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During the recent years, companies have increasingly started to set varying kinds of 

voluntary climate targets reaching to e.g., net-zero emissions or climate neutrality by specific 

target years. This thesis studies the role of these targets in fighting climate change.  

The theoretical framework describes the voluntary climate targets as an act of CSR through 

a brief history of CSR from a climate and environmental perspective. An operationalised 

framework based on the business sustainability framework of Dyllick et al. (2016) is 

developed to describe the levels of climate target sustainability of companies. A qualitative 

cross-case analysis comprising of five company interviews within energy-intensive 

processes with on- and off-road operations is conducted to evaluate the concerns, values 

created and organizational perspectives of companies in setting their climate targets. 

The main finding is that the role of voluntary climate targets in fighting climate change is 

limited from an environmental impact due to the high variance in companies’ ambitiousness 

related to the climate targets and related strategies. The main differences in impact were 

revealed by the organizational perspectives describing the actual deeds of the companies. 

This result can be claimed to have general implications when evaluating the current trend of 

companies increasingly setting varying kind of climate targets. The role of such voluntary 

climate targets in the net-zero transitions or fighting climate change is currently limited. 
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Avainsanat: yritysten vapaaehtoiset ilmastotavoitteet, tieteeseen perustuvat 

ilmastotavoitteet, yritysvastuullisuus 

Viime vuosien aikana yritykset ovat kasvavissa määrin asettaneet erilaisia ilmastotavoitteita, 

kuten saavuttaa hiilineutraalius sovittuun tavoitevuoteen mennessä. Tämän diplomityön 

tarkoituksena on tutkia näiden ilmastotavoitteiden roolia ilmastonmuutoksen vastaisessa 

taistelussa. 

Työn teoreettinen viitekehys kuvaa ensin yritysten vapaaehtoiset ilmastotavoitteet yhtenä 

yritysvastuullisuuden muotona lyhyen historiakatsauksen kautta. Toiseksi kuvataan 

operationalisoitu viitekehys ilmastotavoitteiden vastuullisuuden tasoista pohjautuen Dyllick 

et al. (2016) liiketoiminnan vastuullisuuden viitekehykseen. Viitekehystä käytetään 

arvioimaan kvalitatiivisesti viittä case-yritystä haastattelujen avulla, joissa arvioidaan 

yritysten huolia, arvonluontia ja organisatorisia näkökulmia ilmastotavoitteisiin liittyen. 

Case-yrityksiksi valittiin toimijoita, joilla oli energiaintensiivisiä kuljetuksiin liittyviä 

prosesseja. 

Päätulokset olivat, että yritysten vapaaehtoisten ilmastotavoitteiden rooli ilmastomuutoksen 

vastaisessa taistelussa on rajoittunut. Tämä johtuu tavoitteiden ja strategioiden erilaisuudesta 

ja kunnianhimoisuudesta. Suurimmat erot paljastuivat organisatorisissa asioissa, jotka 

kuvasivat yritysten todellisia tekoja. Tällä tuloksella voi väittää olevan myös yleisempää 

merkitystä: yritysten vapaaehtoisten ilmastotavoitteiden rooli on rajoittunut ilmaston 

muutoksen vastaisessa taistelussa. 
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1  Introduction 

1.1  Purpose of the thesis 

According to International Energy Association (IEA) global emissions were in 2021 at the 

highest level in history. The energy sector is reliable for a large part of the emissions that 

have accelerated global warming with an impact on the environment. (IEA 2022) However, 

this makes energy sector also a central part of the solution.  

Transportation has a high reliance of fossil fuels and account almost two fifths of the carbon 

emissions from end-user sectors like industry (e.g., manufacturing, mining, chemical 

industry), transport, buildings, and other sectors like agriculture. (IEA 2022) Thus, transport 

emissions have an impact on other sectors as well. 

Although a lot of good progress to reduce emissions have taken place e.g., at the power 

sector and electrification of passenger transport, the heavy-duty transport emissions have 

continued to grow. During recent years, due to the demand growth especially in the emerging 

countries and limited growth in the usage of alternative fuels and powertrains like 

electrification, hydrogen and bioenergy-based fuels, transportation has had a large growth in 

emissions. In 2030 fossil fuels are estimated to still play a central role in the transportation 

sector. The current gap between the net-zero scenario 2050 by the IEA for the transport 

sector and the announced pledge scenarios remains. (IEA 2021) Thus, at the global and 

national policy level, but also at the company level, there is urgency to come up with 

solutions to decrease emissions and close the gap.   

To reduce emissions globally and across different sectors local governments have put in 

place different kinds of regulations to decrease the use of fossil fuels, accelerate the uptake 

of alternative fuels and powertrains, and to reduce overall emissions. However, the 

regulatory mechanisms and global policies have been perceived sometimes to be too rigid, 

slow, and complicated. 

In the meanwhile, private companies, especially the ones with energy-intensive or 

unsustainable processes, face growing societal pressure to contribute to the grand challenge 

of climate change. Thus, it has become increasingly popular for companies to set own 
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voluntary climate targets and strategies to reduce emissions. The most ambitious ones are 

science-based and aligned with the 1.5 Celsius target aligned in the Paris Agreement sealed 

in 2015 (UN a). According to WWF (2021) 60% of the Fortune 500 companies, the largest 

companies in the US, have set a climate or energy-related target. 13% have set science-based 

targets aligned with the Paris Agreement, and 17% net-zero, carbon neutral, or related 

commitments (WWF 2021). However, do these voluntary climate targets have a role in the 

global net-zero transition and fighting global climate change or are they just greenwashing? 

Why companies in the energy-intensive sectors with on- and off-road processes set them and 

how are they going to achieve them? The purpose of this thesis is to study these questions. 

The phenomenon of companies setting voluntary climate targets is relatively new and limited 

research on the topic exists at the company level. At the national level there are several 

research organizations that follow-up progress of the path towards net-zero at the national 

(e.g., Moazzem 2018, Wachsmuth 2019) and sectoral (e.g., www.climateactiontracker, 

Moazzem 2018, Giesekam 2018) levels. However, a research gap exists at the company level 

on the role of these climate targets, motives of companies to set them and strategies to 

achieve them. During recent years, little research and has been made. Giesekam et al. (2021) 

studied 81 companies and the progress of their SBTi ambitions. Furthermore, some studies 

exist on the performance of voluntary climate targets, their opportunities and challenges. 

Dahlmann et al. (2019) compared different kinds of climate targets, their environmental 

performance, and concluded traits of well-performing climate targets and strategies. 

Furthermore, Fankhauser et al. (2021) clarified the meaning of net-zero targets and attributes 

of good practices for companies. Furthermore, Qian et al. (2022) studied the case of PepsiCo 

and the carbon management behind their net-zero targets. Some non-governmental 

organizations also follow up the progress of companies’ climate strategies on a high-level 

e.g., the SBTi, Climate Action 100+, and CDP. However, extensive benchmarking and 

evaluation of the impact has not been done.  

 

1.2  Research questions and structure 

The research questions for this thesis are the following: 

What is the role of voluntary climate targets in fighting climate change? 

http://www.climateactiontracker/
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1. Why companies with energy-intensive processes in the logistics, construction and 

mining segments set targets? 

2. How are they planning to reach them? 

3. How companies interpret the role of renewable diesel? 

The structure of the thesis to answer these questions is the following. The first chapter 

describes the purpose of the thesis, research questions and research methods. In the second 

chapter a theoretical framework is built through two parts. First a brief literature review 

describing the evolution of CSR from the climate and environmental perspective is 

described. Second, an operationalized business sustainability framework of Dyllick et al. 

(2016) is formulated to evaluate the voluntary climate targets and strategies of the case 

companies.  

The third chapter describes the research methodology and design. Company interviews are 

conducted to collect data about the case companies and their climate targets. A qualitative 

cross-case analysis is done to compare and analyse the role and impact against the theoretical 

framework. 

The fourth chapter presents the results from the cross-case analysis focusing on concerns, 

values created, and organizational perspectives. Finally, an evaluation is done on how the 

climate targets and related strategies perform from a climate sustainability perspective. The 

fifth and sixth chapter conclude with the discussion and final conclusions. 

