that Swedish SMEs mainly work with inbound open innovation 

in the form of sourcing information from customers and/or suppliers. It is also found that outbound 

open innovation is used to a lesser extent among the studied SMEs. The study proposes that more 

cross-sectoral collaboration can be beneficial. Furthermore, it is established that clearer methods 

for, and more knowledge about, open innovation could increase the use of it, and thus the benefits 

of it.  

  

Keywords: Sustainability, open innovation, SMEs, sustainable innovation, resources  
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1.  Introduction     
The initial chapter contains a background and introduction of the topic being handled in this 

thesis. This is followed by a problem discussion, the purpose and the research question is presented 

and it is concluded with an explanation of the contribution to the literature.  

1.1  Background       

There is an ever growing need for companies to be more environmentally conscious, work towards 

sustainability, and to be more efficient – all in light of the global trend to save the earth from 

negative environmental impact (UN, 2018). The UN calls for an efficient management of our 

natural resources and the way toxic waste and pollutants are disposed, and is encouraging 

industries, businesses and consumers to act sustainably by recycling and reducing waste (UN, 

2019). Small- and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) contribute to a large share of overall pollution 

(Walker, Redmond, Sheridan, Wang & Goaft, 2008). For example, in the EU SMEs account for 

approximately 64% of the total pollution (ECEI, 2010). Hence, how these companies can change 

and implement more environmentally friendly practices is largely discussed in the literature, and 

is a subject of interests to a lot of people, especially since it plays an important role on all societal 

levels. In Sweden 99,9% of all companies are classed as SMEs (Företagarna, 2015).   

  

The 99,9% small- and medium sized companies in Sweden are not affected by  

Årsredovisningslagen1 chapter 6 §10 concerning sustainability reporting, which was introduced in 

2016. The law is built on an EU directive from 2014 and applies to companies that fulfill at least 

two of the three criteria: to at least have 250 employees, have assets of at least 175 MSEK or to 

have a net turnover of at least 350 MSEK (SFS 2016:947; Ljungdahl, 2017). The purpose of the 

sustainability report is to increase transparency among companies when it comes to environmental 

and social issues, employees, respect for human rights and the prevention of corruption 

(Frostenson, Helon & Sandström, 2018). The companies affected by this law have to report their 

business model, policies regarding the aforementioned issues and their results, the risks concerning 

the issues and how the company handles these risks, and general result indicators that are relevant 

for the business. Since Swedish SMEs are not required by law to report on their sustainability 

                                                 
1 The Swedish Annual Accounts Act    
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work, it is interesting to research how, what, and why they take measures to work sustainably and 

to which extent they share their sustainability processes.  

1.2  Problem Discussion   

According to the Sustainable Development Goals Report (UN, 2018), by 2018, a total of 108 

countries had national policies and initiatives relevant to sustainable consumption and production. 

This development is of utmost importance as for example, in 2016, 91% of the urban population 

worldwide was breathing air that did not meet the World Health Organization air quality 

guidelines. Already during the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in 

1992 the consequences of the unsustainable pattern of consumption and production, especially in 

industrialized countries, were determined to be play a major role in the deterioration of the global 

environment (UN, 1992 through Veleva & Ellenbecker, 2001). Only 20% of the world population 

is responsible for almost 80% of the life-cycle impacts of consumption (Tukker et al., 2008) and 

the per-capita footprint of developed countries is at least double, for all types of materials, than 

that of developing countries (UN, 2018). All this points to the fact that there is a critical need for 

companies in developed countries to find more sustainable production methods, and to promote 

sustainable consumption. This need for change and sustainability is one factor that drives 

innovation according to Hargadon (2015), leading to a need to study how companies use 

innovation to solve the problem of sustainability within their business practices.   

  

It is especially interesting to study the correlation between innovation and sustainability in SMEs, 

as it, in a report by Företagarna (2015), is claimed 86% of SMEs think that it is important to take 

social responsibility and work sustainably, but that for SMEs, sustainability work is primarily a 

matter of resources. The survey by Företagarna (2015) also shows that only half of the companies 

that work with sustainability have control documents and that fewer than a third evaluate the 

effects of their sustainability work. Only around one in ten have an employee that works actively 

with sustainability issues. The regulations regarding sustainability reports, however good, do not 

drive sustainable innovation forward, rather they demand resources that many smaller companies 

might not have (Frostensson et al., 2018).   

  
The shortage of resources many smaller companies experience, which affects their ability to work 

more sustainable (Företagarna, 2015), can in part be mitigated by means of open innovation (OI) 
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(Chesbrough, 2006). Although there is a growing trend within the OECD countries to share their 

data for the sake of innovation (open innovation), this trend seems to be lost on Sweden. In a 2014 

report by the OECD called Open Government Data, Sweden was ranked as one of the countries 

with the lowest amount of open data (OECD, 2018). Something that is further confirmed in a 

proposal by Lena Micko, chairwoman of the Swedish Municipality and County Council (SKL, 

2016), which addresses the need for more open innovation in Sweden. This does not only concern 

governmental data, many firms are also still reluctant to open up their innovation process, despite 

facing pressure regarding environmental trends and lack of resources (Lichtenthaler, 2008). An 

example of a reason behind this has been identified as lack of knowledge about OI and means of 

working with it, which again in part stem from lack of resources. It is harder for smaller companies 

to spread risk and they are therefore less likely to engage in new activities (Lichtenthaler, 2008).   

  

While writing this thesis we had a hard time identifying, and getting in contact with, companies 

that actively work with OI, as even if companies actually do work with OI in some way (i.e. work 

with suppliers and customers) they are foreign to the concept ‘Open Innovation’ and thereby do 

not identify as working with it, which might hinder them from doing it actively.  

 

(Model 1. Our chain of problems)   

1.3  Purpose                 

The purpose of this thesis is to study how SMEs in Sweden work with OI in order to promote 

innovative sustainability initiatives. In fulfilling the purpose, we contribute to the literature on 

open innovation and sustainability. 

 

1.4  Research Question   

This master thesis will answer the research question:   

“How do, and can, Swedish SMEs work with open innovation to promote innovative sustainability 

initiatives?”  
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1.5  Contribution to the literature     

As the state of our planet continue to get more critical, and the light at the end of the tunnel seems 

to be shrinking, it is important to try and find hope in human capability. One such capability is our 

ability to collaborate. Therefore, we wish to inspire hope through this master thesis, by providing 

examples of small- and medium-sized companies that overcome their limits by collaborating in 

order to minimize negative effects of consumption and production. 

  

Despite SMEs representing an overwhelming majority of all companies in the world and thereby, 

a big part of the carbon footprint left by production and consumption, literature tends to focus on 

large enterprises. For example, the majority of the literature on sustainable innovation is focused 

on such large enterprises, and thereby have a tendency to measure aspects that are not applicable 

to SMEs, such as R&D spending and number of patents (Tether, 1998), which makes a comparison 

between larger and smaller companies inconclusive. Studies on general innovativeness in SMEs 

conclude that there is no indication that SMEs are less innovative than large enterprises, rather 

they just innovate differently (Bos-Brouwers, 2009).   

  

The fact that SMEs are such a large part of the global market combined with the urgent need for 

innovations that promote sustainability, makes studying this subject highly relevant. There is a gap 

in the literature on how SMEs, especially in Sweden, work with sustainable innovation and with 

open innovation, despite the increasing importance of both these issues. With this contribution we 

hope to begin to fill that gap.  
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1.6  Disposition   

Chapter 2 - Theoretical framework   

This chapter introduces the reader to the subjects that this study aims to examine. It is also meant 

to provide an insight on the current literature on the subject, as well as create the theoretical 

understanding that is needed to fulfill the purpose of the thesis and answer the research question. 

The theoretical framework is built on two main subjects: Sustainability and Open Innovation. The 

chapter is ended with a summary of the theories along with a conceptual framework.   

   

Chapter 3 - Method   

This chapter presents this thesis’s scientific standpoint and is intended to provide the reader with 

a motivation and explanation for the research approaches in the study. The quality of the study is 

discussed from an ethical and critical perspective.    

  

Chapter 4 - Empirical findings  

In this chapter we present the empirical findings from our seven studied cases. To make the reading 

experience as coherent as possible we present one company at the time, with the information 

divided into three major themes: sustainability and, inbound- and outbound open innovation.   

  

Chapter 5 - Analysis   

In the analysis we use the theories to analyse and evaluate the empirical data to be able to answer 

the research question. The chapter is disposed in the same way as the theoretical framework, 

starting with sustainability then looking at inbound- respectively outbound innovation. In the last 

part of the analysis we discuss the results and synthesize how OI and sustainability relate to each 

other.   

  

Chapter 6 - Conclusion   

In the last chapter we summarize the results and answer the research question. We also make 

suggestions for further research.   
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2.  Theoretical framework   
In the following chapter the theories and models that make out the basis of this thesis are presented. 

It is intended to create an understanding of the two main topics; sustainability and open 

innovation, and how these relate to SMEs. The theoretical framework defines these two subjects 

and how they can be measured within SMEs. The chapter is concluded with a summary of the most 

important parts and a conceptual framework which will be used in the analysis.    

2.1  Sustainable Innovation     

The definition that Sustainable development is “generating, developing, and launching new 

products and processes that meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs” (UN, 1987) has become one of the most widespread 

definitions related to sustainability. This definition can be seen as a basis from which the multitude 

of following definitions on sustainability-related subjects, has stemmed (UN, 2018). Definitions 

for terms such as, sustainable innovation, sustainability-oriented innovation, sustainability-related 

innovation, eco-innovation etcetera (Klewitz & Hansen, 2011; Boons, Montalvo, Quist & Wagner, 

2012), all in some way refer to an improvement of an existing product or process, or the 

introduction of a new product or process, with the aim of increased sustainability. Subsequently, 

it is indicated that the target ‘complete sustainability’ is always moving forward, and the term 

sustainable innovation is the path toward this goal.   

  

Within the term ‘sustainability’ three main pillars have been identified; economical-, societal-, and 

environmental sustainability (UN, 2005). The three pillars are not mutually exclusive, rather they 

are dependent on each other; to have a sustainable economy, we need a sustainable society, and to 

maintain that we need a sustaining environment (ibid). These three dimensions of sustainability 

establish the fact that sustainable innovation entails a consideration of natural, human, and 

economic capital (Elkington, 1997). Based on the current literature and different definitions of 

sustainable innovation, we choose to define innovative sustainability initiatives as “innovative 

initiatives that improve sustainability in at least one of three main areas; societal, economic and 

environmental” in this master thesis.   
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2.2  Sustainable Innovation and SMEs   

The increase in pressure from consumers and regulations leads to corporations gradually being 

forced to act more sustainably (Werbach, 2009). As the importance of the roles of corporations in 

society grows bigger each year; for example, in 2015 Walmart was the 10th biggest economy in 

the world, larger than most countries (Global Justice Now, 2016), the importance of their actions 

do so too. Further supporting Werbach (2009), Klewitz and Hansen (2011) point out that 

sustainable innovation within SMEs often occurs as a reaction to external pressure and customer 

demand, and is often focused on new product development, seizing market opportunities, or 

staying competitive. Consequently, sustainable innovation in SMEs occurs in the form of, for 

example, exchanging raw materials to more environmentally friendly materials, and using more 

sustainable business practices that adhere to, or even get ahead of, customer and regulatory 

demands (Klewitz & Hansen, 2011). Being smaller, and more agile, SMEs can respond quickly to 

market demand and offer a wider selection of products that are in line with market trends, such as 

ecological alternatives. This is harder for larger corporations, which often utilize economies of 

scale (Martin-Tapia, Aragón-Correa & Rueda-Manzanares, 2010).   

2.3  Measuring sustainability - how, and by what factors     

In the literature concerning sustainable innovation, we have identified a number of ways in which 

one can measure the level of sustainability within a company. Ryding and Ekvall (1995) argue that 

the environmental focus within a firm can go from being limited to, for example, an environmental 

department, to having a sustainability mindset that pervades the whole organisation and is 

integrated in the daily routines of businesses. Furthermore, van Marrewijk and Werre (2003) argue 

that the ambition level of a corporation can go from before any sustainability initiatives have been 

introduced at all, to having a fully integrated, holistic, sustainability system. In addition, Klewitz 

and Hansen (2011) claim that it ranges from companies that are reactive to environmental 

regulations, to companies that work proactively of market trends. These different scales of 

sustainable innovation are necessary to be able to arrange how sustainably innovative a company 

is, since how companies work with sustainable innovation affects the effectiveness of the outcome 

(Ryding & Ekvall, 1995). Another example is Stevels (1997) who discussed sustainability in terms 

of levels, arranging the different degrees of sustainable innovation from incremental to system 

change. Level 1 (incremental) is making small improvements to an existing product or service, 

level 2 (redesign) is a larger redesign within the current technological limits of the company, level 
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3 (functional) refers to a new product or service that satisfies the same needs as older ones, and 

level 4 (systems) is a design for a sustainable society (ibid). Linking to this is Miner’s (2010) 

innovation range - from incremental to radical innovations. The majority of the different theories 

on how to measure sustainability and sustainable innovation within firms are adapted to larger 

companies (Ryding & Ekvall, 1995; van Marrewijk & Werre, 2003; Stevels, 1997 etc.), which is 

why our assessments in large will be based on Klewitz and Hansen’s (2011) conceptual framework 

for sustainable innovation in SMEs, but with influences from the other, previously mentioned 

theories.   

2.4  What is Open Innovation?     

Since Henry Chesbrough articulated the modern perspective of the term ‘Open Innovation’ (OI) in 

2003, it has become a broad topic including open business model innovation, open service 

innovation and new product development (Rodríguez-Ferradas, Alfaro Tanco & Sandulli, 2017).   

  

The concept of OI has been described as a paradigm shift in the area of innovation and as 

technology has evolved, geographical diffusion of knowledge has become easier and the subject 

of OI has grown more relevant (Dahlander & Gann, 2010; Chesbrough, 2003; Gassman, 2006). OI 

can lead to an increased complexity of the final product as knowledge input can come from many 

different actors, such as customers, private and public institutions, academia and competitors 

(Clausen & Pohjola, 2009; Piperopoulos, 2012). The possibility for every person in a field to be 

able to improve already existing ideas provides the potential for exponential development speed, 

which means less resources per company (Chesbrough, 2003). The concept coined by Chesbrough 

is, however, not new; Allen (1983) noticed that already during the industrial revolution, ‘voluntary 

knowledge spill-over’ was common between companies in the iron industry.   