 

1.3  Research methods 

In this thesis qualitative analysis is applied as a research methodology. Interviews are used 

as the main method for collecting data about the case companies’ drivers, motives, and 

values to set and achieve climate targets. The case companies are selected from three 

different segments with energy-intensive processes with road and off-road transportation, 

namely logistics, construction and mining. The qualitative analysis of data is done with a 

theory-driven and a cross-case -oriented approach aiming to evaluate the levels of climate 

target sustainability and the role of the climate targets in fighting climate change.  
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The theoretical framework builds the theory against which the data from the company cases 

is evaluated. The theoretical framework is built based on the brief review of voluntary 

climate action as a form of CSR and the operationalised framework. The operationalisation 

was done based on the business sustainability framework of Dyllick et al. (2016) and 

applying that into the context of voluntary climate targets formulating levels of climate target 

sustainability. Based on the framework, climate target sustainability and the role of voluntary 

climate targets in fighting climate change could be evaluated among the case companies. 

 

2  Theoretical framework 

In this chapter a theoretical framework is built. The first part describes a brief historical 

review of voluntary climate action as a form of CSR. This part aims to explain what has 

influenced the corporate voluntary climate action as a form of CSR from climate and 

environmental perspective, as we see it today. The second part builds the operationalised 

framework based on Dyllick et al. (2016) to evaluate the climate target sustainability of the 

case companies. 

 

2.1  Brief review of voluntary climate action as a form of CSR  

2.1.1  Dominance of the managerial approach 

As long as there have been organizations with commercial aspirations there has been 

discussion about the relationship between companies and society (Agudelo et al. 2019). 

However, it was not until after the mid-20th century, that the awareness about corporate 

responsibilities started to truly increase. (Carroll 2008, Agudelo et al. 2019) According to 

Agudelo et al. (2019) major trends that influenced the CSR landscape from the climate 

perspective towards the end of the century were the growing environmental concerns 

(Agudelo et al. 2019), formation of environmental regulation and global climate policy, 

globalization and technological development (Carroll 2015), and the academic research 
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dominated by the managerial approach (Ergene et al. 2021). CSR can be defined generally 

as corporate voluntary activities going beyond economic and legal obligations of the firm 

(Davis 1973, Carroll 1991). 

Towards the end of the century, from an academic perspective the CSR approach was largely 

focused on the business and shareholder value instead of environmental impact. However, 

the discussion around sustainable development (Brundtland 1987) and the impact of 

corporations to the environment started to emerge. (Ergene et al. 2021, Dyllick et al. 2016). 

According to Ergene et al. (2021) two academic streams developed: the managerial approach 

focusing on finding the economic rationale for CSR and the critical approach highlighting 

the environmentally negative impact of business operations. The critical approach opposed 

the managerial approach of being too focused on the organizational perspectives, neglecting 

the climate and ecological impacts related to business activities. (Ergene et al. 2021) 

The managerial stream can be seen to have influenced the CSR field including voluntary 

climate activities of companies. According to Ergene et al. (2021) the managerial stream has 

strongly sought to incorporate environmental issues into the foundational corporate profit 

maximization thinking while the critical stream has argued that economic activity is 

embedded in a large network of political systems preferring profitability over environmental 

sustainability. The managerial approach emphasized market-based solutions that would 

primarily make a business case (e.g. Turunen 2021, based on Wood 1991) and secondarily 

have some positive environmental effects on the side e.g., firms could reduce costs through 

energy efficiency, waste reduction, and recycling initiatives, or increase profits through a 

premium pricing strategy for “green” products (Ergene et al. 2021).  

The triple-bottom line, eco-efficiency, and the concept of shared value are examples that 

resulted from the dominance of the managerial approach. (Dyllick et al. 2016) All of these 

concepts cover environmental and climate values, but it is not the primary goal.  The triple 

bottom line sustainability framework (Elkington 1994) aims to balance corporation’s social 

and environmental impact with its economic goals (Agudelo et al. 2019). Eco-efficiency on 

the other hand aim to create economic value through reducing the impact of products and 

supply chain (e.g., De Simone et al. 2000). The concept of shared value by Porter et al. 

(2006) argued that companies could simultaneously create competitive advantage and value 

for the society and environment.  
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Through the technological developments in communication towards the end of the century, 

corporations became increasingly aware of the reputational opportunities and brand value, 

but also of the exposure to risks pushing companies to plan more carefully their CSR 

activities overall (Carroll 2015). Perhaps due to these developments, companies started to 

conduct sustainability reporting. According to Kolk (2000) towards the 2000s, about 35% of 

companies globally were conducting sustainability reporting activities as it was perceived to 

have economic value in terms of public relations and to reduce environmental risks. During 

the time several international certification schemes like the ISO 14000-standard family for 

environmental management was launched (ISO) to help the companies to formalize and 

verify their voluntary environmental and climate activities. 

According to Turunen (2021) quite recently sustainability has been increasingly seen as the 

basis for corporate strategy (e.g., Chandler 2016, Engert et al. 2016). However, it can be 

argued that this trend only continues the principles of the managerial approach. Recently, 

Ergene et al. (2021) and Dyllick et al. (2016) have been arguing for a radical shift in the 

entire corporate landscape to change the current paradigm of continuous growth towards 

maximizing socio-ecological wellbeing in the research and practices towards true business 

sustainability. The framework of Dyllick et al. (2016) is discussed later more thoroughly. 

All in all, according to Dyllick et al. (2016) the ambitions to find the business case and 

business value for CSR activities took various forms, but the linkage to sustainable 

development, climate change and ecological impact remained vague leading to the failure of 

achieving any major environmental impact. 

Simultaneously with the developments described in the CSR field, societal and political 

macro-level global developments on climate policy took place. However, they had only 

indirect influence on CSR and voluntary climate action. The disconnect between sustainable 

development and the CSR activities largely existed and has been part of the problem. 

(Dyllick et al. 2016) Examples of such events are e.g., the foundation of the EC’s department 

for Environment in the EU, the Brundtland report defining sustainable development in 1987, 

the adoption of the Montreal Protocol, the formation of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC), and the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997 (Agudelo et al. 

2019). 
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2.1.2  First steps towards an alignment with climate-science 

As mentioned, the managerial approach dominated for many decades, and it can be said that 

it still dominates in many ways. However, during the recent years, some activity towards 

aligning the corporate micro-level CSR activities with science and climate status has taken 

place. The key events influencing this movements and the voluntary climate actions are 

described below.  

Perhaps, the most important key trends that have been influencing the build-up of the linkage 

with science has been the accelerating requirements for companies to report and the 

nationally binding climate targets. The Paris Climate Conference and Agreement in 2015 

engaged countries to agree and commit to limiting global warming below 2◦C and making 

efforts to limit it to 1.5◦C compared to the pre-industrial levels by mitigating the GHG 

emissions towards the end of this century. (Giesekam et al. 2021) The ambitions have 

translated into the so-called net-zero targets for the countries emerging from physical climate 

science, but implemented through social, political and economic systems. (Fankhauser et al. 

2022) Today more than 120 countries, including China, the EU, and the US as the world’s 

largest emitters, have committed to reaching net-zero emissions, in some way and form. 

(Fankhauser et al. 2022) 

In the Paris Agreement, no direct commitments were assigned to the private sector, but 

countries adopting the agreement would have to build policies and regulations that push 

companies to develop their business practices in alignment with the ambition. (Agudelo et 

al. 2019) For example, at the EU level many steps towards this have been already taken. An 

EU Directive requiring large public companies with more than 500 employees (e.g., listed 

companies, banks, and insurance companies) to disclose non-financial information from 

2018 and onwards has been enforced. (Agudelo et al. 2019, European Commission b) The 

so-called Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD) requires and sets the rules for 

companies to report the social and environmental impact of business activities. Furthermore, 

a proposal for Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) has been adopted 2021 

that would e.g., extend the scope of obligated companies, require third party auditing of 

reported information, and introduce more detailed rules for reporting (European 

Commission b). Furthermore, in 2020 the EU published its European Green Deal strategy 

aiming to achieve the EU’s climate targets. The final details and the impact on different 
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sectors and companies e.g., in energy, construction and transportation are yet to come, but 

regulations and obligations towards companies are likely to increase. (European 

Commission a).  