  

Business strategies in the traditional fashion promote firms to use internal R&D and capabilities 

to stay competitive and build entry barriers, rather than moving towards an open strategy. Until 

recently, this has been the main approach when creating and commercializing new innovations 

(Chesbrough & Appleyard, 2006; Teece, 1986). However, how we innovate has changed, as labour 

mobility and knowledge diffusion among organisations has increased, firms are unable to afford 

an innovation process based solely on internal resources (Chesbrough, 2006). Due to this, an 

increasing amount of companies engage in OI to acquire knowledge externally, and authors, such 
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as van de Vrande, de Jong, Vanhaverbeke and de Rochermont (2009), anticipate the concept of OI 

to become even more common in the future.  

  

Researchers have brought up the question of whether OI activities differ between industries. It is 

shown that manufacturing firms tend to engage in outsourcing of R&D to a greater extent than 

service companies, which are better in venturing activities using internal knowledge. Thus, 

differences, albeit small, can be found between industries and OI involvement (van de Vrande et 

al., 2009). Moreover, research shows that firms from other industries can be a crucial source of 

innovation, as their existing knowledge can be combined with the firm’s, which can lead to new 

product development. The size of the firm might have an impact on the OI engagement. 

Mediumsized enterprises and larger firms are more likely to use OI than smaller firms, due to the 

broader knowledge they possess that can be shared externally. However, the same study also 

showed an increased adoption of OI among small firms (van de Vrande et al., 2009).  

2.5  Open Innovation in SMEs   

The vast majority of the literature on OI conducted so far, concerns multinational- and larger 

organisations. In the past years, however, more focus has been directed towards small and 

mediumsized enterprises and their possibilities of engaging in OI (van de Vrande et al., 2009). 

There is a difference between SMEs and larger organisations concerning how they benefit from 

OI practices. SMEs are usually characterized by less bureaucracy, high flexibility and an ability to 

adapt fast to changes on the market compared to large firms, and that makes it more likely for them 

to utilize new ideas and in turn benefit from OI (Laursen & Salter, 2004; Martin-Tapia et al., 2010). 

Despite having developed a new, disruptive technology, SMEs are often unable to commercialize 

inventions, due to a lack of complementary resources (Teece, 1986). One way to overcome these 

boundaries is to open up for collaboration with external parties, as it can provide SMEs with the 

possibility to reach compatible knowledge, as well as decreasing risks in the innovation process 

(van de Vrande et al., 2009). Harhoff, Henkel and von Hippel (2003) state that SMEs can, through 

an OI approach, for example, utilize the competence of programmers located on the other side of 

the world as a mean to attain necessary resources for product development.  

  

Concerning levels of innovation, research shows that firms cooperating with actors within their 

own value chain, such as customers and suppliers, to a larger extent lead to incremental 
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innovations. This in contrast to collaborations with institutions, such as universities, as these tend 

to result in new technologies and radical innovations (Faems, Van Looy & Debackere, 2005). The 

use of OI often varies during the different stages of the technology life cycle, and SMEs tend to 

collaborate with smaller, yet established, firms in initial stages and eventually going into 

partnership with larger players in the later stages (Christensen, Olesen & Kjaer, 2005).   

2.6  Inbound Open Innovation     

Chesbrough and Crowther (2006) define two types of OI that companies may engage in: inbound  

OI, also referred to as outside-in process, and outbound OI, or inside-out process (Lichtenthaler, 

2008). Inbound OI can be seen as an alternative to internal R&D activities (internal knowledge is 

substituted with external), whereas outbound practices serve as a complement for internal 

development (internal and external knowledge are combined) (Michelino, Caputo, Cammarano & 

Lamberti, 2014).  

   

Inbound OI describes the process of capturing and benefiting from external knowledge in order to 

use internally in the development of new technologies and innovations. Firms observe their 

environment to collect technology and knowledge that can increase their innovativeness (Laursen 

& Salter, 2006; Spithoven, Clarysse & Knockaert, 2010). A study of 605 SMEs in the Netherlands 

made by van de Vrande et al. (2009) shows that inbound OI is used to a larger extent than that of 

outbound OI. They found that over 90% of their sample had engaged in inbound OI activities, 

whereas less than 30% had adopted outbound OI practices.   

  

In addition to saving time and money, motives for using inbound OI include engaging customers 

in their process of innovation to gain a deeper understanding of customer needs (van de Vrande et 

al., 2009). Due to the generally low knowledge base among SMEs, the ability to collect and 

assimilate new knowledge is therefore crucial (Gray, 2006). The concept of absorptive capacity 

was defined by Cohen and Levinthal (1990) and refers to the ability to exploit external knowledge. 

According to the two authors, the level of ability to exploit new information and knowledge for a 

firm depend on the prior knowledge in the related field. When firms possess prior related 

knowledge, it will be easier to recognize and evaluate new, valuable information and exploit it 

(ibid).  
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Inbound OI can be divided into two sub-groups: pecuniary (acquiring) and non-pecuniary 

(sourcing) (Dahlander & Gann, 2010, see table 1 further down). Acquiring takes place when 

resources can be reached through the marketplace, that is, when firms buy knowledge from outside 

the company limits. An example of this is licensing innovations from external partners and 

acquiring expertise from outside the own organisation (ibid). For SMEs, this can accelerate 

innovation activities as well as better the quality of the innovation (Tao & Magnotta, 2006; van de 

Vrande et al., 2009). Sourcing occurs when a company is scanning the external environment to 

find relevant, freely available, knowledge. An example of sourcing is doing research before an 

R&D project to improve the absorptive capacity of the company, or being part of an R&D network 

(Dahlander & Gann, 2010).   

2.7  Outbound Open Innovation  

Outbound OI describes the process of an outflow, an externalization, of knowledge through, for 

example, licensing and selling IP, and creating joint ventures (Chesbrough and Crowther, 2006). 

The transfer of ideas to other firms on the market, might be done due to lack of resources for 

developing an innovation internally. Sometimes companies use outbound OI as to not having to 

rely solely on internal paths to market, but to also seek external organisations that are better suited 

to commercialise a given technology (Spithoven et al., 2009). Another motive might be to benefit 

from infringements or to develop technology that will become an industry standard (Koruna, 

2004). Although there are great possibilities for SMEs to profit from outbound OI practices, the 

aforementioned study by van der Vrande et al. (2009) show that less than 30% of them engage in 

outbound OI activities.   

  

Outbound OI can also be divided into two sub-categories: selling (pecuniary) and revealing 

(nonpecuniary) (Dahlander & Gann, 2010). When firms license technology and other patented or 

otherwise protected property, selling occurs, which allows the firm to profit from the 

commercialization of the resources. This diffusion of knowledge out to the external environment, 

lets SMEs make profit by for example out-licensing technology without their need of developing 

complementary resources (Teece, 1986). The non-pecuniary form of outbound OI is revealing. 

This dimension describes the process of distributing internal knowledge freely, so that external 

parties can take part of it. The source of profit has an indirect nature and is manifested as a new 

type of business model (Dahlander & Gann, 2010). Although, outbound OI can bring monetary 
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and strategic advantages, firms might simultaneously lose competitive advantage due to the 

sharing of important knowledge (Fosfuri, 2006).  

  

  Pecuniary   Non-Pecuniary   

Inbound Open Innovation   Acquiring   Sourcing   

Outbound Open Innovation  Selling   Revealing   

  
(Table 1. Classification of Open Innovation by Dahlander & Gann, 2010)   

  

In addition to the two aforementioned activities, Enkel, Gassmann and Chesbrough (2009) have 

identified a third dimension of OI, the ‘coupled process’. It refers to the combination of inbound 

and outbound processes that companies exercise to collectively and successfully develop and 

commercialize innovation.  

2.8  Measuring Open Innovation in SMEs   

The combination of internal and external knowledge which constitute the phenomenon of OI can 

help firms get access to relevant resources to increase their innovativeness. This is particularly 

important for SMEs as they more often experience a lack of resources than big and more 

established firms (Gronum, Verreynne & Kastelle, 2012). A theoretical framework for measuring 

OI in SMEs has recently been developed by Jones-Evans, Gkikas, Rhisiart and MacKenzie (2018). 

The purpose of the framework is to give an understanding of how OI activities among SMEs work 

in practice, and to assess and compare OI performances irrespectively of, for example, sector and 

firm size. The framework, Open Innovation Index, builds upon six pillars, which in turn consists 

of a range of indicators. We will go through the four pillars we found most relevant (see full 

framework in the appendix).   

  
As mentioned above, internal as well as external activities are crucial for the increase of innovation 

and its development within firms. Moreover, the framework refers to the number of different 

sources of knowledge and information used by companies, both internal knowledge flowing out, 

and external knowledge flowing in. Indicators for measuring this include e.g. suppliers, 

competitors, universities and government bodies. Human capital and the various skills employees 
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possess is said to play an important role in the innovation process in firms (Bartoloni & Baussola, 

2001; Iammarino, Piva, Vivarelli & Von Tuzelmann, 2012). These skills can be obtained from 

sources outside of the firm or be developed internally and help firms incorporate, absorb and use 

external knowledge (Belenzon & Schankerman, 2015; Lazzarotti, Manzini & Pellegrini, 2015). 

Indicators for measuring this include e.g. graphic arts/layout/advertising, software 

development/database management, engineering/applied sciences, mathematics/statistics and 

measuring the share (%) of the employees possessing every of these skills. As a complement to 

sourcing knowledge, firms might be involved in innovation networks and cooperate with e.g. 

suppliers, customers, competitors and universities (Brunswicker & Vanhaverbeke, 2015). These 

external parties are indicators when measuring innovation networks, which makes it possible to 

investigate the disparities in innovation networks concerning industry and size of firm, among 

others. Lastly, the framework highlights the importance of protecting the value of an innovation, 

which can be done by means of e.g. patents, trademark, secrecy and copyrights and work as 

indicators for measuring intellectual property (IP) protection.  

2.9  Summary   

The most important subjects this thesis handles are sustainable innovation and OI, and how SMEs 

use the latter in order to do the former more efficiently. We have defined innovative sustainability 

initiatives as “innovative initiatives that improve sustainability in at least one of three main areas; 

societal, economic and environmental” which is a synthesis of the definitions of sustainable 

innovation, and related topics, we found most relevant. The theories brought up in this chapter will 

help us evaluate and analyse our empirical findings. For example, Werbach (2009) and Klewitz 

and Hansen’s (2018) notion that it is due to external pressure firms are forced to act sustainably, 

as this explains why firms work with sustainability despite experiencing resource shortage 

(Företagarna, 2015). Furthermore, we have identified theories according to which one can measure 

sustainable innovation within firms and here one of the most important ones is Klewitz and 

Hansen’s (2018) as their framework is specifically focused on SMEs, whereas most other theories 

are written with larger corporations in mind (Ryding & Ekvall, 1995; van Marrewijk & Werre, 

2003; Stevels, 1997 etc.), although their relevance is not completely lost on SMEs either.   

  

Another area in which the literature is mainly focused on larger corporations is OI, why studying 

it within SMEs is relevant. In order to analyse how our studied SMEs work, or could work, with 
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OI we have identified some themes in the literature on this topic. For example, Martin-Tapia et al. 

(2010) and Laursen and Salter (2004) suggest that it is easier for SMEs to utilize new ideas, and 

therefore benefit from OI, due to their small size. This supports the basis of our thesis; OI can 

mitigate the resource constraints many SMEs face when trying to work sustainably. OI, in turn, 

can, according to Chesbrough and Crowther (2006), be divided into inbound and outbound OI. 

Inbound refers to a company sourcing (non-pecuniary), or acquiring (pecuniary) information from 

external parties, and outbound refers to companies selling (pecuniary) or revealing (nonpecuniary) 

information to external parties. Companies can, by engaging in inbound OI, for example, reduce 

their R&D costs, accelerate the innovation process, and increase the innovation quality, according 

to Tao and Magnotta (2006). Outbound innovation can help companies bring their products to 

market sooner, as well as provide them with extra income from licensing fees (Dahlander & Gann, 

2010). To measure OI one can look at sources of knowledge, and innovation networks etcetera 

(Bartoloni & Baussola, 2001).   

  

Finally, we have put together a framework with indicators for sustainability and OI, based on the 

presented theories. We have chosen to focus on these specific aspects, as they were deemed the 

most relevant after having reviewed our empirical findings. All presented theories are not 

represented by our framework as they, while still being an interesting part of the analysis, were too 

detailed to include in the framework.   
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(Model 2. Our conceptual framework for sustainability and OI)  
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3.  Methodology     
This chapter intends to describe and motivate the choices made concerning research strategy, 

approach and -design. Furthermore, the analytical method is presented followed by a description 

of the selection of cases and the interview structure. Finally, the quality of this thesis is discussed 

as well as the ethical aspects and method criticism.  

3.1  Research strategy  

Qualitative research is an interpretive and scientific method of observation to gather non-numeric 

data that answers the questions “how” and ”why”, rather than counts and measures (Alvehus, 

2013). Further the author describes qualitative research as a strive to show the complexity of 

reality. The aim of qualitative research is to gain an in-depth understanding of the subject at hand 

which, depending on the disciplinary background, can vary widely (Babbie, 2014). The choice to 

use qualitative research therefore seemed natural as the purpose of this thesis is to clarify how 

Swedish SMEs work, and can work, with OI to promote innovative sustainability initiatives. In 

order to fully grasp all dimensions of the question of how Swedish SMEs work with OI to promote 

innovative sustainable initiatives, it requires actors’ insight and submersion into the Swedish 

corporate market (ibid). A qualitative approach was arguably the most appropriate to fulfil this 

task.   

3.2  Research approach  

Andersson (2014) distinguishes two different approaches within the area of theoretical research; 

positivism and hermeneutics. The former concept has emerged from scientific theory and strives 

to reach general and universally adaptable laws. Here, speculations and interpretations are absent, 

in favor of mathematical formulas and logic. An example of this approach is the law of gravity; 

regardless of the physical object, it is being drawn towards the center of our planet. To study 

specific objects is irrelevant - what is interesting is that the law is applicable to all physical objects 

and therefore the knowledge is seen as general and thus reliable. Hermeneutics approach, however, 

has its roots in social theory and argues that it exists no general laws, rather it says that one must 

study each case individually and with the context taken into consideration. When positivism 

searches for an explanation, hermeneutics looks for an understanding (ibid). The aim is to reach 

an understanding of the actions and intentions of an individual under specific circumstances 

(Starrin & Svensson, 1994). The key words in this approach are interpret and analyse, which indeed 
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was our aim with this research thesis (Andersson, 2014). When interviewing the selected 

companies for our empirical research, our intention was to reach an understanding of how a 

specific company currently works, and can work, with OI to promote innovative sustainability 

initiatives given their individual prerequisite. We therefore found the context - the industry in 

which the firm operates in for example - important and thus found it relevant to use a hermeneutics 

approach.   

3.2.1  Abductive approach  

Alvehus (2013) distinguishes three approaches when conducting a thesis; deductive, inductive and 

abductive. A deductive approach starts from theoretical hypothesis, which is being tested on 

empirical data, whereas an inductive approach builds its conclusions upon the empirical material 

gathered (ibid). An inductive approach is in other words contrary to deduction, as observations of 

reality turn into generalizations within a theoretical frame of reference (Bryman & Bell, 2013). 

Alvehus (2013), however, claims that pure inductive approach does not exist, since the 

observations are always dependent of our prior knowledge. Rather, a combination of these two 

aforementioned forms tends to emerge throughout the research process; an abductive approach. 

Here, a constant shifting between empirical observations and theoretical considerations unfold, 

that can modify and generate new theories (ibid). Our process has followed the abductive form; 

we started out by researching the literature on sustainability and OI to have a base for our interview 

guide and to identify the most important themes. We then collected our empirical data, went back 

to the literature to further crystalize some theories and themes, which we then used to analyse the 

empirics. This back-and-forth process then led us to conclusions of how SMEs in Sweden work, 

and can work, with OI to promote innovative sustainability initiatives based on the answers of our 

interviewees and the theories. The abductive approach has thus prevented us to focus too much on 

existing theories and instead invited new, emerging understandings and perspectives (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 1994). A clear example of our abductive approach is our conceptual framework; it is 

based on the theories but has been revised after having looked at the empirical findings, in order 

to make sure it is as relevant and clear as possible.   
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(Model 3. Our research approach)   

3.3  Research design  

The methodology of multiple case study is called ‘comparative studies’ (Lijphart, 1975) and is 

built on the conduction of several studies. According to Yin and Nilsson (2007), a researcher 

should do a multiple case study if the possibility exists, due to the analytical conclusions that can 

be drawn. Yin and Nilsson (2007) deem the conclusions being drawn from a multiple case study, 

albeit merely two cases, are more solid than of one. If the same conclusions can be made from the 

two cases despite different circumstances and contexts, the generalisability is much higher 

compared to a single case study (ibid). Making a multiple case study, is also a way of reaching a 

deeper understanding of a phenomenon when putting several cases against each other (Engstrand 

& Högberg, 2018). The purpose of this thesis is to answer the questions of how Swedish SMEs 

work, and can work, with OI to promote innovative sustainability initiatives, which means context 

is of great importance. Under their individual circumstances, how do these firms work with OI to 

promote innovative sustainability initiatives? Merriam (2009) states that knowledge obtained from 

case studies, might be valuable for future research. There is a lack in research concerning how 

Swedish SMEs work with OI and how it is related to sustainability, and therefore we argue that 

this approach can be a mean to contribute to the literature and fulfill our purpose.   

3.4  Analytical method     

To be able to answer our research question and to develop an understanding of how Swedish SMEs 

already work with OI, and how they could do it, to promote innovative sustainability initiatives, 

our analysis consists of a cross-case comparison. This method of analysing was necessary for 
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introducing different perspectives of how these firms work with OI and sustainability, and to see 

how the companies relate to a certain theme (Eisenhardt, 1989). This method is also interesting 

when analysing how companies can work together across industry borders to be more sustainable. 

Using this analytical method and constantly analysing our empirical finding with the theories, we 

could eventually see certain themes and tendencies become clearer. We used the theories to arrange 

our empirical findings into themes, leading us to a deeper understanding of how our studied firms 

work, and can work, with OI to promote innovative sustainability initiatives.  

  

We have found that measuring OI in our studied SMEs, based on the indicators of Jones-Evans et 

al. (2018), was not entirely possible. To be able to measure to what extent our studied SMEs use 

OI based on, for example, the number of the different sources of knowledge and information one 

company uses, one would need more exact information. A vast majority of our case companies 

were deemed not being able to give detailed enough answers to these questions because they were 

not familiar with the concept of OI from the start. Thus, we only use these indicators to some extent 

in our analysis, but were not able to properly measure the level of OI using them, or have them as 

a part of the framework.    

  

To keep the analysis as clear as possible, it will follow the same outline as previous chapters. First 

we will look at the sustainability within each company and use the relevant theories to analyse 

them, and then compare the cases with each other. This to get a picture of how the different 

companies work with sustainability according to different aspects. For example, we will arrange 

the companies according to our conceptual framework concerning sustainable innovation, that we 

based on a combination of relevant theories. Secondly, we will look at how each company work 

with inbound- and outbound OI and evaluate them based on the presented theories, and compare 

the cases to each other. In this step we will also arrange the companies according to our framework 

for OI, created based on said theories. Lastly, a synthesis will be reached on how Swedish SMEs 

can work with OI to promote sustainable innovation based on what we have learned from our 

cases.  
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3.5  Data collection   

3.5.1  Primary data   

3.5.1.1  Selection of cases   
Aiming to study companies not affected by the recent law ÅRL chapter 6 §10 concerning 

sustainability reporting, and one goal being to gain a broad perspective on OI in relation to 

sustainability in Sweden, a variety of different companies were approached via email. The criteria 

was thereby that the companies had less than 250 employees and a net sales of less than 50 million 

Euro or a balance sheet total of less than 43 million euro (European Commission, 2019). The 

selection of companies was conducted based on these criteria in a series of searches. The initial 

search was on the website allabolag.se 2 with the ‘advanced search’-function set to number of 

employees 20-49, and the region to ‘Östergötland’. This was done in hopes to generate a list of 

companies with offices in the area so that we could conduct face-to-face interviews. This resulted 

in 550 companies, out of which we emailed 40, selected at random and from different industries. 

Out of the 40, only 13 answered and out of these 13, only 1 company wanted to do an interview. 

This led us to the conclusion that we needed to adjust our approach. The one company that agreed 

to do an interview was a smaller, environmentally conscious company, therefore we tried finding 

companies that showed an indication of being innovative and/or environmentally conscious. 

Assuming that this would limit the risk for lack of relevance of the topic to the company. When 

we googled ‘innovative start-ups Sweden’ we found some interesting companies, and we reached 

out to all of them. This approach led us to contact 39 additional companies from different 

industries, out of which 21 responded and 6 agreed to do interviews. The fact that we had to 

actively search for newer, innovative companies further points to the fact that OI- and 

sustainability activities are not common practice among Swedish SMEs.   

 

The list of the final selection of companies can be found below; 

                                                 
2 Swedish company information website  
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3.5.1.2  Interviews     

Conducting semi-structured interviews has its strength in that it provides the possibility of working 

from predetermined themes but also grasping interesting topics that are outside of the intended 

interview guide, and the ability to interact with the respondents (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2013; 

Alvehus, 2013).   

  

Seven interviews were conducted in order to gain as much information as possible from different 

perspectives. Each interview was with a different company, from a wide range of branches of 

industry. Two of the interviews were done face-to-face, while the rest were done over telephone. 

All interviews ranged between 27 minutes to 80 minutes in length. Our aim was to keep the 

interview to around 45-60 minutes, to keep it rather concise and to not lose track. All interviews 

were kept relatively well within this timeframe except for the first, third and fourth interviews. The 

first interview was booked earlier than expected and therefore took more time than the others. This 

was also the only interview in which we interviewed two people, this because the company wanted 

it that way since they had different areas of expertise, which might have contributed to the added 

time. The third and fourth interviews became shorter than the others as both these companies dealt 
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with highly complex technologies, and were both relatively new. This lead to them not being able 

to provide as much information as the other companies. We decided to keep these despite this, as 

we found they still contributed with interesting perspectives and insight.   

  

As we were unsure of how many interviews we would be able to book, we tried to book all of the 

interviews within the first two months of the writing process, to make sure we would have enough 

empirical data for our study. The goal and purpose of the thesis had not completely crystalized yet 

so we asked more questions than needed. This was adjusted in the following interviews and by the 

third one, our interview guide was more to the point and the main questions clearly defined. 

Bryman and Bell (2013) suggest that phone interviews are practical in situations where distance 

or economical limitations exist, which is true for our case. Five of the seven interview-subjects 

were located far from Linköping, why phone interviews were the best option.   

   

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner, since a structured interview has a 

rigorous set of questions which do not allow one to divert. This method is better suited for 

quantitative studies using, for example, surveys (Saunders, Lewis & Thronhill, 2007). A 

semistructured interview, on the other hand, is open, allowing new ideas to be brought up during 

the interview as a result of what the interviewee says (Bryman & Bell, 2013). The interviewer in 

a semi-structured interview generally has a framework of themes to be explored (Barriball & 

While, 1994). We kept the questions as open-ended as possible to allow the participants to 

contribute with as much detailed information as they wished. Gall, Gall and Borg (2003) add that 

semi-structured interviews also reduce researcher bias in the study. The semi-structured interview 

method was mainly chosen as it is well suited for an exploratory approach such as the one in this 

study (ibid). It was also suitable as the subjects of the interviews had varying backgrounds, 

professions, education, etcetera. A standardized interview would therefore not have been able to 

give deep, insightful answers in the different interviews. Gorden (1975) argues that the objective 

of a standardized interview is to study the difference in answers due to the difference in the 

respondents, not in the questions asked, whereas Treece and Treece (1986 through Barriball & 

While, 1994) point to the context of the interview change the answers of the respondents.  

Therefore, it is argued by Denzin (1989 through Barriball & While, 1994) that it is possible to 

compare the answers of a semi-structured interview without a standardized form of questions. 
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Which is why it is possible to make assumptions based on a number of interviews with varying 

questions.  

3.5.2  Interview structure  

When preparing for each interview, we did thorough research on each company, trying to gather 

as much information as possible. We also made sure to have sent a framework of our questions 

and an explanation of our goals with the interview. We wanted to make sure that both parties were 

as well prepared as possible for each interview, as this is necessary for a successful interview, 

according to Bryman and Bell (2013). While still keeping with the interview guide and letting the 

structure of the questions remain intact, the order of the questions varied from interview to 

interview, depending on what the interviewee answered. According to Bryman and Bell (2013) 

this can lead to certain questions being forgotten and that the order of the questions can affect the 

participant’s answers. In accordance with Bryman and Bell’s theory, we did forget to ask some 

questions in some interviews. This was solved by sending emails with follow up questions. 

Through the process of creating our interview guide, we tried to keep our research question in 

mind. It is easy to get lost in the details of the individual companies, so this was important to get 

as useful and clear answers as possible. Britten (1999) describes ‘good’ questions as open-ended 

and apprehensible. Moreover, he says that a researcher should aim at asking easier questions 

initially, to then continue the interview with more complex and sensitive topics, which structure 

we have used in our interview guide.  

  

Denscombe (2014) argues that the researcher should estimate a suiting timeframe in which the 

questions can be satisfactory answered. This, according to the author, is important to be able to 

offer the participants as much information about the interview. We made sure to learn the questions 

by heart before the interviews, to minimize distractions and risk to forget something. In accordance 

with Denscombe (2014), we started each interview by presenting the subject clearly, and asked for 

permission to record. Having a recording of the interview is good as it limits the amount of 

distractions during the interview (ibid). We aimed to start each interview with simpler questions, 

such as letting the participants tell us about their role in the company, the company’s business 

practices etcetera, moving on to the more abstract questions afterwards. At the end of each 

interview the participant was allowed to add information and ask their own questions if they had 

any, in accordance with Denscombe (2014). After each interview we went through the main points 
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that had been brought up, as well as evaluated our own performance in order to be able to improve 

until next time.  

3.5.3  Transcription   

We made the choice of recording all of the interviews, with the respondents’ permissions, and to 

transcribe the interviews accordingly. This was a valuable solution for us, to be able to register and 

remember everything that was being said during the interview, and to go back and listen to each 

interview. Furthermore, it was of great importance to ensure that, by potential quotations, the exact 

words that the interviewees had said. As the interviews were held in Swedish and we are writing 

in English, we translated the interviews to English.  

3.6  Quality aspects   

3.6.1  Reliability     

Reliability is defined by Golafshani (2003) as: “ [...] the extent to which results are consistent over 

time and an accurate representation of the total population under study is referred to as reliability 

and if the results of a study can be reproduced under a similar methodology, then the research 

instrument is considered to be reliable.” Reliability is of great importance in quantitative research 

studies, whereas its role and relevance in qualitative research is questioned (Bryman & Bell, 2013). 

Stenbacka (2001) claims that, as reliability concerns measurements, it has no relevance among 

research using a qualitative approach. It seems reasonable to assume that one would not receive 

the same answers from an interview conducted with the same person at different points of time. 

The requirement of reproduction of the results is therefore not entirely applicable in qualitative 

research (Alvehus, 2013).   

  

Elements that might be a threat to reliability, could be if the respondent is feeling stressed when 

answering the questions (Saunders et al., 2016). Therefore, our goal was to conduct all interviews 

at the office of the interviewed company, an environment the respondent(s) are familiar with (ibid). 

However, as mentioned earlier, five of seven interviews were done over telephone due to 

geographical issues, but with the benefit of sparing us time and resources. In these cases we tried 

to prevent stress by making sure the participant had enough time for all our questions. Another 

mean to prevent stress among the respondents was to hand out the interview questions prior the 
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actual interview as a preparation, which we did. Based on these actions taken, we assess the criteria 

of reliability to be fulfilled.  

3.6.2  Validity  

The definition of validity in quantitative research is suggested by Golafshani (2003), where he 

explains that “... [v]alidity determines whether the research truly measures that which it was 

intended to measure or how truthful the research results are”. As for the term of reliability, 

researchers argue that validity too, lacks relevance for qualitative research (Alvehus, 2013; 

Bryman & Bell, 2013; Stenbacka, 2001). Although, the same researchers are simultaneously in 

agreement that an articulated rate of quality or measurement must exist for this type of research. 