These examples of events have pushed companies to increasingly report (e.g. Giesekam et 

al. 2021) and engage on various emission reduction activities, within but also beyond 

regulatory requirements. Although the companies are accounted for the national targets, 

many companies have announced own voluntary climate targets on top of those (Fankhauser 

et al. 2022). Perhaps anticipating the increasing regulatory requirements for disclosing, the 

reporting trend has emerged through voluntary schemes. According to Carini et al. (2020) 

based on Van Calster et al. (2001) businesses engage in voluntary activities within the 

regulatory landscape and regulatory formation because they anticipate the enforcement of 

new regulations and want to prepare themselves or even be part and influence the regulatory 

changes reducing the possible costs and or risks related to the regulatory change.  

One of the voluntary initiatives that gained popularity after the Paris Agreement in the 

voluntary corporate reporting has been the UN’s Millenium Development Goals that later 

transformed into 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) introduced in 2015. (Agudelo 

et al. 2019) The goal 13 proposing to take action to combat climate change and its impacts 

(UN) is most directly linked to climate change. However, the SDGs have received criticism 

of e.g., ignoring the planetary boundaries related to the reaching the goals, static nature of 

the goals and western only approach. Still, many companies continue to map their actions 

against the SDGs. 

In the meanwhile, other voluntary reporting approaches have emerged as well. According to 

Giesekam et al. (2021) over 8000 companies covering over 50% of the market capitalization 

globally report climate change related information through a non-profit organization called 

the Carbon Disclose Project (CDP) founded in 2000. CDP is an example of an organization 

that aims at supporting companies in reporting climate change related information to their 

stakeholders. Another key standard focusing especially on GHG accounting is the GHG 

Protocol founded in 2001 (GHG Protocol).  

However, some of this corporate reporting has been criticised for being inadequate to assess 

truly the level of sustainability and impact of companies (Giesekam et al. 2021). According 

to Mikkilä et al. (2021) reporting activities do not necessarily lead to sustainable operations 
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that can perhaps be a result of the strong focus on business figures despite the three-

dimensional approaches based on the triple-bottom line. Thus, it has become a key question 

whether the targets and the related sustainability reporting are only symbolic to manage 

company reputation or describing true commitments to achieve positive environmental 

impact (e.g., Dyllick et al. 2016, Dahlmann et al. 2019).  

As during the recent years, critical voices around the environmental impact of corporate 

activities and the purpose of related reporting has increased, it has become more common to 

link and evaluate corporate targets and strategies to the limits of wider planetary boundaries 

(Giesekam et al. 2021). The Science-based Targets Initiative (SBTi) founded in 2015 is one 

example of such popular initiatives aiming to align and standardize climate targets set by 

companies with the targets defined by science, aligned with the Paris Agreement. (Giesekam 

et al. 2021)  

According to e.g. Dyllick et al. (2016) and Ergene et al. (2021) approaches are needed to 

linking aspects relevant to sustainable development and planetary boundaries with the 

company-level business model. However, as described by Mikkilä et al. (2021) the 

phenomenon of taking an outside-in approach and linking sustainability targets and related 

strategies with sustainable development are still relatively new. Thus, they are still only 

lightly reflected in sustainability reporting of companies (Mikkilä et al. 2021).  

To conclude, although the discussion and corporate actions around CSR activities have been 

on-going already for a few decades, it has become clear that they have not been enough from 

the climate or environmental perspective. According to Ergene et al. (2021) the whole 

academic field of study has lacked the analytical capabilities to answer to the most important 

issues related to the era of Anthropocene. Furthermore, it can be claimed, that although 

positive steps have been taken, the large variety of voluntary corporate climate actions and 

other CSR actions, have been insufficient from the climate perspective.  

According to Dyllick et al. (2016) from a climate perspective the main issue with the CSR 

legacy has been the continuous mismatch between the micro-level sustainability actions of 

companies and the macro-level climate and environmental status. Only during the recent 

decade, the corporate voluntary actions have become more under scrutiny and the 

requirements to verify and prove the impact of voluntary actions have increased in the form 

of reporting. Furthermore, the most ambitious companies have voluntarily decided to link 
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their climate targets and actions with science aiming to build the missing linkage between 

the micro-level corporate actions and macro-level environmental status. Below in figure 1, 

key events in the evolution of voluntary climate action are described. 

 

 

Figure 1. Key events impacting the evolution of voluntary climate action  

 

2.2  Framework for sustainable business 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the number of companies claiming about sustainable 

strategies, actions and climate targets has grown tremendously. Due to this trend, it has 

become increasingly important to identify those companies and actions that are truly aiming 

at environmental impact of those that are not (Dyllick et al. 2016). What is a sustainable 

business and what differentiates sustainable business from the unsustainable ones?  

Dyllick et al. (2016) provide a simple framework described below in Figure 2. to evaluate 

business sustainability from three different angles: concerns as inputs, organizational 

perspectives describing the process, and values created as achieved outputs. Based on the 

evaluation of the three angles a hierarchy of four levels for business sustainability is 

described. Below each level is briefly described. 
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Figure 2. Business sustainability framework by Dyllick et al. (2016) 

 

Business as usual describes the traditional Friedman-type economic paradigm. Typical 

concerns are purely economic and inside-out focusing on e.g., availability of low-cost 

resources or efficiency of processes. The values pursued are economic in terms e.g., 

shareholder value and profit maximization. The business processes of such companies 

typically generate large externality costs to the society that are neglected. (Dyllick et al. 

2016)  

Business sustainability 1.0.is be described as the refined shareholder value. The concerns are 

firmly founded on the previously described economic paradigm, but external stakeholder 

concerns (from e.g., NGOs, media, local, national or global authorities or institutions) are 

recognized. These new concerns are recognized because they may have an economic impact 

like increased economic risks or new business opportunity requiring integration and process 

development. However, the main output and value pursued is primarily still shareholder 

value and the perspective is strongly inside-out. (Dyllick et al. 2016) The managerial 

approach described in the previous chapter can be seen to reflect well this type of ambitions. 

According to Dyllick et al. (2016) examples of such sustainability are e.g., implementation 

of compliance processes, codes of conducts, policies for ethical business practices, anti-

corruption, safety or workplace diversity, development of organizational structures for 

effective management, control and audit protocols, improving energy and water efficiency, 
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sustainable sourcing, GHG reduction, or improving verification and certification of raw 

materials. These actions can have positive environmental and societal impact, but the 

primary end goal is to create shareholder value and profits for the business itself through 

e.g., cost or risk reduction, sales growth through new segments and demand, or attract the 

best talent.  

Business level 2.0 is described as managing the triple-bottom-line. This approach recognizes 

the concerns and urgency to act for the good of the environment and society but in a 

profitable manner. Value creation goes beyond refined shareholder value to triple-bottom-

line approach aiming to solve specified sustainability challenges measuring and reporting 

the impact and progress. Examples of business activity are e.g., engaging sustainability 

values to governance, incentives, projects, processes, brands, products and services targeting 

measurable impact. Active stakeholder dialogue is pursued to achieve purposeful change 

also among the local communities. Transparent and externally verified reporting is 

conducted. Positive impact is targeted through understanding the footprint and impact of the 

entire product lifecycle. Although this is much more than the refined shareholder value, the 

perspective with the 2.0. is still muchly inside-out. (Dyllick et al. 2016) As described in the 

previous chapter, the more recent developments in the CSR landscape and reporting among 

the most ambitious companies have started to reflect more this kind of behaviour.  

Business level 3.0 is described as the true sustainability. The concerns of the company go 

beyond the previous levels of economic or three-dimensional aspects on optimizing own 

footprint or profitability to creating a significant positive impact to the relevant and urgent 

areas for the society and the planet (e.g., climate change, corruption, biodiversity, water 

scarcity). Truly sustainable business focuses on the external operational environment 

translating grand societal and environmental challenges into business opportunities and how 

it can with its capabilities solve grand challenges. This requires transforming the company 

purpose to solving relevant grand challenges serving the common good, development of new 

business models and strategies, engagement on societal, sectoral, cross-sectoral levels, 

partnerships along the value chain, and in changing unsustainable ways of working, 

standards and procedures. (Dyllick et al. 2016) This type of activity can be claimed to go 

beyond the CSR scope transforming the whole purpose and strategy of the business around 

sustainability. 
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According to Dyllick et al. (2016) the company phases three shifts if it wants to transform 

itself to a truly sustainable business. The first shift is to broaden the concerns from economic 

to three-dimensional. The second shift is to widen the company business model and value 

logic beyond shareholder value to include the triple-bottom-line approach. The third is a 

fundamental shift from internal perspective to external perspective transforming the purpose, 

strategy and business model to create impact for the common good. (Dyllick et al. 2016)  

 

2.3  Operationalisation of the business sustainability framework to the context of 

voluntary corporate climate targets 

In this thesis the aim is to study the role of the voluntary climate targets in fighting climate 

change. As mentioned according to Fankhauser et al. (2022), individual organizations are 

accounted for in the national climate targets, but many companies are increasingly setting 

their own voluntary climate pledges in addition to the national ones. These targets can be 

based on voluntary schemes and guidelines like the SBTi that push companies to reduce 

emissions. Progress can be supported, measured and assessed by voluntary reporting 

organizations and frameworks such as the CDP and GHG protocol. (Fankhauser et al. 2022) 

However, not all these voluntary targets are audited or guided by 3rd parties, making the 

landscape of voluntary climate targets very diversified. 

The enthusiasm across organizations and countries reveals the attractiveness and apparent 

simplicity of the narrative towards the net-zero, carbon neutrality or even negativity.  In this 

thesis net-zero is interpreted as absolute emission reduction trajectories covering the entire 

value chain aligned with the 1.5 °C degree goal (Fankhauser et al. 2022). Carbon neutrality 

is another type of target, where the company has committed to reduce or remove its carbon 

emissions and offset the rest of the emissions that are difficult to avoid. In the carbon 

neutrality target the linkage to science is not certain. 

At large, this type of activity to reduce emissions should be encouraged. However, the risk 

is that these often voluntary-based commitments give too much freedom for the varying 

organizations to design their own pathways towards the target. Thus, these pathways may 

not always be in line with the climate science, global net-zero pathways or result actual 

climate impact. Furthermore, the practices for governance, reporting and accountability are 
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not harmonized and early in development. For example, many companies have set targets 

without a clear roadmap to achieve those. In addition, a lot of social, environmental, and 

technological uncertainty is related to the solutions for carbon reduction, removal and 

offsetting. Offsetting is one example of such solutions gaining popularity where the climate 

impact is criticized to be questionable, and companies accused of greenwashing. These 

issues reveal that climate action at different levels is positive, but clear guidelines and rules 

are required to ensure that the voluntary pledges are also aligned with the global ambitions. 

(Fankhauser et al. 2022) 

As said, the sole existence of climate targets does not yet necessarily contribute to 

environmental impacts (Dahlmann et al. 2019, Fankhauser et al. 2022). Thus, it becomes 

relevant to evaluate the sustainability of climate pledges and what are the ambitions and 

reasons for companies to achieve the targets. Is it true climate impact or just greenwashing? 

The previously described model of Dyllick et al. (2016) can be operationalised to study 

voluntary climate targets by exploring the underlying concerns, values created, and 

organizational perspectives of companies related to the climate targets and related strategies 

of companies. Different levels of business sustainability can be translated into climate target 

sustainability based on Dyllick et al. (2016) and further literature.  The required shifts are 

similar as described in the model of Dyllick et al. (2016). The operationalised framework is 

described in Figure 3. Below, each level is also described more in detail. 

 

Figure 3. Operationalisation of the business sustainability framework into the context of 

voluntary climate targets, adjusted according to Dyllick et al. (2016). 
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No climate targets describe the business-as-usual level where no climate targets or only 

aspirational, symbolic climate targets are set without clear strategies to achieve them.  If 

some climate targets are set the sole purpose is to manage limited external stakeholder 

perceptions (i.e., management, customers and shareholders) via greenwashing (Dahlmann et 

al. 2019) to maximize shareholder value. No climate impact is created as the company has 

no real intentions to achieve the targets. The perspective is inside-out. 

Climate target sustainability 1.0 describes the level where three-dimensional concerns are 

acknowledged, and climate change is recognized as a concern. Companies at this level have 

set targets and laid out strategies to reduce emissions, but they are narrow. For example, 

according to Dahlmann et al. (2019) climate targets that are less ambitious, intensity-based 

or relative rather than absolute, or include shorter target time frame to achieve, are less likely 

to result emission reductions and climate impact. According to Rogelj et al. (2021) climate 

targets with narrow or unclear scope for reducing emissions (e.g., what GHGs are measured, 

including only direct and indirect emissions related to operations while excluding the entire 

value chain emissions often making up most emissions), insufficient strategies to achieve 

the targets (e.g., inadequate risk management related to emissions reduction, direct removal 

and offsets), non-transparent disclosing (e.g., no clear considerations on whether the targets 

and strategies are fair and adequate to meet the goals in the Paris agreement compared to 

other parties), and lack of long-term roadmap with mid-term goals and follow-up, 

characterize vague claims. 

At the 1.0. level the company seeks to find the most economical and convenient way to 

achieve the targets without considering extensively the environmental impact of activities or 

the risks related. Strategies for emission reduction, direct removal and offsets can have 

uncertain impact (Rogelj et al. 2021). For example, some solutions that are based on planting 

monoculture energy crops or forest require a lot of land having a potential negative impact 

on e.g., forestation, biodiversity, food and water security or climate change overall (Rogelj 

et al. 2021). A risk related to double-counting emission reductions arises if the emission 

reductions are calculated twice for e.g., the national carbon reduction scheme of the solution 

provider and the voluntary company reporting scheme of the buyer, as from the climate 

perspective the reductions take place only once (Rogelj et al. 2021). Furthermore, utilizing 

extensively cheap offsets may mean that a company makes limited efforts to address its own 
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emissions and outsources the risks related to offsetting to another country. Another issue 

related to offsets is also that it may be hard to ensure that the offset is permanent (e.g., forest 

not being cut down afterwards, burnt by fire or otherwise altered by climate change) (Rogelj 

et al. 2021) and truly additional (i.e., the reductions would have not taken place otherwise). 

Finally, technologies for carbon removal and storage are still in early development including 

many uncertainties from environmental and societal perspective (Rogelj et al. 2021). In 

climate target setting and related strategies these risks should be somehow addressed and 

managed. 

Thus, the primary value sought with climate target sustainability 1.0. is to maximize 

shareholder value through managing stakeholder perceptions (e.g., NGOs, media, local, 

national or global authorities or institutions). Some climate impact might be also created on 

the side, but that is not the primary goal.  

Climate target sustainability 2.0 describes the level where three-dimensional concerns are 

acknowledged, and climate change is recognized as an important concern to address. At this 

level, actual climate impact beyond economic goals is sought through substantive, 

transparent and ambitious targets, strategies and reporting. For example, according to 

Dahlmann et al. (2019) companies that commit to ambitious emissions reductions that are 

absolute and tied to a longer timeframe are more likely to result significant reductions in 

company emissions. The scope to reduce emissions is broad and ambitious e.g., also 

including the value chain emissions that are usually a large part of the corporate carbon 

footprint, in addition to direct and indirect emissions. Furthermore, the company 

acknowledges and manages potential sustainability risks related to carbon reduction, 

removal and offsets. For example, risks related to traceability and land-use change impacts 

related to raw materials of biofuels are acknowledged and managed, double-counting in 

reporting is avoided and additionality in climate impact is required. Direct emission 

reductions are preferred over offsetting (Rogelj et al. 2021). Furthermore, there is a clear 

roadmap and sub-targets of how the targets are going to be achieved, what is the relationship 

between the different solutions (reduction, removal and offsets), and the whole organization 

is engaged to achieve the targets (Rogelj et al. 2021). Furthermore, there is a long-term plan 

to sustain the net-zero or carbon neutral level or even go negative (Rogelj et al. 2021). 

However, the organizational perspective is still inside-out meaning that the purpose of the 

company is to solve sustainability challenges related to the current operations and business. 
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Climate target sustainability 3.0 describes the level where the whole purpose of the company 

is transformed to solve climate change and create value for the common good in terms of 

fighting climate change, within the planetary and social boundaries. Climate change is 

acknowledged as a socio-ecological issue and solution development requires engagement of 

local communities, considerations related to justness and fairness, and evaluation related to 

biodiversity and ecology (Fankhauser et al. 2022). The organizational perspective is outside-

in meaning that the products, services and business model of the company truly solves 

climate change challenge as a socio-ecological issue. A company at this level has ambitious 

targets to address climate change, but it also seeks to transform its whole business model to 

solve climate change. The value created goes beyond the company contributing to local, 

national and global climate targets and the company tries to develop, transform and promote 

more sustainable industry practices along its value chain via engaging and cooperating with 

a variety of stakeholders e.g., suppliers, customers, consumers, communities, NGOs, 

academia, regulators and shareholders.  