Other, more appropriate, terms have consequently emerged such as quality, rigor and 

trustworthiness (Davies & Dodd, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   

  

Our thesis is based on case studies, and therefore two forms of validity were assessed as relevant; 

internal and external validity (Yin & Nilsson, 2007; LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). Internal validity 

is concerned with how trustworthy the results are and how close in line with reality they are, 

whereas external validity refers to which degree one can generalize from the results gained 

(LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). To fulfil the criteria of internal validity and the achievement of 

trustworthy and close-to-reality-results, we made sure to contact an employee of the company that 

was well aware of both the innovation process as well as sustainability issues.   

  

External validity in relation to case studies can according to Yin and Nilsson (2007) result in a lack 

of generalization. Our study, however, consists of seven cases, or firms, which is said to increase 

the potential to generalize compared to conducting merely one case study (Alvehus, 2013; Bryman 

& Bell, 2013). The motive of making multiple case studies might, however, not be to increase the 

statistical, theoretical generalization, but to extend the possible interpretations that can be made 

out of the results and make opportunities to compare greater (Alvehus, 2013). A distinction 

between empirical and theoretical generalization is being drawn, where Alvehus (2013) claims that 

empirical generalization through multiple case studies can be achieved. This form of generalization 

is based on a limited amount of case studies where the statements can be applied for all of the case 

studies in the same category. This thesis’s purpose is to study how SMEs in Sweden work, and can 

work, with OI in order to promote innovative sustainability initiatives. Thus, we argue that we 
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have fulfilled the criteria of empirical generalization, and thus also external validity, that can be 

applied to our seven case companies studied.  

3.6.3  Source criticism  

To have a critical approach to the sources used is of great importance and serves as a method for 

distinguishing what is true, or what is likely (Rienecker & Jørgenssen, 2014; Thurén, 2013). 

Thurén (2013) gives an account of four different criteria when deciding the relevance of sources; 

authenticity, independency freedom of tendency and time casualization. Authenticity means that 

the source must be what it is claimed to be. Independency is when the source is detached from 

commentaries from other sources - the story has not been spread from mouth to mouth. Freedom 

of tendency, refers to the criteria saying that the source should be free from any suspicion of the 

giving false images of reality and should not be displayed in one’s specific favor and be free from 

subjectivity (Thurén, 2013). Throughout our work, we have strived to be selective with our sources 

to fulfil these three criteria. For example, for our theoretical sources we have only used academic 

work in the form of books and published journals and for any other sources we have made sure 

they fulfil the above mentioned criteria. Time casualization refers to the less time between an event 

and the source’s narrative about this event, the more trustworthy sources. To fulfil this criteria, we 

have tried to find as recent published academic papers as possible. However, authors from the 

classic school, for example Chesborough (2003; 2006), was necessary to include in order to grasp 

a thorough understanding of our topics in the theoretical framework.   

3.7  Research ethics    

Research ethics consist of principles concerning what information the respondents should receive 

and how the respondents will be treated (Diener & Crandall, 1978). A researcher is obligated to 

make an assessment of possible negative consequences for the interviewees before undertaking 

scientific research (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). Vetenskapsrådet (2002) has divided the principles of 

research ethics into four key requirements: the researcher shall provide the respondents with 

information about what the purpose of the study is and what is required of them as participators; 

the researcher must obtain the consent of the respondents and the respondents have the right to 

decide if, for how long and on what conditions they participate in the research - a possible 

interruption/cancellation of their participation shall come without any negative consequences for 

them; information about participants must be given confidentiality and personal data must be kept 
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away from unauthorized; and collected data concerning individuals must only be used for the 

purpose of the research.   

  

During the contact with our respondents, we have made sure to act in line with these four key 

requirements, to assure a fair treatment of the respondents. In accordance with Diener and Crandall 

(1978) and Bryman and Bell (2013) and the requirement of anonymity, all of the respondents and 

companies in this thesis have been anonymized. This to enshrine their privacy as well as the 

companies’ business secrets and business strategies. The aim with the interviews conducted, was 

to gather empirics for our thesis that could be connected to existing theory. It was not relevant for 

the purpose of this work to mention specific companies, rather we wanted to look at different 

industries to gain an overview of the situation in Sweden today, from which we could draw 

conclusions about OI and sustainability. Furthermore, we made sure we had the respondents’ 

concessions to record the interviews before starting, and informed them that the collected data was 

only being used for our study. To prevent dispersal online, we stored the recorded interviews on a 

separate digital entity. Lastly, we gave the respondents the opportunity to read through the final 

version concerning their own company, for them to approve and to avoid misinterpretations.  

3.8  Method criticism  

While an advantage with conducting multiple case studies is the robustness of the results (Herriot 

& Firestone, 1983), Yin and Nilsson (2007) mention the great amount of time and resources it 

requires, compared to a single case study, as a disadvantage. What required most of our time, was 

the transcription of the interviews. Interviews lasting for one hour, could take us up to six hours to 

transcribe (Bryman & Bell, 2013). Yin and Nilsson (2007) further warn of the risks of the case 

study being too subjective, because of the fact that the study is built on the subjective experiences 

of the researcher. We have taken this into consideration when interpreted our data and have tried 

to do it as objectively as possible.  

  
Our initial ambition was to carry out the semi-structured interviews face-to-face, however, only 

two of the interviews were done this way and the rest were conducted over telephone. The body 

language, such as nodding and smiling, can be a mean to invite the respondents to elaborate, 

elucidate or ponder their answer, but is absent when conducting the interview over telephone 

(Britten, 1999). Another disadvantage is that the interviewee can choose to end the interview at 
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any point just by hanging up (Bryman & Bell, 2013). These factors could have had an impact on 

our answers received. We also did not pilot the interview guide on respondents before starting to 

collect our data, which according to Bryman and Bell (2013) can be used to test the questions and 

to bypass any misunderstandings. For our interviews, however, we assessed it not to be relevant, 

since we somewhat tailored the questions for each company - but retained the same topics - and 

therefore found it difficult to test them prior the actual interview. The order of the questions could 

also vary from interview to interview which, as mentioned earlier, can lead to certain questions 

being forgotten and that the order of the questions can affect the participant’s answers.   

  

Due to the fact that some of our interview questions concerned how the company perceive itself 

regarding innovativeness and from a sustainability perspective, this might have an impact on the 

reliability. To avoid bias and to gain the whole picture of an issue, it is recommended to interview 

a number of people from different organisational levels and divisions (Eisenhardt & Graebne, 

2007). This was, however, not possible for us, since the vast majority of the companies we 

interviewed were smaller, classified as start-ups, and where they had only one or two employees 

who had knowledge about the topics we wanted to ask. Even though the interviewees were deeply 

involved in the issues of innovation and sustainability within their organisation, their positions 

differed. One of the respondents were part of the communications department, whereas another 

had the position as head of sustainability, which might have had an impact on the answers we 

received and is something that we had in mind when comparing and drawing conclusions.   

  

Due to the reduction we have done of the interviews conducted and the categorization into various 

themes, this might be lead to bias and us drawing subjective conclusions. We have however sent 

our final version of the empirics to our studied companies for them to approve, which would 

decrease the risk of subjectivity in the empirics.  

    
As mentioned above, the interviews were held in Swedish and afterwards translated into English. 

Due to this, there might be a risk for errors in translation in the transcript interviews concerning 

definitions and meaning of words. Nevertheless, we have had this in mind and tried our best to 

translate the English version of the interview so that it corresponds to the Swedish and all 

information and quotes have been approved by the interviewees.    
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4.  Empirical findings   
In the following chapter, the empirical findings from each case company is presented separately, 

starting with a short description of sector and the role(s) of the interviewee(s). The empirical 

findings of each company are then arranged according to the emerged themes from the interviews 

conducted, which are sustainability, inbound OI and outbound OI. The chapter is concluded with 

a chart presenting a summary of the most important findings.  

  

To protect the privacy of each company, they will only be referred to as letters. The first company 

that was interviewed is therefore A, the second B, third C and so on. We have chosen to focus on 

three main aspects of each interview; sustainability, inbound OI and outbound OI, the same as in 

the theory. For clarity we will present the companies one at the time, starting with A.   

4.1  Company A  

Company A is an energy provider that wants to change the way we view energy; to the same way 

we view food – locally produced is better. The company was founded in 1997 and they believe in 

a future that runs on renewable energy, but for that to be possible it has to be profitable for the 

suppliers. Hence, they want to support local renewable energy suppliers. The company works 

closely with its suppliers and customers in order to improve their current offers. The interviewees, 

the chief of pricing and product (interviewee 1), and the chief analyst (interviewee 2) at the 

company, say that the company focuses on developing new and/or improved products to better 

meet customer needs, make sure to listen to customers and suppliers, and always try to be reactive 

and follow the demands on the market. To gain insight into what customers like and dislike they 

do market research and customer analysis, among which the biggest is Svenskt Kvalitets Index3 

(SKI).   

  

“We are facing an exciting, but volatile future and it is important to keep your eyes open 

for new possibilities and solutions.” (Interviewee 2 Company A, 25-02-2019)   

  
  Sustainability  

The interviewees tell us that environmental focus has in some ways always been a part of the 

company, but as the global environmental trend has grown, the environmental focus of the 

                                                 
3 Swedish Quality Index    
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company has sharpened. In 2008 the company set up an environmental fund, to which they set 

aside a sum of money every year that is meant to support different projects around the world. 

Lately the main focus has been on building solar panels in developing countries, for example on a 

school in Bangladesh. In 2009 the company started providing 100% renewable energy to all their 

private customers and offering it to all companies (ca 64% choose this option), and the goal is to 

only offer 100% renewable energy by 2019 and to, by 2022, make sure even old customers only 

use renewable energy. The rest get the ‘Nordic mix’ which mostly consists of fossil fuels. As 

previously mentioned, the company has a strong focus on local energy suppliers. This allow them 

to offer products that are unique on the market, such as the opportunity for customers to choose 

which power plant they get their electricity from.    

   

The interviewees of Company A tell us that the company does not have an official sustainability 

report, for that they rely on the sustainability report of their parent company. They do, however, 

have a small group of people that work with an unofficial sustainability report, aside from their 

normal tasks. The group consists of someone from marketing, economics, analysis etcetera and 

the company has also taken help from consultancy firms that can complement some areas. They 

do not lack the resources or man power to do an official sustainability report, they simply do not 

need to provide one, since their parent company does. According to interviewee 2, policy is far 

more perceptive and thorough regarding how companies work with sustainability today. So when 

it comes to the sustainability report the rules and regulations help more than anything else. It is 

beneficial to have clear laws on how to do the report.   

  

  Inbound OI  

In addition to gaining information from suppliers and customers, the company also receive ideas 

from other companies. For example, the interviewees tell us that they were approached by a smaller 

company that had an idea for a product and service package that was in line with what the company 

was already offering. The approaching company did not have the resources, customer base or brand 

recognition to be able to successfully sell it themselves, so Company A has a partnership agreement 

with the smaller, approaching actor.   
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“Working [with other companies] is a faster way to get to the market than to develop 

everything in-house. You take the best of both parties’ competences.” (Interviewee 2 

Company A, 25-02-2019)  

  

The interviewees also mention the fact that the company also tries to generate innovative solutions 

in-house. Traditionally, by gathering ideas from the entire organisation. They want everyone to 

feel free to contribute and aim to create a ‘google-feel’ where everyone sees opportunities in dayto-

day life. The ideas generated in-house are then evaluated and executed, dismissed, or put on ice.   

    

  Outbound OI  

Company A is part of a concern (corporate group), and interviewee 1 mentions that suggestions 

for improvement are often brought up on concern-level in order to provide positive effects in other 

parts of the concern. The parent company often encourage all co-workers in the different daughter 

companies to contribute with creative solutions. This way they increase the chance to find 

innovative solutions quicker throughout the concern. When it comes to outbound OI, the 

interviewees refer to the collaborations occurring within the concern they are a part of. The concern 

consists of other energy companies and Company A has shared information with these through, 

for example, inspirational presentations. The company has also helped in developing a charging 

solution for electric cars for another company within the concern.  

4.2  Company B   

Company B has been in the clothing industry since 1969 and the product director, who we spoke 

to, told us that they in past few years have come to realize that they do not possess the knowledge 

or resources they need to be able to do everything they aim to do. To be more successful they are 

looking for lanes of collaboration between industry and academia, both when it comes to decision 

making and implementation. One big challenge is how future products will look and how to make 

them more sustainable. Being in the clothing industry, Company B strives to find a way to replace 

synthetic materials with something natural, but that still allows clothes to last a long time, says the 

interviewee. They do not want to be a part of the so called ‘fast fashion’ and are not focusing in 

trends and fashion, because of it often leads to a lot of clothes being thrown away when they go 

out of style, the interviewee continues.  
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  Sustainability  

Company B has a very strong focus on sustainability that is reflected throughout the company, the 

interviewee explains. From the fact that they only buy wool from countries where there is no 

mulesing4, to the fact that everything is sewn right here in Sweden.    

  

“We want to use suppliers that are as close to Sweden as possible, to gain insight and 

understanding. To shorten the geographical distance is good from a sustainability point of 

view.” (Interviewee Company B, 28-02-2019)  

   

The interviewee tells us that the biggest challenge with working sustainably today is the cost and 

time consumption. Company B does not have the manpower to have someone who works full time 

with sustainability issues, and since it is an ever evolving question it can be hard to follow new 

developments. To be able to keep competitive prices and reduce waste they have a standardized 

collection to which they make few changes, unless it is something related to sustainability, such 

as better materials.   

  

The company does not report on their sustainability, partly because it is a family owned company, 

and they do not see a direct need for it - the brothers who own the company has very good insight. 

It is also about routine - the sustainability report is about summarizing what you have done during 

the year and see what goals you have achieved, the interviewee says. The company is ISO 

14001certified, which entails them to set goals every year and then follow them up, supervised by 

a third party. So in a sense the company have a sustainability report, just not the official one. The 

goal is to convey this on the website, but other than that they see no external benefits from having 

an official sustainability report. The goals of 2019 were to reduce textile spill over, reduce the 

amount of discarded material and to use all yarn, even if it is not used for new products; for 

example, if they switch yarn to a newer, better one.  

 

  Inbound OI  

Our interviewee tells us that the company mostly focuses innovations in the production process, 

for example finding ways to improve the knitting process. The goal is always to better their 

                                                 
4 To prevent the parasitic infection ’flystrike’, skin is removed from the buttocks of the sheep, without anesthetic 
(PETA, 2019)   
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products in terms of quality and durability, not in terms of ‘flash’. In the early 70’s Company B 

developed a unique sort of wool that would last longer, together with the Swedish Armed Forces, 

and a couple of years ago they won an award for developing a product based on textile spill over, 

which is the type of innovation the company wants to focus on - reducing waste. The interviewee 

goes on saying that the product based on spill over started out as a thesis project; a student was 

studying what companies could do with textile spill over. The student ended up working for 

Company B to develop the final product. As there are only two people within the company, that 

work with innovation (among other things) they try to take part in external projects. There is not 

enough capacity to solely work internally, the interviewee says. For example, they are a part of a 

project driven by a research institute in Mölndal, where they are working together with other 

organisations to try to develop different ways in which to reuse textile. In deciding which projects 

that are interesting to the company, it is important for them to be realistic. They prefer projects 

that are concrete and in line with the parts of the company wants to improve, says the interviewee.  

  

  Outbound OI  

The interviewee describes another way the company has worked with OI, which is by collaborating 

with Arbetsförmedlingen5 to find and train seamsters. According to the interviewee of Company 

B finding good seamsters in Sweden today can be challenging, so in 2016 the company and  

Arbetsförmedlingen joined ventures; Company B provided teachers and machines while 

Arbetsförmedlingen paid the salaries of the trainees. After the training period, all trainees were 

hired.  

 

4.3  Company C     

Company C is in the biotechnology sector. The idea on which the company is founded is based on 

years of research, and the founder is a scientist. The interviewee is a part owner and works with 

sales, he tells us that the founder of the company has done decades of research at a university in 

Sweden to come up with the technology and the chemical compounds the products are based on. 

They offer a wide variety of different products and still work closely with universities in order to 

keep developing their products. The interviewee was brought on in order to get the product out on 

the market as fast as possible and his main tactic was to communicate with potential customers.  

                                                 
5 The Swedish Public Employment Service    
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“The combination of the knowledge of the customers’ wants and needs, and our chemistry, 

led to a fast and resource effective development of market-ready products.” (Interviewee 

Company C, 05-03-2019)  

  

  Sustainability   

The founder of, and scientist behind, Company C realized there was a large amount of material 

spill over there was in the forest industry, researched how it could be utilized in other ways, and 

found a way to, amongst other things, turn it into fuel. They are very aware of the urgency in 

reducing our consumption of fossil fuel, and other dangerous chemicals, and have therefore 

dedicated the entire company to developing and selling alternatives. The interviewee of Company 

C says that they hope to be able to replace fuel in cars and airplanes when, as he put it, it inevitably 

becomes illegal to use fossil fuel.   

  

Company C does not report on their sustainability as they do not have the time or resources to do 

so. The company is still in the start-up phase and, as the interviewee puts it, always in need of 

more time and money. This is why they do not report their sustainability, and why they do not 

have someone who works exclusively with sustainability issues - there just is not enough 

manpower or resources. Although he underlines that sustainability is an axiomatic part of the 

company.     

  
             Inbound OI  

Company C was founded in early 2016 and already in December the same year the company started 

reaching out to customers. They wanted to learn what their customers wanted as soon as possible, 

to be able to start selling products, and make money, as soon as possible. Being able to collaborate 

with the university to develop the chemistry, and the customers to develop the product they were 

able to limit the need for resources within the company, as well as accelerate the process, according 

to the interviewee from Company C. The company also, as previously mentioned, works closely 

with a university and gains insight from other scientist as well as access to resources to be able to 

do further research, the interviewee explains.     
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   Outbound OI  

The interviewee tells us that Company C is mainly focused on solving one of the biggest 

sustainability issues, namely the energy question. They have applied for patents on their inventions 

and plan to license their technology to third parties. Company C already has a licensing agreement 

with a third party company that will license their technology for 50 years. This is, according to the 

interviewee of Company C, an amazing achievement and very good for the company.   

4.4  Company D   

Company D is very similar to Company C in many ways. The ideas that make up the foundations 

of Companies’ C and D respectively are based on years of research and the founders of both 

companies are scientists that have the goal to tackle the energy question. Representing Company 

D is one of the founders who, like the founder of Company C, has been researching the technology 

behind the company’s product for decades. The main focus of Company D has been on research 

and developing the technology that their product is based on, the interviewee tells us. This has 

entailed a deep and close relationship with universities and other governmental institutions, for 

example the European Institute of Innovation and Technology.   

  

  Sustainability  

Like with Company C the founders of, and scientist behind, Company D has dedicated the majority 

of their life to find an alternative to fossil fuel. The interviewee and founder of Company D tells 

us that they have created an alternative to diesel generators. This invention would eliminate a 

dependence on fossil fuels in remote areas, which are often powered by diesel generators, as well 

as a number of problems that come with fossil fuel dependence. For the same reason as many other 

companies, Company D does not report on their sustainability. There just is not enough time or 

resources to do so. In this stage (start-up-stage), the interviewee says, the only focus is to find 

serious investors.   

  

“Nuclear power is necessary to move away from fossil fuels, and complete dependency on 

renewable energy is too expensive.” (Interviewee Company D, 07-03-2019)  
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  Inbound OI   

During the research period that lead to Company D’s invention the company collaborated with the 

Swedish steel- and nuclear power sector to develop crucial parts of their highly complex 

technology. They also collaborated closely with a Swedish university. The close collaboration with 

these institutions has been vital for the development of the product, but now the company needs to 

find different types of partners and investors to be able to move forward with their product, the 

interviewee proclaims. The interviewee also brings up the fact that since their product has a very 

high start-up cost, it is hard to find investors.  

  

  Outbound OI  

Company C and D are both very focused on solving one of the biggest sustainability issues, namely 

the energy question. Company D has also applied for a patent on their invention and plan to license 

their technology to third parties. Company D has an agreement with the British government to 

build a smaller test sight, although this is this is a step in the right direction, the interviewee 

mentions a desire for something bigger and more long term.   

4.5  Company E   

Company E operates in the e-commerce sector and was founded 5 years ago as a solution for 

people wanting to sell things, mainly clothes, online, but who did not have the time or energy to 

do so. There was no alternative other than throwing your unwanted belongings away, or doing all 

the work yourself; a hole in the market the founders of Company E wanted do fill. Our interviewee 

works as head of sustainability. Although today Company E has a strong focus on sustainability 

especially on creating circular consumption and making it easier for the consumer to live 

sustainably - that was not always their main focus. Being online-based and with a strong focus on 

logistics they are always striving on becoming more efficient and better for their customers. This 

means they work a lot with customers and suppliers, the interviewee states. As a reaction to market 

trends and consumer pressure, Company E decided to take a more prevalent role in the discussion 

on sustainability, and thereby the innovation-focus shifted to include sustainable innovations. The 

interviewee adds that there was a need for gathering information and knowledge about the topic 

of sustainability before they started seeing themselves as a truly environmentally-friendly 

company.   
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“Right now we have a very clear agenda that is to allow everyone to live circularly, to 

lower the barriers for people to sell and buy used things [...] and this is reflected in our 

communication.” (Interviewee Company E, 20-03-2019)  

  

  Sustainability  

According to the interviewee the company has a lack of time and resources, which hinders them 

from conducting an official sustainability report. However, on their website, they report on their 

carbon footprint and show how much impact on the environment their delivery of products as well 

as their power consumption has. In the same graph, they also display the share of CO2 saved due 

to the re-use of products that are being consumed by customers, but also the savings of their 

internal re-use of plastic, packaging and other materials. It is important for Company E to 

demonstrate this carbon footprint in an accessible manner, so that customers can take part of the 

information in an easy way. The goal here was not to go in detail in numbers and heavy facts, 

according to the interviewee.  

  

“A lot is about taking a stand in the debate of sustainable consumption. [...] How can we 

convert larger numbers into something [the customers] care about?” (Interviewee 

Company E, 20-03-2019)  

  
The interviewee tells us that the biggest challenges with working sustainably is time and resources. 

It is often hard to do a situation assessment and choose the most sustainable option, but they try to 

continuously work on this.   

  

  Inbound OI  

One such sustainable innovation, is to find a more sustainable plastic to use. The interviewee 

explains that they, in order to be resource- and time efficient, have worked with suppliers to 

develop a plastic bag that is made from recycled materials. The company is also working with 

transportation firms, as a big part of the service is to pick up the things people want to get rid of. 

The interviewee tells us that currently 40% of all pick-ups are done by electric bike, but that they 

are collaborating with transportation companies to find even more sustainable solutions and ways 

to keep increasing the number of transportations done in sustainable ways. The interviewee says 

that the new, sustainable position they have taken has increased the pressure on Company E, from 
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the public, to be sustainable throughout the entire organisation, which has lead them to look outside 

their own organisation to find solutions. Since many of the employees in Company E are rather 

young and that the business is continuously expanding, a lot is also being developed internally and 

they learn by doing, our interviewee says. For example, instead of licensing in a logistic system, 

they have developed it themselves.  

  

“Being a part of the sustainability conversation puts us in the public’s eye […] which often 

leads to us facing even more scrutiny than companies that are not.” (Interviewee Company 

E, 20-03-2019)  

   

The company is also doing bigger projects together with a large Swedish clothing company. The 

idea is to make it a lot easier to find, sell, buy, and reuse old clothes and that way prolong every 

piece’s lifetime by a lot. By working with a larger player they can reach a bigger audience quicker, 

says the interviewee.    

  

  Outbound OI  

Regarding outbound innovation, the interviewee mentions that they plan to continue working 

toward their goal of limiting waste and increasing circular consumption, and that a big part in 

doing so is data. Company E has collected valuable data that they plan on sharing with (or selling 

to) organisations in order to put together statistical reports that show where our things come from, 

and where they end up, which is valuable for future research.   

  

Our interviewee also expresses a desire to continue working with OI. The interviewee says that 

they have plans to start collaborating with students studying sustainability, as this could be 

mutually beneficial; Company E getting new ideas and input, and the student getting practical 

experience.   

4.6  Company F   

Company F is in the clothing sector. The interviewee of Company F is one of the founders of the 

company, who tells us that the company started as a creative side-project for the founders, while 

they were studying. Their first collection was launched in 2016. Although the founders’ have 

always been very serious and their goal has always been to create products that are environmentally 
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friendly and high quality; to create products that last a long time, but still keep a minimalistic and 

Scandinavian style in their garments, according to the interviewee.   

  

“We were sick of the prevalent throw-away culture [...] and wanted to change it.” 

(Interviewee Company F, 21-03-2019)  

  

The sustainability concept has always been a part of the company, the interviewee says, but has 

evolved in the past few years. As of the fall of 2018, Company F made the decision to become 

even more sustainable, due to the increased consciousness of society in general, and of their 

customers in particular. This, says the interviewee, is reflected in their latest collection, which has 

a stronger sustainability focus that the company’s former collections. The sharp increase in the 

focus on sustainability that has pervaded the company the last year has also served a marketing 

purpose.    

  

“It is not that many [companies] in our segment working with sustainability [...] and that 

was a big trigger for us, as a smaller organisation, to make that change fully in half a 

year.” (Interviewee Company F, 21-03-2019)  

  

  Sustainability  

As mentioned, the sustainability aspect has always been an integral part of the company’s vision 

and this has only increased over time. Since about 4,5 years they have all the production in a 

factory in Portugal, to which they pay frequent visits to make sure everything is up to their internal 

sourcing standards. The standard was developed in the fall of 2018, and the goal of it is to keep 

everything in the production line as good as it can be. When asked what that means, the interviewee 

said that their ‘worst level’ is supposed to be sustainable materials, such as organic cotton. For 

their smaller collections they are talking to suppliers here in Sweden as well, especially since 

‘Made in Sweden’ increases the value of the product, the interviewee concludes. Furthermore, the 

interviewee says that the company is in a current dialogue with a company that works with 

customization and to sew garments on demand. The idea is to have a set of Company F’s products 

that have more distinct and progressive designs and are harder to sell to retailers, and produce them 

as orders are coming in, the interviewee continues.   
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A lack of resources is a recurring problem when trying to work sustainably. Since they work with 

small quantities, they cannot utilize economies of scale which gives a very steep price range when 

looking at more sustainable materials, for example. And sometimes it just is not a realistic option 

for them, says the interviewee. Again referring to the lack of resources, the interviewee tells us 

that they do not report on their sustainability, but that it is something that will be reviewed in the 

near future, both from a marketing aspect but also to be more transparent.   

  

  Inbound OI  

Working with suppliers, the company has the main goal to prolong the life of each piece of garment 

that crosses their path, as well as decreasing each piece’s impact; from water consumption in 

production, to the amount of waste produced. One example of how they achieve this in spite of 

their limited resources, is that they are collaborating with a German company and exploring the 

possibilities of producing compostable materials; from thread and buttons, to packaging. Company 

F also has an upcoming collaborating with a company that reuses garments that cannot be repaired 

or further used, and instead break them down to make new threads and fibers of them, all in the 

name of circular consumption and limiting waste. They are also looking into projects such as 

reparation, reusing more from old collections, and so on.  

  

“The consumer has a responsibility to consume smarter and more sustainable, but if 

there is anything that [we] can do to make it easier for them to make good choices […] 

we want to do everything we can [to do so].” (Interviewee Company F, 21-03-2019)  

  

  Outbound OI  

Company F is not reluctant to invite other companies to talk about their way of working sustainable 

to inspire and to promote eco-friendly production. However, to share information about specific 

collaborations and ideas about finding new materials and things that concern their business, are 

not communicated to competitors. This due to the fact that they are a small player and are working 

hard to strengthen their position on the market and therefore it makes no sense for them to give 

away the things that give them an edge, at least not at this point in time, says the interviewee.  
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4.7  Company G   

Company G provides financial services and is a platform for crowdfunding solar panels in 

developing countries. The customers invest in solar energy projects and have the chance of 

receiving returns on their investments through the sale of the electricity. Company G was founded 

in the beginning of 2015 and started off as a part of an incubator of one of the universities in 

Sweden. One of the founders has their roots in the solar energy sector and therefore had broad 

knowledge about solar panel installations before founding the company, the interviewee states. 