 

3  Research design 

3.1  Research context 

3.1.1  Road and off-road transportation 

According to IEA (2021) the transport sector including all modes of transport by sea, land, 

and air have had the highest dependence on fossil fuels and the fastest growth of carbon 

emissions during the recent years. The growth in emissions is mainly due to the strong 

demand growth and slow uptake in alternative technologies (IEA 2021). According to the 

IEA’s (2021) net-zero scenarios the transport sector is far behind its net zero target. 

Transport accounts almost 40% of the end-user sector emissions like industry (e.g. mining 

and manufacturing), transport, buildings and other sectors like agriculture. Road 

transportation makes almost one sixth of the total current energy-related carbon emissions 

lagging the net-zero target. By 2030 the global road transportation emissions increased by 
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10%, as they should decline instead by a quarter. (IEA 2021) At large, reducing emissions 

is like a zero-sum game meaning that if some party, sector or country is reducing too little, 

some others should do more. Change is required across the value chain from upstream to 

downstream. 

According to the IPCC (2022), both impacting the demand-side and the transition to 

alternative low-emission technologies, could reduce emissions increases in the developed 

countries in transportation. On a life-cycle basis, electric vehicles using low-emission 

electricity offer the largest potential for reducing emissions in the road transport. Sustainable 

biofuels can offer additional mitigation benefits in the short- to medium-term, and low-

emission hydrogen perhaps in the longer-run, but both require improvements in the 

production process and costs. (IPCC 2022) 

According to the IEA (2021) the ambitions for electrification for both the passenger cars and 

trucks should increase significantly. For heavy-duty vehicles the pledged ambition is around 

5% of new vehicle sales as according to the IEA it should be around 25% by 2030. 

Furthermore, to accelerate the decarbonization several countries like the UK, Canada and 

the European Union have set targets to ban new internal combustion engine car sales by 

2035. (IEA 2021) Despite the bans and electrification, in the 2030’s we will still have 

millions of diesel trucks and off-road machinery in operation. To reduce emissions in heavy-

duty and off-road vehicles bioenergy-based renewable fuels and synthetic fuels are required 

(Turunen-Saaresti 2022).  

In the EU and the US there have been various regulatory initiatives to reduce transport 

emissions through forcing or incentivizing the use of biofuels. Mostly, these regulations have 

been realized in varying forms of blending obligations of renewable fuels replacing a 

specified share of fossil fuels in the national fuel mix distributed to the fuel users. The first 

biofuel regulations were perhaps too quickly drafted leading to other social and ecological 

problems related to deforestation and food security (Gupta 2010) related to using e.g., palm 

oil or food crops as a raw material. However, these regulations have evolved thereafter and 

scrutiny especially on the traceability and land-use change impacts have taken place. 

However, there is still room to improve in the regulation. Some of the risky raw materials 

can be still used, and it is uncertain how fast the capabilities to utilize new and more abundant 

raw materials like e.g., algae in the processes would be available. 
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Thus, the challenges in transportation are large. Furthermore, the off-road segments like 

construction and mining also use a lot of heavy-duty machinery of which electrification may 

be difficult. Thus, renewable fuels can be there also a solution in the short- to mid-term 

before the infrastructure and technology develop. However, it is crucial to ensure that the 

raw materials used in the renewable fuels do not cause new environmental problems. 

 

3.1.2  Case companies 

In this chapter the interviewed companies are shortly introduced. The names of interviewed 

companies and interviewees are confidential and detailed introductions cannot be presented. 

The companies were selected from three different industries that have energy-intensive on-

road and off-road processes like logistics, construction and mining. The companies were of 

different sizes ranging from below 1 billion revenues to over 10 billion. Most of the 

companies were operating globally, but two of the companies only in Finland. Below the 

companies interviewed are summarised.  

 

Table 1. List of case companies interviewed. 
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3.2  Research methodology and process 

In this chapter the chosen research methodology and process are described. The aim of this 

thesis is to understand the role of voluntary corporate climate targets in fighting climate 

change from the perspective of selected case companies. Qualitative analysis is applied as 

the research methodology and interviews as the main method for collecting data about the 

case companies’ drivers, motives, and values to set and achieve climate targets, and finally 

evaluate the climate target sustainability.  

According to Sarajärvi et al. (2018) the aim of qualitative research is to understand the 

phenomenon of interest from the perspective of the different researched objects. In 

qualitative research the process does not always follow a linear path like in quantitative 

research, and instead, can be iterative. Also, in this study the process has been iterative but 

based on the steps described by Sarajärvi et al. (2018) based on Hirsjärvi et al. (2009): 

selection of the topic, familiarizing with literature, scoping the research goal, choosing the 

methodology, collecting the data, analysing the data and writing the report. 

The qualitative analysis was done with a theory-driven approach and a cross-case -oriented 

strategy. The theoretical framework builds the theory against which the data from the 

company cases is evaluated i.e., the research is theory-driven. The different companies 

interviewed are seen as separate cases. The theoretical framework was built based on the 

brief review of voluntary climate action as a form of CSR and the operationalised 

framework. The aim was to according to Miles et al. (2019) to conduct a cross-case 

comparison based on how the companies' articulate concerns, values created and 

organizational perspectives and how they can be concluded to fall into the different levels of 

climate target sustainability based on the operationalised framework. The aim was not to test 

the operationalised framework developed, but rather to use it as framework to compare and 

evaluate the qualities related to different climate targets and related strategies.  

Analysis was done according to Miles et al. (2019) based on Ragin (1987) to first study each 

case individually understanding the concerns, values created and organizational 

perspectives, and second, to compare cases with each other to find similarities and 



 

23 
 

differences to formulate general results and explanations based on the analysis. The data 

collection and analysis is described more in detail below. 

 

3.3  Data collection and analysis 

3.3.1  Data collection 

Semi-structured interviews with open-ended theme-based questions were chosen to study 

the concerns, values created, and organizational perspective. Interviews were seen as the 

best method as the aim was to dig deeper into drivers, motivations, values and decision-

making that cannot always be retrieved e.g., from sustainability reports or company 

websites. Furthermore, companies without extensive disclosing or sustainability reporting 

could be included in the sample. The interview structure was drafted quite early in the 

process of the research project, and although the theoretical framework has evolved, the 

questions and the interview structure have not changed much.  

According to Miles et al. (2019) the sample in qualitative research is often purposive rather 

than random. In this thesis the interviewed companies and interviewees were proposed and 

selected by the assigning organization’s sales personnel in Europe based on the segment 

focus and likelihood to participate. All the participating companies were already committed 

to some form of climate targets and strategies. The interviewed persons were from the 

sustainability, procurement, or sales organizations, and of varying gender, age, nationality 

and educational background. The interviewees were contacted first by the responsible 

salesperson of the assigning company by e-mail or in a meeting and then handing over the 

scheduling, organizing, and conducting the interview to the researcher. The interview 

questions were sent out to the interviewees before the interview. Each interview was 

scheduled for 60 minutes and organized as a video conference call. The interviews were held 

between September and November 2022. 

The interview started with a short introduction about the purpose and aim of the work and 

introduction of the researcher. The mood was tried to be kept open and conversational from 

the beginning to make the interviewee to feel comfortable, relaxed and able to also articulate 

feelings and own personal thoughts. The interviews were asked to be recorded for later 
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documentation and to ensure reliability. Even though the interview structure was well 

planned around the same core structure, depending on the interviewee the discussion did not 

always follow the exact same structure due to the conversational atmosphere and the content 

of the answers by the interviewee. Additional specifying questions were made, if the topic 

was answered unclearly relative to the research questions. However, the focus of the 

interview remained at the core structure as planned and all the questions were always related 

to the research questions. The interview questions are listed in the appendix. 

During the interviews similar topics started to emerge quite quickly especially among those 

companies operating in the same segment. Thus, within a segment the data got saturated 

quite quickly. Similar topics started to arise also across segments. 