The other founder has a background in working with renewable energy. Innovation is described as 

being the core of the company and it is not bound to a separate department, but is reflected 

throughout the whole organisation.  

  

Our interviewee describes Company G’s working process as “pace conquer perfection and quality 

of the output”, which means that if they can launch a service faster than their competitors, it also 

allows them to correct potential errors and make improvements rapidly to reach an offer that the 

market finds relevant and interesting.   

  

Finding investors, our interviewee claims, can be tricky, because of them being a new company on 

the market and that there is a need to increase knowledge, not only about the company, but about 

this new way of investing; a procedure which takes place outside of the stock and fund market.  

  

“It is possible to combine success with doing good, and you don’t have to compromise on 

neither of these things if the core of how you make business is sustainable [...]. What we 

make money from, is to do good.” (Interviewee Company G, 21-03-2019)   

  

  Sustainability  

For Company G the biggest challenge when it comes to sustainability is to change the mindset of 

people and the idea of how to make business; they focus on the ‘big picture’. The interviewee 

points out that they want to investigate how the future of business and entrepreneurship works. 

Today, many organisations might want to work sustainably, but it is not integrated in their business 

model. However, it is changing and the interviewee believes that in the future there will be no 

‘sustainable funds’ and ‘sustainable investments’, rather there will be a mindset that instead asks 
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the question of why would it not be sustainable? The aim is to make it natural to invest that way, 

but it requires it to be economically favourable and logical, the interviewee adds.   

  

The idea that culminated into the founding of this company was based on the fact the one million 

people lack access to electricity. Although, major progress within the sector has been made - the 

cost of investments has drastically declined and the technology has developed both concerning 

smaller home systems, but also regarding bigger installations, the interviewee concludes. So the 

questions the founders came across, was, despite all these advancements and progresses, why are 

so many people still living without electricity? They found a funding gap, which they considered 

could be solved by means of letting people and firms invest in the sector of ‘off-grid solar’ - 

decentralized energy solutions - in less privileged regions. The vision that has pervaded Company 

G since the start, has always been to contribute to a more environmentally friendly energy 

production and to substitute fossil fuels with renewable energy.   

  

“[...] so we said that we’re going to try to find the most promising companies that can make 

huge impact for a longer period of time, and connect them with our investment capital that 

is located around the world, in order to really participate in building a sustainable future.”  

(Interviewee Company G, 21-03-2019)   

  

Company G does not report on their sustainability.   

  

  Inbound OI  

The aforementioned partnerships, the interviewee says, require a lot of resources. When working 

with larger companies, the time-to-market is generally longer and might lead to a bottleneck 

situation. Due to this, they do not actively search for partnerships in that respect, however, they 

are open to different solutions that can help develop the sector as a whole, both financially and 

concerning solar energy. They work closely with their customers and stakeholders; both the 

electricity providers already receiving loans, and with new, potential investors. New information 

that is incorporated in the company mainly comes from data from investors and partners, which 

allows them to understand the companies and to analyse patterns in the sector; why is this specific 

firm more successful compared to other firms? Additionally, new knowledge and information 

come through Company G’s own channels, such as their website or via interviews conducted. Due 
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to the small number of co-workers in Company G, the challenge is to be fast enough, and the time 

constraints is a fact, the interviewee continues.   

  

  Outbound OI  

In order to reach the right investment offer and to be able to tailor it to investors, Company G is 

looking for relevant firms that they believe in, but also firms that the investors might be interested 

in. This might include going into agreements with external parties, such as payment providers. 

Moreover, Company G has entered partnerships with various electricity providers where mutual 

benefit is created through sharing of knowledge to create value for both Company G and the 

electricity provider and to improve the innovation process for both actors. They have, together 

with a Swedish government agency, carried out a guarantee agreement, where this agency have 

guaranteed parts of the equity stake for some of the loans in order to reduce the risks for the 

investors, the interviewee tells us.  

4.8  Summary   

  Inbound OI   Outbound OI   Sustainability work   

Company A   . Sources information from  
suppliers and consumers  
  
. Has a licensing agreement 
with smaller actor    

. Reveals information and 
know-how to external actors  
(but within the same 
concern)    

. Environmental fund  
  
. 100% renewable energy to 
private customers   
  
.  Aims at providing 100%  
renewable to all customers  
  
. No official sustainability 
report, however their parent 
company has    

Company B   . Sources information through  
collaboration with a student   
  
. Sourcing information from 
network of textile suppliers    

. Reveals know-how about 
sewing in collaboration with  
Arbetsförmedlingen  
  
. Reveals information and 
know-how through 
networks with textile 
suppliers   

. Only acquires mulesing free 
wool   
  
. Sews locally   
  
. Is ISO 14001-certified  
  
. Reduces textile spill   
  
. No official sustainability report.  
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Company C   . Sources information and 
human capital from  
universities  
  
. Sources information from 
customers in the development 
of products   

. Licenses chem. and tech.  
to third parties   
  
. Has applied for a patent   

. Trying to eliminate the need  
for fossil fuels   
  
. No official sustainability report  

Company D   . Sources information and 
human capital from 
universities, governmental 
institutions and other 
industries    

. Licenses their tech. to third 
parties   
  
. Has applied for a patent   

. Tries to reduce the use of fossil 
fuels  
  
. No official sustainability report  

Company E   . Sources info. from customers, 
suppliers and  
transportation firms   
  
. Participates in projects with a 
bigger company in the same  
industry   

. Plans on selling valuable 
data   
  
. Participates in projects 
together with a larger  
company in the same  
industry   

. Tries to reduce life-cycle 
impact of clothes   
  
. Reports on their carbon 
footprint  
  
. Uses recycled plastic  
  
. Has no official sustainability 
report   

Company F   . Sources info. from suppliers  
and customers  
  
. Is part of network that shares 
ideas and info.    

  . Tries to reduce life-cycle 
impact of each piece they  
produce and textile spill  
  
. Has developed an internal 
sourcing standard  
  
. No official sustainability report  

Company G  
   

. Works closely with customers 
and stakeholders  
  
. Has a guarantee agreement 
together with a Swedish  
government agency  
  
. Has entered partnerships with 
electricity providers    

. Has entered partnerships 
with electricity providers    

. Focuses on environmentally  
friendly energy production and   
  
. No official sustainability report  

(Table 3. Summary of our empirical findings)   
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5.  Analysis   
This chapter analyses the empirical findings in conjunction with the theoretical framework and is 

based on a cross-case comparison. The disposition of the analysis follows the same outline as 

previous chapters; how the case companies work with sustainability, inbound OI and outbound 

OI. The chapter ends with a synthesis of OI and sustainability and presents propositions of how 

the case companies can work with OI to promote innovative sustainability initiatives.  

5.1  Sustainability   

Throughout this part of the analysis we mention the different companies many times, therefore we 

have attached this short recap of the different companies and what their core sustainability focus 

is. This to eliminate the need for the reader to go back and forth:   
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5.1.1  Sustainability strategy   

    

  Reactive, proactive and innovative  

We have noticed differences in how the companies dealt with the market pressure, as well as 

regulatory pressure. Klewitz and Hansen (2011) argue that sustainability practices in a company 

can be measured by studying this aspect. Claiming that it ranges from companies that are reactive: 

adapting as demands are changing/ have already changed, to companies that work proactively: 

predicting market demand, to companies that try to work innovatively: getting ahead of market 

trends and creating new demand (ibid).   

  

Company A and E are in similar positions, as both companies offer products that are already in the 

more sustainable segment of their respective markets. Despite this, both companies mainly work 

reactively. Company E is trying to take a more prevalent role in the sustainability discussion, but 

only started doing so as a reaction to market pressure. And Company A tries to follow, and respond 

to, market demand and does so by doing market research on their customers likes and dislikes, 

which can also be considered reactive.   

  

Company F consider themselves working proactively, which is why they are constantly looking 

for new and more environmentally friendly materials, such as the compostable one. Here Company 

F and B have similar approaches. Company B does not change their product line a lot, but they do 

try to keep the materials, and methods of creating them, continuously adapting. They try to stay 

ahead when it comes to developing and using sustainable materials. This is also prevalent when 

looking at the company’s history - they have always tried to be an environmentally friendly 

company with high quality products, even before it became the strong global trend it is today.   

   

Being founded as a result of current environmental market trends Companies C, D, G can be 

considered innovative. These companies have found sustainability related gaps in the market in 

their specific areas of industry and filled them. As van Marrewijk and Werre (2003) put it; 

companies can go from before any sustainability has been introduced at all, to having a fully 

integrated, holistic perspective on sustainability, which is further supported by Ryding and Ekvall 

(1995). Since these three companies were founded on the basis of sustainability, one can argue 

that they have a fully integrated sustainability mindset. This is possible for companies to reach 
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through internal development too, such as Company F’s recent efforts to rebrand and become even 

more sustainability focused. Although, in such a case it takes more time.  

5.1.2  Degree of sustainable innovation  

  

  Incremental, redesign, functional and systems  

When evaluating the sustainable innovation work in each company, we found many similarities, 

but also some interesting differences. First of all, our definition of sustainable innovation; 

“innovation that improves sustainability in at least one of the areas; environmental, economic or 

societal” is fulfilled by all companies. In each case we can determine that there is a strive to 

improve environmental sustainability.   

   

Companies B, E and F work with clothing and focus on decreasing the life-cycle impact of each 

piece, on creating circular consumption, and on prolonging the life of the clothes they produce. 

However, these three companies are placed rather differently on Stevels’s (1997) scale of 

sustainable innovation. Company B continuously makes small changes to make their current offer 

a bit more sustainable, which can be seen as incremental sustainable innovation (level 1). Company 

F, on the other hand, has in the fall of 2018 redesigned their offer to reach a new, greener customer 

segment - fitting with redesign (level 2).   

  

Despite being in two different industries Company A, as well as Company E, can be considered 

functional (level 3), due to having unique offers that satisfy old needs, but in new, more sustainable 

ways. Company A through offering locally produced electricity and Company E through making 

circular consumption easier.   

   

Company C and D work in the energy sector (C is in biotech., but works with biofuels) and both 

strive to decrease the amount of fossil fuels we use, and can therefore be considered changing 

systems (level 4). Company G works in the financial sector, aiming at both improving economic, 

societal and environmental sustainability by investing in clean energy in developing countries. 

Their business model also falls under level 4, because they offer a novel way of making 

investments and contributing simultaneously to a more sustainable society (Stevels, 1997). 

However, their process of launching their service is based on short time-to-market and 
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improvements being made correspondingly, which can be seen as an incremental innovation 

approach.   

5.1.3  Degree of market influence      

Supporting Werbach’s (2009) theory, all companies studied named the increase in pressure from 

consumers and regulations as the main reason for them to work more sustainably. And that this 

increase in sustainability practices tends to be focused on new product development, seizing 

market opportunities, and/or staying competitive (Werbach 2009; Klewitz & Hansen, 2011). 

Martin-Tapia’s et al. (2010) claim that SMEs, being more agile than large corporations, can 

respond quicker to market trends, and that they can offer a wider selection of products, such as 

ecological alternatives. The former we have found to be true with all our studied companies, 

whereas the latter only seems to apply to Companies A, C, F and G, which all are in different 

industries.  

  

We have also found that some companies seem to be more market driven, and others less. 

Companies C, D and G for example, were all founded entirely with sustainability in mind, which 

we interpret as them being less market driven due to having had the sustainability approach from 

the start. Company B, on the other hand, albeit always having seen themselves as a sustainable 

company, has in recent years pushed more on this aspect in marketing, as it is an increasingly 

important aspect to their consumers. They are affected by market trends in some aspects, but does 

not let it affect their way of doing business, as they have always had a sustainable mindset.  

Thereby, we assess them to be somewhat market driven, but not completely.    

  

We consider Company A, which is switching to exclusively providing 100% renewable energy by 

2022, as well as Company E, which is based on a seemingly environmentally friendly idea and 

that decided in recent years to take a more prevalent role in the sustainability discussion, as being 

more market driven. Company F can also be seen as more market driven as they exchanged their 

entire clothing line to consist only of sustainable materials in 2018, which was made in the name 

of shifting market trends and consumer pressure. Company F also expressed that their recent 

sharpened focus on sustainability was a way of staying competitive in this market environment.   
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5.2  Open innovation approach   

Below we have attached a summary describing the companies’ sectors and their OI activities, for 

clarity:  

 
    
5.2.1  Inbound OI   

Inbound OI refers to the outside-in process of inviting external knowledge in order to use internally 

in a firm’s innovation process (Lichtenthaler, 2008; Laursen and Salter, 2006; Spithoven et al. 

2009). This dimension is further divided into two sub-categories; sourcing (non-pecuniary) and 

acquiring (pecuniary) (Dahlander & Gann, 2010). According to a study made by van de Vrande et 
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al. (2009), use of inbound OI is more frequent than outbound activities. Our empirical findings 

correspond to this statement, with Company F not using outbound OI at all and all companies 

using inbound OI more in general. This suggests that inviting external knowledge and resources 

into the organisation, rather than spreading knowledge outwards, might come more natural to 

SMEs lacking resources.   

  

  Sourcing   

A company sources the external environment aiming to find relevant knowledge for their 

innovation process (Dahlander & Gann 2010), and we have found that all studied companies use 

sourcing as an inbound OI approach. This might be due to the fact that it is one of the broadest 

ways of working with OI. Most companies use information from their customers and/or suppliers 

in order to improve their offerings, processes, business model etcetera. Although, sourcing can be 

done from, for example, other companies, governmental institutions and networks. Sourcing is 

also non-pecuniary, which means it can be seen as completely free and uncomplicated from the 

perspective of the companies, further explaining why companies use this approach. Laursen and 

Salter (2006), as well as Spithoven et al. (2010) claim that firms observe their environment to 

collect technology and knowledge that can increase their innovativeness. This huge, and easily 

identifiable benefit, compared to the seemingly non-existent downside might contribute to the fact 

that this is the most widely utilized form of OI. This further supports the study by van de Vrande 

et al. (2009) which said that inbound OI is more common among SMEs than outbound OI.   