 

3.3.2  Analysis 

The analysis of the interview data started after all the interviews were held. Each interview 

was recorded to ease the documentation afterwards. First, each interview was transcribed 

into written format. The different answers of companies were listed beneath each interview 

question to ease the coding. As the structure of the interview remained quite the same 

throughout the interview process, the answers could be categorized easily in this way.  

After this, started the process of coding and finding similarities and differences between the 

case companies’ answers according to the operationalised framework. Overall, the findings 

were categorized under the main topics based on the operationalised framework: concerns, 

values created, and organizational perspectives. First, the different concerns mentioned were 

identified and listed per company. Often the concerns were not mentioned in just one answer, 

but were usually scattered in various answers from different viewpoints. Based on these lists, 

similar topics and differences were identified between the companies. In a similar way, the 

phrased values created were first identified and listed per company in order to find 

similarities and differences between the phrased values. Third, organizational perspectives 

were identified and listed per company. Several organizational dimensions were crucial to 

evaluate the climate target sustainability e.g., the climate target type and strategy, follow-up 

process, utilized standards and frameworks, role of renewable diesel and decision-making. 

Thus, answers to these topics were identified and listed per company. 
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The next steps was to further categorise and analyse the content. The concerns listed were 

analysed and categorized under economic, social and environmental categories. Quite 

quickly similar topics, and even phrasings, emerged that could be concluded as results within 

and between the segments and companies. The values created were formulated in a similar 

fashion identifying and comparing environmental values, economic values and social values 

created. Also, here similar topics emerged but also differences between the companies that 

could be analysed into results revealing ambitions about the climate target sustainability of 

the companies. Also, similarities and differences between the different segments were 

identified. Third, the organizational perspectives were analysed. Especially, here differences 

between the companies and segments emerged through various actions that the companies 

had raised. Similarities within and differences between the different segments were analysed 

to analyse patterns also at a segment level. Finally, the analysis of the level of climate target 

sustainability of different companies was done combining the results from concerns, values 

created and organizational perspectives.  

 

4  Case study results 

4.1  Results from company interviews 

4.1.1  Concerns 

In this chapter, the concerns are described and the reasons for why companies in the energy-

intensive sectors are setting climate targets in the first place. First, all the interviewed 

companies raised three-dimensional concerns, namely economic, social and environmental 

concerns. All the companies acknowledged that their actions and decisions have 

environmental impact through their products and operations, and they are responsible to act 

upon to reduce their emissions. These concerns reveal also the ability to integrate shorter-

term and longer-term concerns among the companies, as the economic tend to be more bound 

to shorter-term targets and sustainability topics to longer-term targets.  
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Below in Figure 4. the varying shared and differentiating concerns are summarised.  Most 

of the concerns were shared at least by two companies among two different segments and a 

lot of similarities among the topics existed. The shared concerns are highlighted in black and 

the segment specific comments with other colours. In general, it can be concluded that on a 

high-level there were a lot of similarities among the companies related to the concerns. 

Below, the results related to the concerns are described more in detail. 

 

 

Figure 4. Common and differing phrased concerns of case companies 

 

A lot of similar economic concerns were raised, mostly related to short- and medium-term, 

but also related to longer-term profitability and growth projections. For example, the current 

business cycle and impacts of economic downturn, supply chain disruptions, competitive 

situation, energy crisis, resource and workforce availability, and political instability were 

topics that were raised as urgent concerns by many of the interviewed companies. Also, 

longer-term macro-level trends like urbanization and economic long-term growth of major 

economies were raised by the mining company E. Among the companies, profitability was 

a pre-requisite for the climate targets and strategy. 

All the companies recognized climate change and carbon-intensity of own operations as a 

key concern in terms on environmental sustainability. All the companies indicated that as 

they are large companies with energy-intensive processes with a large carbon footprint, they 



 

27 
 

must take action to reduce their environmental footprint. Company D in the construction 

segments raised that environmental deterioration is a key concern that drives the importance 

of environmental sustainability at the top management level.  

Another concern was related to the varying and increasing stakeholder requirements related 

to sustainability and climate from e.g., customers, equity shareholders, creditors, and 

employees. In addition, suppliers, competitors, regulators and NGOs were mentioned. The 

mining company E also highlighted the concern to maintain good relationship with the local 

communities. Furthermore, the logistics company B highlighted that it is not only 

stakeholders requiring from them, but it is themselves demanding actions from regulators, 

customers and competitors to make a change. From a company’s ambition perspective there 

is perhaps a difference whether the company proactively tries to also change the rules of the 

game in the market or just reactively chooses to respond to the changing requirements from 

the stakeholders. All the interviewed companies highlighted the stakeholder requirements, 

which can be seen to be reflected in the economic concerns as well. 

Furthermore, concerns related to customer requirements can be seen as an important driver. 

Company B in the logistics segment raised that customers today are increasingly aware, but 

still, the majority are not willing to pay for sustainable products. The construction company 

C raised that some customers require use of low-carbon fuels covering then also the costs. 

Thus, low-carbon solutions are needed to win some of the tenders. Otherwise, low-carbon 

solutions are not used in customer projects as the cost increase is too high to win them. As a 

result, many of the companies e.g. A, B, C and D mentioned that they need to invest 

themselves to achieve climate targets and answer to the customer but also other stakeholder 

requirements. This results that the cost and availability of low-carbon solutions is a key 

concern in terms of climate strategy deployment as the companies also need to meet the 

short-term financial goals at the same time.  

Shareholder requirements were seen broadly as the need to fulfil ESG requirements to 

increase or maintain shareholder value. The mining company E mentioned that in the end 

the value of their sustainability actions is measured in the markets which well reflects the 

key economic concern related to sustainability actions. 

Other environmental concerns than climate change, were not raised that much directly. 

When discussing strategies and different means to achieve the climate targets, concerns 
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about biodiversity and land-use change effects were raised. For example, concerns related 

to using food crops and palm oil in renewable diesel production were raised by the mining 

and logistics companies due to their potential negative environmental and societal impact. 

Resource depletion was perhaps indirectly referred to via raising energy and resource 

availability as a concern.  

One of the more specific environmental concerns raised was related to reporting, 

measurability, and getting access to accurate emissions data. Especially among those 

companies who had assigned to reduce emissions across the value chain in the construction 

and logistics segments (A, B and D), reporting and getting access to accurate and real-time 

emission data instead of average default values was raised as a concern. In the logistics and 

construction segments the emission calculation of their direct emissions in own operations 

and fleet was seen relatively straightforward. However, in both the segments subcontractors 

are used a lot and measuring the emissions of the subcontractors across the value chain was 

raised as a difficult, complex and resource-heavy task among A, B and D. The current 

practice is to use default emission values based on averages but getting access to real-time, 

accurate and specific data e.g., from the construction site or per parcel delivery could be 

beneficial for measuring progress and focusing action. Furthermore, getting small 

subcontractors to adopt new sustainable practices or technologies was seen as a concern, 

especially among A, B and D.  

Social concerns were discussed less. That can be perhaps explained by the fact that the focus 

of the interview was on environmental topics and especially climate change. However, it can 

be also that the environmental topics were more pressing and urgent for many of the 

interviewed companies. However, all the companies had social sustainability concerns as 

well. One of the logistics companies A acknowledged the economic and welfare in different 

countries where they operate is very different and they are trying to be a balancing actor 

locally and increase wellbeing. Another logistics company B acknowledged that the working 

conditions of the drivers can be suboptimal for many due to long days away from home with 

a low salary and lifestyle. At the same time, they recognized that they do not have many 

opportunities to improve the working conditions. The mining company E highlighted that 

communication with and respect for the local communities where they operate is important 

and raised also that labour-welfare and environmental sustainability are not separate things. 

Social aspects and justness of the transition were discussed with the logistics companies in 
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terms of helping smaller subcontractor companies to invest in more sustainable and low-

carbon solutions. 

 

4.1.2  Values created 

In this chapter it is described what the envisioned values created are related to the climate 

targets and strategies. The values described deepen the understanding on why companies set 

voluntary climate targets. All the companies mentioned in the beginning that sustainability 

is strategic to them e.g., at the core of their strategy or one of their strategic pillars or themes. 