  

  Acquiring   

The second sub-category of inbound OI is called acquiring and occurs through for example 

licensing innovations from external actors (Dahlander & Gann, 2010). Company A has a licensing 

agreement with a smaller company that approached them with an idea. Despite acquiring, 

according to Tao and Magnotta (2006) and van de Vrande et al. (2009), being able to increase 

innovation activities and -quality, it is only done by Company A. This might be due to the fact that 

all of our other studied SMEs express that they experience a lack of resources and acquiring is 

pecuniary (Gronum et al., 2012).   

  

Due to the fact that Company E is a new player with a unique business model in the sector of 

ecommerce, licensing-in might not be possible since the systems or technologies of other 
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companies might not fit. Therefore, Company E needs to develop their own system internally, 

which might be possible for them to license out in the future.   

  

A prerequisite when inviting external knowledge into the company, is the possession of absorptive 

capacity (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Gray, 2006; Belenzon & Schankerman, 2015; Lazzarotti et 

al., 2015). It refers to the ability to utilize knowledge from outside the company internally. This in 

turn is dependent on the prior knowledge in the related field (ibid). It might be reasonable to 

assume, that the case companies that have been in their industry for a longer time; Company A 

(1997) and Company B (1969), are better at recognizing and exploiting relevant knowledge 

because of them possessing years of prior knowledge in the field. The founders of Company G, 

for example, have backgrounds in working with solar energy and renewable energy, which should 

make it easier for them to assess what knowledge is relevant for their business or not. Company 

E, on the other hand, which did not possess the knowledge about sustainability when it was 

founded, put efforts on learning about the topic and collecting relevant information and knowledge. 

Human capital and the specific skills of the employees are indicators when measuring the OI 

activity in SMEs (Jones-Evans et al., 2018; Bartoloni & Baussola, 2001; Iammarino et al., 2012). 

Company E is the only one of our studied companies with a sustainability department and someone 

working specifically with sustainability aspects. This might give them an advantage when it comes 

to spotting possible sustainability opportunities, as well as when it comes to absorptive capacity. 

Although, as Cohen and Levinthal (1990) put it, absorptive capacity is first and foremost about 

prior knowledge and in that sense companies such as C and D have the advantage that they know 

their product better than anyone since they invented them. They know their product inside-out and 

therefore know exactly how to internalize external information.   

 

5.2.2  Outbound OI   

   

  Revealing  

Revealing, which is the non-pecuniary form of outbound OI, takes place when companies share 

internal information and knowledge to the external environment (Dahlander & Gann, 2010).   

  

For Company A, outbound OI practices take the form of inspirational presentations to external 

actors. Company A also contributed with their knowledge about energy in the development of a 
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charging solution for electric cars for another company within their concern. According to Fosfuri 

(2006) this can bring strategic advantages. For example, in the case of Company A they have in 

particular helped companies within their concern, which is could give them long-term advantages.   

  

Company B shares their knowledge about sewing outside of the organisation through a 

collaboration with Arbetsförmedlingen, where Company B provides teachers and machines. 

Company B also shares know-how through participating in various networks. In accordance with 

Fosfuri (2006) this has given them strategic and monetary advantages as they have been able to 

hire the already trained seamsters. In addition to this, lower R&D costs when it comes to the 

engagement in networks. However, when looking at the other company in the same sector (clothing 

sector), Company F does not use outbound OI. Company F is seen as a small player in the clothing 

industry and use inbound OI activities more than outbound practices. The co-founder which we 

interviewed said that they rather not share information and ideas about specific materials to 

competitors. van de Vrande (2009) insinuates that the reason for small firms not using OI, is 

because of the minor knowledge bank compared to bigger firms. For Company F, the actual reason 

is expressed to be because of the risk of losing market share and competitive advantages. Thus, 

this is more in line with Fosfuri’s (2006) theory that firms might lose competitive advantage due 

to the sharing of important knowledge. It is reasonable to assume that when Company F has a 

bigger market share and becomes more familiar among the consumers, they will share their 

knowledge more in order to reach innovative solutions and to develop their sustainability. For 

example, Company F has developed their own sourcing standard for their materials and production 

methods. This standard could, in the future, be revealed to companies in the same industry in order 

to contribute to a more sustainable production.   

  

Company E uses outbound OI and revealing through the collaboration with a larger clothing 

company. This collaboration contradicts Christensen’s et al. (2005) theory that smaller companies 

tend to only work with other smaller companies in the initial stages, to later move on to bigger 

players.   

  

Company G also seems to use outbound OI to a smaller extent compared to the other companies. 

This could be explained by them being a new company and with a new business model, which 

means that there might be few other companies that could take part of their knowledge. As of yet, 
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at least. In the future, however, the interviewee says that investing in solar energy in developing 

countries should be the natural choice, which implies that they want to spread the word of their 

business. Their partnerships with electricity providers is based on mutual benefits, which intends 

to improve the innovation process for both Company G and the electricity providers (Enkel et al., 

2009).   

  

  Selling  

Company C and D are currently licensing their technologies to third parties, and have also applied 

for patents on their inventions. This might be done due to the possibility of becoming an industry 

standard, which is in line with the theory of Koruna (2004). The patents - the protection of an 

innovation - serve as an indicator of OI activities within an organisation (Jones-Evans et al., 2018). 

While Company E does not currently engage in outbound OI, they do plan on using selling as a 

means of outbound OI in the future. The interviewee of Company E says that they plan on 

selling/sharing data of where the products are coming from and how they are travelling. This to 

increase the knowledge around circular consumption.  

5.2.3  External actors involved   

Clausen and Pohjola (2009) as well as Piperopoulos (2012) claim that input from different actors 

such as customers, academia, competitors and institutions can increase the complexity of the final 

product. All our studied companies collaborate with external actors in different ways and to 

different extents. In the following section we will, for example, analyse how the type of external 

actors involved affect the level of complexity of the final product/service.  

    

  Customers and/or suppliers  

Including customers in the innovation process can be a mean to gain an understanding of the 

customer needs, as mentioned earlier (van de Vrande et al. 2009). This is true for all case 

companies, except for Company B (clothing sector) and Company D (energy sector), which makes 

it the most common external actor among our studied companies. Faems et al. (2005) argue that 

the level of innovation in a company depends on the type of collaboration taking place, as firms 

working together with actors in their own value chain, such as suppliers, leads to incremental 

innovations. This we have found to be true.   
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Companies A and D, both working in the energy sector, use different inbound OI activities. To 

gain an understanding of the customer needs, Company A conducts market research by means of 

Svenskt Kvalitétsindex (SKI), whereas Company D has not yet started to reach out to customers. 

The reason for their different approaches when it comes to external actors involved, might be due 

to the type of customers they address. Company A aims at providing renewable energy to private 

customers, as well as companies, whereas Company D’s advanced technology is indented for a 

very specific customer segment. Company D’s product might fulfil a customer need as much as 

the product of Company A, but because of the complexity of their product and that it is built for a 

niche market, finding potential customers might be harder. Despite being a new company on the 

market, Company C was fast to collaborate with customers in an early stage to get the product out 

on the market as fast as possible, which has helped them a lot.   

  

Company E has collaborated with suppliers which has led up to the development of a new plastic 

bag that is more environmentally friendly. Company F, working with the same type of products as 

Company E, is also collaborating closely with suppliers. However, their ways of collaborating 

differ a bit, due to their different business models; Company E resells used clothes, Company F 

creates new ones. Company E’s collaboration with suppliers is focused on the delivery of their 

products and to make that part more sustainable, whereas Company F tries to find a way of 

developing compostable textiles to use in their production.   

  
Company G also say they work with suppliers, such as electricity providers, and that they share 

knowledge between each other. This process of both sharing internal and inviting external 

knowledge - the usage of inbound- and outbound OI simultaneously - can be seen as a coupled 

innovation process (Enkel et al., 2009). Collaboration with suppliers can be considered as coupled 

OI, as both parties often benefit from it (ibid). For example, in the case of Company G the 

collaboration with the solar distributors gives the company short time-to-market and the users of 

the electricity get their power faster.   

  

  Industry networks  

Sourcing relevant knowledge in the external environment can be done through engagement in 

various networks (Brunswicker & Vanhaverbeke, 2015), which is true for the two companies 

operating in the clothing industry, Company B and F. They are participating in networks and 
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projects to reach new knowledge, rather than collaborating with for example customers. Both firms 

try to find ways to reduce textile spill over and increase the quality of their clothes, in order to 

reduce waste. Here, knowledge about reparation and reuse of materials might not be found among 

the customers, but within organisations operating in this specific industry. Thus, combining 

different types of knowledge can result in new innovations. The degree to which a company 

participates in innovation networks is an indicator for OI activity in SMEs, according to both 

Jones-Evans et al. (2018) and Klewitz and Hansen (2011).   

  

  Private companies  

Company A is currently working with a smaller company that had an idea of a product and a 

service package. Since the smaller company did not have the resources necessary to develop and 

commercialize their idea, they turned to Company A, which possesses both brand recognition and 

a customer base. This action stands in line with what Teece (1986) says about SMEs and their 

difficulties in commercializing inventions due to lack of complementary resources. Something 

Company D also is experiencing. As mentioned above, they need investors to be able to 

commercialize their product, because of their lack of resources. The difficulties SMEs face could 

lead to a great amount of inventions never reaching the market, and thus gives an advantage for 

big firms and their inventions. Therefore, we claim that open innovation can be the solution to this 

problem by allowing smaller actors to collaborate and get their products out on the market. This 

theory is perfectly exemplified by Company A and the smaller actor that approached them, as 

mentioned above. Company E has also gone into collaboration with a private, larger clothing 

company. This in order to be able to do larger projects which demands more resources and to gain 

access to their larger brand recognition and consumer base.   

  

Company G on the other hand, have found that working with other companies, especially larger 

ones, to be rather difficult. According to the interviewee they have experienced drawbacks when 

working with major companies due to longer time-to-market and bottleneck situations. Thus, they 

are not currently searching for collaborations with such companies, which stands in contrasts to 

how the other studied companies work. It also contradicts what the literature implies; partly that 

SMEs aim at collaborating with bigger firms as their own firm becomes more well-known, and 

partly that SMEs generally engage in OI to reach complementary resources for their innovation 

process (Christensen et al., 2005; Chesbrough, 2003; van de Vrande et al., 2009). It might be that 



61   

Company G is confident with their unique business model and has a deep belief in their product, 

and therefore can ‘afford’ to disregard collaborations with large firms, in favour of smaller firms 

or public institutions. Company G can be seen as wanting to utilize the fact that they are smaller 

and more agile, in accordance with Martin-Tapia’s et al. (2010) theory. Thus, they can improve 

the product quickly and reach market faster.   

  

  Government institutions and/or universities  

Relevant, external knowledge can also be found in universities (Clausen and Pohjola, 2009; 

Piperopoulos, 2012). Company B has cooperated with a student which resulted in the development 

of a new product. Collaborating with the academia might be valuable in respect of receiving new 

perspectives and ideas. A student might possess relevant and different knowledge than those 

working in the production department. At the same time, the production section might be able to 

assess what is possible to produce and what is not, which would be hard for a person not involved 

in the production activities to tell.   

  

Company F and E, despite in some sense working in the same industry, have not yet been engaged 

in such collaboration. Company E has focused more on listening to and cooperating with customers 

in their innovation process. They did however, express a desire to work with students studying 

sustainability in the future. Collaboration with students is a good example of coupled OI, as it 

combines in- and outbound OI (Enkel et al., 2009). The company shares information with the 

student (outbound) in order for the student to be able to provide input and help the company 

(inbound) (ibid). One can assume that a reason for the different approaches among these 

companies, might concern their different natures as companies. Company B is not focusing on 

trends and fashion, rather they focus on finding a way of replacing synthetic materials and produce 

garments that last. In the sense of finding knowledge about these materials, the input from 

customers might not be as relevant compared to universities. Company F, on the other hand, works 

with high fashion and their target customer segment has a specific style, and therefore there might 

be a need to follow market trends and to listen to what customers actually want to buy.   

  

Company D and Company C are also working closely with universities, which has led to the 

development of their innovative solutions. Although, Companies C and D, and Company B work 

with universities differently. Since the technology of Companies C and D is based on years of 
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research and is very advanced, they have utilized universities for long term research projects, 

developing completely new products. Whereas, Company B wants to invite new knowledge from 

students from a sustainability perspective. Referring again to Enkel’s et al. (2009) theory on 

coupled OI process, where the companies both gain external knowledge and share their expertise, 

which leads to mutual benefits. The fact that Company B as well as Company C and D have 

collaborated with institutions in different ways also point to their different innovation levels; 

Company B works with incremental innovation, whereas Companies C and D work with 

radical/system innovation (Miner, 2010).   

  

Since universities in general conduct R&D to a large extent, it is logical to conclude that firms 

collaborating with universities also take part of the research results, allowing them to develop more 

radical innovations. However, the disadvantage here might be that the innovations developed in 

the academia could be too far from the actual needs of the customers and therefore hard to get out 

on the market. The motive of collaborating with customers can be to reach an understanding of 

what consumers in fact require and to fill a gap on the market. Company C, albeit working with a 

university, was fast at collaborating with customers in an initial stage, to make sure to develop a 

product that fulfil customer needs. This gave them an insight in their customers’ needs and thereby 

allowed them to start selling rather quickly.  

  

Company G has a guarantee agreement with a Swedish government agency, which lets the 

investors invest in a more secure way. This agreement can in turn be seen as a possibility for 

Company G to develop their service further and to take it to the market. Due to this security, 

Company G can take more risks and continue working on their system changing innovation.   