This is well in line with the current CSR paradigm. However, this well describes also the 

perceived value created. All the companies saw sustainability, and especially the climate 

related sustainability, as strategic. Thus, it can be claimed that it is seen as an important part 

of their value creation. However, are the values created enough from the climate perspective? 

This question was also pondered by one of the construction companies. 

All the companies highlighted economic and environmental values created. From the 

environmental perspective for all the segments and companies interviewed, reducing 

emissions and the environmental impact of their own operations and products, in the scope 

of their climate targets, was a clear goal and value pursued towards.  To highlight, the clear 

focus was on reducing the footprint of own operations and for the most ambitious companies 

in the logistics segment, A and B, also the value chain emissions. No clear answers were 

given by any of the companies to the question of whether it is important to also contribute 

to national or global level net-zero transition. Companies did not raise any concerns related 

to e.g., potential risks of double-counting or non-additionality that could reduce the impact 

and value created of their actions from the climate perspective or in the net-zero transition 

at a global level. Perhaps, if the focus is on own footprint and value chain, national or global 

targets can be easily overlooked or left unnoticed as the stakeholder awareness and 

methodologies for measuring and reporting are not mature enough to acknowledge and 

tackle all these gaps. Furthermore, the voluntary nature of the targets, gives companies a lot 

of freedom in designing their own climate target, strategies, and reporting. Although there 

are frameworks and guidelines in place, they are voluntarily applied based on the company’s 

own and key stakeholders' awareness and ambitions. 
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In addition to the environmental value, all the companies found that the climate targets and 

related strategies have also economic value in terms of competitive advantage, 

differentiation, shareholder value, cost reduction, and new business opportunities. Almost 

all the companies across segments said that their climate ambitions and the related strategy 

is something that differentiates them from competition. The logistics company B and 

construction company C mentioned that they are looking for to be leaders in reducing 

emissions. The aspired leader position can be seen to create competitive edge and 

differentiation in the market that can create environmental value but also economic value in 

terms of profitability and shareholder value growth. All the companies mentioned that they 

need to ensure also profitability in terms of shareholder value. In practical terms the 

construction companies C and D mentioned that offering low-carbon solutions help them to 

win tenders and answer to the customer needs. Thus, their climate ambitions have value 

through differentiation and sales increase. One of the logistics companies B also mentioned 

that engagement to SBTi may increase customer loyalty and give them an opportunity to 

charge higher prices increasing profitability. 

The logistics company B and construction company D also mentioned the opportunity to 

reduce costs. Reducing fuel consumption can have significant impact of the cost of 

operations. Furthermore, the construction company C raised that through these actions they 

are preparing for future regulations. This can be seen as a way to reduce cost of tighter 

regulations in the future. For the logistics company B, the climate targets and strategies were 

a way to demonstrate to the regulators that they can and are willing to do something for the 

climate, and furthermore put pressure on the regulators to do more e.g., in the form of 

electrification subsidies. Furthermore, the company B mentioned also to be pursuing for to 

change the rule of the game via putting pressure to the competitors and customers. The 

company C also mentioned the sustainability can lower loan costs in terms of lower margins. 

Another value discussed was the creation of new business and business innovations. 

Company A in the logistics segment raised that they are looking for to develop a “carbon 

insetting” service where the company would sell its customers a delivery service with “inset” 

emissions in the form of e.g., credits and use the additional payment related to the credit to 

purchase e.g., renewable fuels for their fleet somewhere else. This was seen to create a 

positive cycle via engaging customers to the company’s net-zero transition. The construction 

company C was looking for to develop own production of low-carbon construction materials 
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and use it for even to create carbon credits. Also, the mining company E mentioned that there 

are opportunities to build new business with e.g., “green” aluminium or steel production. 

Social values were not discussed much perhaps due to the scope of the interview. However, 

the stakeholders were present many times in the discussion and how the climate strategies 

and actions are also a way to answer to the stakeholder needs. The mining company D raised 

strongly the role of the local communities and how important it is to sustain good dialogue 

with the communities. As also mentioned before, company A was aiming to also build 

stability into the local communities where they work. Both the logistics companies A and B 

raised the role of the subcontractors as key and the different ways to support them in the 

transition to low-carbon solutions e.g., via providing better price for deliveries with less-

emitting trucks or providing support to get loans for renewing their fleet.  Thus, some value 

to the whole value chain and local communities were aimed to be created. 

All in all, several different values were pursued towards. Impact to the company’s own 

carbon footprint was seen as a prerequisite, but also other economic values. Impact to wider 

global or national net-zero ambitions were not raised. The most differentiating factor 

between the companies was the scope of the climate value created that is discussed more in 

detail also in the next chapter.  

 

4.1.3  Organizational perspectives 

In this chapter the organizational perspectives are described focusing on the climate targets 

and how the companies are going to achieve the targets including the role of renewable 

diesel. Organizational perspective covers the strategy i.e., how the companies are going to 

achieve the targets, how climate targets are managed, reported and audited.  

All the companies had publicly announced carbon neutrality or net-zero targets and 

strategies to achieve those. However, the different interviewed companies and segments had 

large differences in their ambitions and how they are going to achieve those goals. Below 

the climate targets and related strategies are described further and summarized in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Climate targets and related strategies of case companies. 

 

The logistics companies A and B were most ambitious in their targets having committed to 

net-zero targets by 2050 aligned with the climate science and verified by SBTi. Targets were 

made for all the scopes 1, 2, and 3. Significant investments were made by both the companies 

to replace diesel vehicles with battery electric vehicles (BEVs) and replace fossil fuel use 

with renewable diesel in the heavy-duty vehicles where the battery technology and charging 

infrastructure are not yet mature enough. Both the companies mentioned hydrogen as a 

promising future technology that will probably replace current technologies. Renewable 

energy for heating and electricity was used among both the companies for scope 2. Both the 

logistics companies did not use carbon credits as means to achieve net-zero targets as 

outlined in the SBTi guidelines. However, both the companies mentioned that they sell 

delivery services to their customers of which emissions have been offset. Why are the 

companies offering offset services to their customers when both the companies 

acknowledged that there are challenges with the current voluntary carbon markets, and they 

avoid using them to achieve their own climate targets? Perhaps, offsets are seen as a cheap 

and easy to implement marketing gimmick.  

The companies in the construction and mining segments, C, D and E were less ambitious in 

their targets than the logistics. All the companies had carbon neutrality targets with limited 

coverage covering only scope 1 and 2 emissions. One of the construction companies had 

made a limited target of 30% reduction for scope 3 emissions but had not yet agreed how to 

calculate the total amount and the actual reduction need. The mining company E mentioned 
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that they had cooperation projects on-going related to reducing scope 3 emissions, but no 

commitments had been made. The construction companies C and D were targeting carbon 

neutrality by 2030 and the mining company by 2050. The construction companies relied on 

renewable diesel and carbon credits in the short term to reduce emissions. The construction 

company D had also planned to electrify fleet, reduce idling in the sites, and engage its 

customers into the carbon neutral construction site concept. Both companies used renewable 

energy for heating and electricity to cover scope 2 emissions. 

When discussing strategies to achieve the targets and the decision-making criteria for 

different means, varying topics were raised. In the logistics segment (companies A and B) 

price, availability and the ability to support subcontractors in the transition were seen as 

important. The construction company C raised the importance of the process-fit of the 

solution and ability to remain competitive referring to the sufficient price-level. The 

construction company D raised the ability to measure the impact of different solutions, 

easiness to take into use, and the large carbon reduction potential as important factors. The 

mining company listed same aspects as the construction and logistics segments: timeline and 

easiness of implementation, cost and environmental impact. In summary, price, availability, 

easiness and timeline of implementation, and carbon reduction potential were shared 

decision-criteria. Sustainability as a decision-criteria was raised especially when discussing 

specific solutions like offsetting or renewable diesel. 

The role of renewable diesel in achieving climate targets was discussed separately as a 

special focus for this thesis. It was seen by all the companies as a convenient mean to achieve 

targets as it does not require any changes to the fleet and is already available today. Some 

comments were made about the availability in specific regions. Furthermore, concerns about 

the raw materials were raised especially in the logistics and mining segments. As previously 

discussed as a concern, the use of food crops and palm oil was raised as key concern that 

they found very difficult to explain towards their stakeholders and customers, especially by 

the logistics companies. The construction companies did not raise any concerns related to 

sustainability and found renewable diesel solely as positive. The mining company raised that 

they do not want to cause new issues with the sustainability strategy and raised that there 

may be feedstock issues related to renewable diesel. None of the interviewees raised any 

concerns related to potential risk of double-counting if the volumes and respective emissions 

reductions are already used to fulfil national fuel obligations. 
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Majority of the companies across segments had set sub-targets and related reporting 

practices annually, quarterly or monthly. Only one of the construction companies C admitted 

that they have only recently discussed with the management that they should perhaps set 

some sub-targets and a clearer roadmap to achieve the targets and ensure engagement of the 

management team to the carbon neutrality targets years ahead. For all the companies the 

number one metric was the reduction of carbon emissions. However, in terms of 

measurement and reporting, company C raised that there is very little common 

methodologies and guidelines for the construction sector related to reporting. 

The logistics companies again seemed to be most ambitious in their reporting. For both the 

logistics companies and the construction company having set scope 3 emissions targets, 

reporting of value chain emissions was raised as a complicated and time-consuming task. As 

discussed previously as a concern, both the segments use a lot of subcontractors in their 

operations and getting accurate emission data is complicated across the value chain. Average 

default emission values are often used, but they do not represent actual data of the fuel and 

technology used. Thus, for the companies it is difficult to calculate, verify and get real-time 

data about the fuel use and the related emissions across the value chain. 

The case companies mentioned different standards and frameworks that they use and follow 

especially related to reporting emissions. All the companies applied some of the ISO 

standards. In terms of climate reporting, GHG Protocol was a commonly used framework 

mentioned to calculate emissions. In addition, the logistics companies A and B had approved 

climate targets by SBTi. Furthermore, they applied also the standards of Global Logistics 

Emissions Council (GLEC) that has developed common rules and guidelines especially for 

the logistics sectors for GHG accounting. They both also mentioned the use of a tool called 

EcotransIT to calculate emissions and to give credit of the use of vehicles fulfilling the Euro 

6 standard. The companies in the construction and mining sector did not specify any 

additional standards they would be following. The mining company mentioned that their 

target is verified by a third party but did not remember by which one.  

In summary, the climate ambitions to answer to the environmental concerns were varying 

between the different segments and companies. However, what is also important is that for 

all the companies the perspective remained largely inside-out focusing on own operations 

and processes instead of transforming the whole business logic to solve climate change as 

an environmental concern. Among some of the companies there were perhaps actions 
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towards this direction, but the focus of the actions remained at level of how to make the core 

of the business greener or more sustainable.  

 

4.1.4  Evaluation of climate target sustainability 

The results in the concerns and values created chapters describe rationale, drivers and why 

companies in the chosen energy-intensive sectors like mining, logistics and construction 

sectors set targets. Also specifically, the role of renewable diesel is summarized. 

Key concerns to which companies were looking for solutions through their climate targets 

and strategies were three-dimensional but focused on economic and environmental concerns. 

Although there were differences between the companies and each interview, there were a lot 

of similarities in the themes raised regarding the concerns. To summarize, the key motivation 

why companies set targets from the environmental perspective was the concerns about the 

carbon-intensity of their operations and concerns related to the climate change. From an 

economic perspective the main drivers were profitability of business, opportunity to 

differentiate and build competitive advantage, but also the need to answer to the stakeholder 

requirements, especially from the customers, shareholders, creditors and employees. The 

stakeholder requirement can be seen also as a driver for the environmental concerns as well. 

The largest differences came out in the organizational perspective where strategies to reach 

the targets were discussed including different solutions and how the companies interpret the 

role of renewable diesel. There were large differences in the companies’ ambitiousness 

regarding their climate targets and how to reach them. In this respect, the environmental 

values created differed as well through the actual perceived climate impact. In general, this 

result of common concerns but varying actions repeats a common pattern in the CSR 

discussion, where the outspoken intentions are often more ambitious that the real deeds. 

The results are described in the Figure 5. Companies C, D and E in the construction and 

mining sectors resulted in level 1.0., whereas both the logistics companies A and B resulted 

in the level 2.0. Overall, it seemed that both the logistics companies were very ambitious in 

their targets and strategies and were also trying to change the rules of the game e.g., via 

influencing different stakeholders in the market and across the value chain that could even 

have elements of the level 3.0.  However, at large the perspective remained largely inside-
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out and that is why none of the companies can be categorized at the level 3.0. What can 

perhaps explain some of these results is perhaps the level of maturity in the logistics industry 

overall compared to the other case segments e.g., the existence of the SBTi guidelines and 

GLEC framework for emissions reporting. 

 

Figure 5. Evaluation of climate target sustainability of the case companies. 

 

The construction companies C and D and the mining company E had significantly milder 

climate targets and related strategies. Only scope 1 and 2 were covered. Although, company 

D in the construction segment had set a 30% scope 3 reduction target, it was not yet clear 

what the specific target value is or how to measure it. Furthermore, whereas both the logistics 

companies A and B confirmed not to use offsets to achieve their targets, the construction 

and mining companies C, D and E found it as a viable option. This can be a result of the fact 

that there are currently no common science-based methodologies and guidance for these 

segments and, thus, the companies can set their approach as they see fit the needs of their 

stakeholders and business. As said, perhaps the maturity overall in the construction and 

mining sectors is a bit lower in terms of environmental sustainability than the logistics.  

All in all, the role of voluntary climate targets in fighting climate change based on the case 

companies seems limited. On one hand, many of the actions of the companies are positive 

in terms of climate and it is good that all the companies acknowledged their responsibility 

to act. However, on the other hand, it is not clear whether the actions are enough to achieve 

the 1.5 degree target. Firstly, the ambitions among all the companies remained strongly 

inside-out. Secondly, companies C, D and E had limited targets lacking the ambition to go 
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beyond their direct emissions and align targets with science. Thirdly, it was not clear how 

the companies manage risks related to their climate strategies e.g., avoid double-counting 

with the national targets.  

For instance, all the companies mentioned they use renewable diesel and some also carbon 

credits, but the risks related to double-counting or additionality of the emissions were not 

raised. As mentioned with respect to offsets, double-counting and additionality of emissions 

is a recognized risk. Furthermore, in those countries with national fuel obligations, a double-

counting risk arises if the emissions reductions are counted twice, first to the national target 

and then to the company’s own targets. Almost all the companies interviewed operated in 

countries where a national blending obligation regulation was in place. When the companies 

use biofuels that are already accounted for the national biofuel mandate, they can often claim 

emission reductions, but only related to their own footprint and operations.  However, the 

usage does not increase the amount of fossil fuels replaced or emissions reduced at the 

national level as the reductions have been already accounted towards the national targets. 

From a climate perspective the emission reduction takes place only once. Ideally, the biofuel 

volumes used by the companies should be beyond the biofuel mandate scheme, in order to 

support the net-zero transition through increasing the amount of fossil fuels replaced, also at 

the national level.  

Why do companies then go forward with these types of risky activities? It is possible that as 

the national fuel mandate regulation is quite specific and does not directly influence these 

companies, they are not fully aware of this. Furthermore, as discussed, as the methodologies 

and rules for measuring and accounting the emissions are still developing, it can be that there 

are no clear guidelines for how to calculate these types of emissions or what kind of offsets 

are safe to use. 

 

5  Discussion 

This thesis studied the role of voluntary carbon reduction targets in fighting climate change 

through understanding the rationale for companies to set climate targets, strategies to achieve 

them and perceptions to use renewable diesel. However, as the phenomenon is relatively 
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new, further research opportunities remain. With the increasing popularity of climate target-

setting it would be important to study further the impact and also how to improve the 

common methodologies. 

The limitations and drawbacks of the voluntary climate targets were discussed in the 

previous chapters. However, it could be studied further what are the benefits and positive 

impacts of voluntary climate targets. For example, the targets are often communicated 

openly that can create awareness and stakeholder pressure of the need for net-zero transition 

at the company level. Secondly, the targets can have an impact on increasing the demand for 

low- or zero-emission products and services as the companies are trying to achieve their 

targets. Thirdly, as the climate targets can have business value in terms of e.g., new business, 

differentiation and shareholder value, the positive economic value could be quantified. These 

positive impacts could be studied further to understand the role of these climate targets more 

broadly. 

Another topic for further research would be to study more in detail the requirements to make 

the voluntary climate targets’