5.3  Synthesis    

In this part we summarize what have been found in the analysis and provide examples of how our 

studied companies could collaborate. For clarity, we have arranged all companies according to the 

evaluated aspects in this framework and will evaluate them based on it. We will start by looking 

at potential collaborations within the sectors and then look at cross-sectorial potential 

collaboration.  
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(Model 4. Our conceptual framework with the studied companies)   

5.3.1  Clothing sector     
Company B and Company F, both working in the clothing industry, aim at reducing the amount of 

textile spill over. Despite being two seemingly different companies, they have the same goal and 

a strong environmental focus. This could invite a collaboration between these two firms that might 

bring benefits to both of them. Even if they operate in the same industry, they target different 

customer segments, which should not make them direct competitors. Since Company B has 

decades of history in this sector, they ought to have relevant and valuable knowledge about 

sustainability that can be exploited. This knowledge might also be of interest for Company E, also 

working with clothes, however in the e-commerce sector. Furthermore, the sourcing standards 

developed by Company F can be shared to other companies in the clothing sector, to promote the 

usage of environmentally friendly materials in the production. It can be used by firms aiming at 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



64   

being more sustainable in their business, but needing concrete guidelines on how to do it. Company 

F articulated a desire of having their production in Sweden, which Company B already has had for 

a long time. How to relocate their production to Sweden, and thus to reach a more sustainable one, 

can be shared with Company F. Company F collaborates with a company that is researching how 

to create compostable materials, which can be of interest for Company B in their sustainability 

work.  

  

An interesting aspect to this is the fact that the three companies B, F and E do not share many of 

the same strategies when it comes to sustainability or open innovation, when looking at our 

conceptual framework.    

5.3.2  Energy sector     

Company C and D, both striving at decreasing the amount of fossil fuels used, have rather different 

approaches of using OI. Company C was early in involving customers in their innovation process, 

whereas Company D focuses on collaborating with universities to develop their technology. To be 

able to tailor the product to the needs of the customers, Company D could follow Company C’s 

strategy regarding inviting input from potential customers.   

  
Company A was founded 1997, which means, as for Company B, that they have been in the 

industry for a long period of time. Although very different technologies and products, Company 

A could share valuable knowledge to Company C and D in order to help them with aspects such 

as dealing with customers and suppliers, for example. Company A is also using outbound OI in 

the form of revealing, something Companies C and D could benefit to learn from.    

5.3.3  Financial sector     

Unlike the rest of the studied companies, Company G does not work with a physical product, rather 

a financial service. This, we have noticed, has an impact on how they look at sustainability, as well 

as OI. For them 'big picture’ sustainability is very important, but unlike the other studied 

companies, it is not a question of resources or time when working more or less sustainably. The 

same goes for OI; Company G experiences, in contrast to the other companies, that they are slowed 

down by partnerships rather than benefit from them. This difference can be explained by van de 

Vrande’s (2009) theory on how service companies are involved in OI activities and how it differs 

from manufacturing companies.   
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Company G has a different mindset, as they do not need to worry about aspects such as economies 

of scale, keeping to much capital tied up in storage, or not being able to sell enough to cover their 

costs – in the same way as the other companies. Although, a big part of their sense of security 

comes from the fact that they are backed by a governmental institution. Which allows them to 

continue to take risks for the environment. Due to this, and the fact that we have not studied any 

other companies in the financial sector, nor any other companies that work purely with a service, 

it is hard to make any relevant comparisons.   

5.3.3  Collaborations across industry boarders    

While looking at the conceptual framework, one can see that Companies A and E have many 

similarities when it comes to sustainability strategy (reactive); degree of sustainable innovation 

(functional); external actors involved (customer and/or suppliers; private companies). This might 

invite a collaboration between the two companies. For example, Company A works with private 

companies by giving inspirational presentations and Company E has expressed interest in sharing 

their data – here Company E could learn from Company A in how to share information easily 

through presentations to promote sustainability. Company E is working with transportation 

companies in order to decrease their power consumption and Company A has a lot of knowledge 

concerning renewable energy – an area where the two companies could collaborate or learn from 

each other.   

  

There is an opportunity for these companies to exchange information about how they conduct 

business, without risking losing competitive advantage as they are in different sectors. This could 

lead to novel combinations of information and knowledge and possibly more drastic sustainability 

measures. For example, Company E has developed their own logistics system, which might be 

something they could share with Company A to help Company A to easier keep track of different 

suppliers and customers. Both companies work a lot with marketing and public image, another 

area in which they could benefit from each other. Company A has experience with sustainability 

reporting and finds the rules and regulations concerning it to be helpful, whereas Company E 

expressed that public scrutiny concerning sustainability can be a burden. In this scenario the two 

companies could collaborate and Company A could help Company E to find ways to use the 

regulations in their favour.    
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Companies C, D and G also have a lot in common as all three are working with system changing 

innovations and all collaborate with governmental institutions. They are also all less market driven 

than the other studied companies. The unique offering of Company G makes it hard to identify 

how they could benefit from working with OI in relationship to any of our studied companies. 

However, one can conclude that they could help other companies. For example, Company D has 

had trouble finding investors for their seemingly risky product, something that Company G works 

with on a daily basis – Company G could provide Company D with valuable information on how 

to crowdfund their product. This also applies to Company C. Companies C and D are working with 

sustainable energy, and in the case of Company C other products as well, this could provide an 

opportunity for Company G to expand their business model, to invest in energy sources other than 

solar panels. This type of collaboration could benefit all parties and be good for the environment.    

  
Looking at our framework, C and D working with G, as well as A and E working together seem 

like the most relevant cross-sectoral collaborations, since they have a lot in common - both in 

sustainability and OI aspects.    
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6.  Conclusion     
After having analysed our studied case companies with help of the different theories, as well as 

compared the cases to each other, we will in this chapter answer the research question and give 

suggestions for future research.   

  

Throughout the process of writing this thesis we have found that Swedish SMEs mainly use OI to 

promote innovative sustainability initiatives by using inbound OI, specifically by sourcing 

information from their surroundings. This in the form of communication with customers and 

suppliers. This form of OI was the only one that all of our studied companies had used, and can be 

concluded to be the most easily accessible form of OI. This entails that inbound OI in the form of 

sourcing is an already widespread use of OI among Swedish SMEs. The fact that this is the most 

frequent use of OI and that this type of OI activities more often leads to incremental innovations, 

indicates that incremental sustainable changes are the most common. On the other hand, we also 

found that collaboration with governmental institutions, such as universities was the second most 

common form of OI. Companies working with this form of OI tend to develop more radical 

innovations, which is something we have found to be true among our studied companies.   

  

Amongst our studied companies, outbound OI was used to a lesser extent. This was concluded to 

be due to the fact that there is a lack of research on outbound OI within SMEs and therefore less 

knowledge about its benefits. A consequence of this might be that companies associate outbound 

OI with risks of losing market shares and competitive advantage. The companies that did work 

with outbound OI did so through revealing, which also indicates a stronger focus on incremental 

innovation.   

  

The vast majority of the studied companies in this thesis expressed resource constraint as an 

obstacle when working with sustainability, which implies a need for more use of OI. Considering 

the fact that sourcing and revealing were the most commonly used forms of OI and considering 

the current state of the environment, we believe that more drastic methods are needed. The 

companies studied all work with sustainability and OI in different ways, but the effect of their 

sustainability initiatives could be greater if they had clearer systems in place for how to share their 

innovative sustainability ideas with each other. For example, we suggest that more cross-industry 

collaborations could be beneficial in some cases, which is something we have found to be almost 
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non-existent. Cross-sectoral collaborations are beneficial due to the fact that the companies do not 

face the risk of losing competitive advantage or market shares, as they are not on the same market. 

We have also found that companies working in the same industry can collaborate easily despite 

not sharing strategies for how they work sustainably or with OI. However, if companies want to 

work cross-sectoral it is a necessity that they share the same strategy for these two aspects.   

6.1  Proposal for future research       

Given the importance of the topics sustainability and OI, further research is crucial. For instance, 

more research is needed on how OI and sustainability are correlated, especially amongst SMEs. In 

this study we have only begun to scratch the surface of this interesting and vital subject. As 

mentioned, we have found that amongst our studied companies there was a lack in the use of 

outbound OI – which invites research into that area. Outbound OI has many benefits, but they 

seem to be lost on many companies, especially small- and medium sized ones. It can be concluded 

that the deficit of outbound OI activities among SMEs is in part due to lack of research conducted, 

leading to lesser knowledge about the benefits of it.    

  

This study has a qualitative approach and might, due to that, be hard to generalize. However, we 

did find some patterns among our studied companies which can be interesting to do follow up 

research on. For example, it might be interesting to make a quantitative study of a larger sample 

of Swedish SMEs where the correlation between different types of sustainability activities and OI 

activities is studied. This to explore emerging tendencies among Swedish SMEs and to be able to 

see connections. Furthermore, it could be beneficial to study SMEs in other countries, within the 

EU for example, to be able to make comparisons with Swedish SMEs. This to reach an 

understanding of how OI and sustainability activities outside of the borders of Sweden are carried 

out and to find ways of how they could learn from each other in order to be more environmentally 

friendly.   

  

Lastly, we suggest that it might be of interest to study how the fact that Swedish SMEs are not 

affected by the ÅRL chapter 6 §10, influence their sustainability work within the company. As we 

have found that many SMEs experience shortage of resources, it could be interesting to study the 

possibility for a sustainability report that is adapted to SMEs.    
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8.  Appendix   

8.1  First email   

Hej,  

  

Vi är två sistaårsstudenter på Linköpings Universitet som läser det Internationella  

Civilekonomprogrammet och vi skriver just nu vår masteruppsats om öppen innovation och hållbarhet.  

  

Med öppen innovation syftar vi på det medvetna utbyte av information som företag ägnar sig åt för att 

accelerera innovationsprocesser. Det vill säga, att  samverka med externa parter, för att snabbare utveckla 

bättre idéer och att öka företagets innovationsförmåga.  

  

Syftet med vår uppsats är att ta reda på, dels vilka hållbara initiativ svenska små- och medelstora företag 

använder idag, och dels hur sådana företag kan samarbeta med externa aktörer för att öka spridning och 

utveckling av innovativa och hållbara initiativ.  

  

Vi tycker xxxx är ett mycket intressant företag, och är intresserade av undersöka om, hur och varför ni 

arbetar med denna sortens samarbete; varför ni inte gör det, och hur ni skulle kunna samarbeta på detta 

sätt, för att främja hållbara initiativ.  

  

Vi vill gärna komma i kontakt med er, för en personlig intervju, alternativt en Skype-intervju. Verkar 

detta relevant för er? Vem inom ert företag skulle vara rätt person att prata med?  

  

Hör av er, så kan vi berätta mer!  

  

Med vänliga hälsningar,  

Nikita Ekman och Sofia Carlsson  

8.2  Second email     

Hej,  
  
Vi är två sistaårsstudenter på Linköpings Universitet som läser det Internationella  
Civilekonomprogrammet och vi skriver just nu vår masteruppsats om öppen innovation och hållbarhet.  
  
Vi tycker att xxxx är ett superintressant företag, och tror att en intervju med er skulle kunna bidra till vår 
uppsats, då vi vill lära oss mer om hur företag som xxxx tänker kring just innovation och hållbarhet.   
  
Verkar detta relevant för er? I så fall vill vi gärna komma i kontakt med er för en intervju.   



78   

  
Hör av er, så kan vi berätta mer!  
  
Med vänliga hälsningar,  
  

Nikita Ekman och Sofia Carlsson   

8.3  Interview Guide   

 

INTRODUKTION:   

● Introduktion av oss   

● Information om arbetet   
  

● Kan du berätta om den här organisationen (ink. Bakgrund och din roll)   
  
HÅLLBARHET:    

● Hur har ert miljöarbete och synen på hållbarhet förändrats sedan företaget startade?  
  

● Vad är den största utmaningen med att försöka vara ett så miljömedvetet företag som     
möjligt idag?   

  

● Hur upplever ni att krav från konsumenter, såväl politiker har ändrats genom åren?   
  

● Hållbarhetsredovisar ni? (det är frivilligt för små företag, men det är en ram för att redovisa 
ekonomiska, sociala och miljömässiga aspekter av företagets verksamhet)  ○   Varför/ 
varför inte?   

○ Vad redovisar ni i så fall?  
  

● Finns det något i verksamheten skulle ni vilja utveckla?   

○ Bli bättre på?  

○   Varför?  

○   (Vad tror ni att ni skulle kunna lära er av konkurrenter? Kunder?)  

○   Vad är målet på kort/lång sikt?  
  

● (På vilket sätt) samarbetar ni tillsammans med andra aktörer för att främja miljövänliga 
initiativ/hållbarhet?  

  

● Hur skulle du säga att ni delar med er av kompetens och kunskap inom miljöfrågor som ni 
ändå besitter?  
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INNOVATION:  
  

● Hur ser ni på innovation?   

○ Övergripande - Capture/Create value, mest fokus på vilken? Varför? Hinder med 
båda  

○   I miljöaspekter - (Hur) tror du att innovation kan bidra till en mer hållbar 
produktion?  

  

● När det kommer till innovation, vad skulle du säga att ni är bäst på?   
  

● På vilket sätt är ni innovativa? Jämfört med konkurrenter?  
  

● Vilka är de största hindren för er när det kommer till innovation? (Pengar, policy, kunskap, 
personal etc.?)   

  

● Öppen innovation: Ftg samarbetar med personer utanför den egna organisationen, såsom 
kunder, leverantörer, konkurrenter för att nå bli mer innovativa och få tillgång till nya och 
bättre idéer, resurser och kunskap.  

○ Är det något ni jobbat/jobbar med?   

○   Varför/ Varför inte?   

○   Om ni skulle, med vem i så fall? (Kunder, leverantörer, konkurrenter, unis)?  

○   Hur ser detta samarbete ut?  
  

● Öppen innovation kan delas upp i två dimensioner, en när intern kunskap flödar ut ur 
företaget för att främja innovation på marknaden, och en när extern kunskap kommer in i 
företaget, för att öka innovationskraften inom företaget.   

○ Vilken skulle ni säga att ni använder er (mest) av?  
  

● Syftet med vår uppsats är att undersöka hur små- och medelstora företag använder, och kan 
använda öppen innovation för att främja hållbarhet/hållbara innovationer.  

○ Vad tror du skulle kunna öka användandet av öppen innovation bland sådana 
företag?   

● Vilken är er främsta källa för ny information och kunskap inom företaget? (In/ut)   

● Hur jobbar ni för att avgöra vilken information som är relevant för er och för att inkorporera 
informationen i era innovationsprocesser? (Absorption and incorporation)   

  

● Har du några frågor, något att tillägga?  

● Får vi kontakta er om vi skulle ha ytterligare någon fråga? Behöver komplettera?  
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8.4  Sustainable Innovation Framework     

 

(Klewitz and Hansen, 2011)   
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8.5  Open Innovation Index     
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(Jones-Evans et al., 2018)  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

   


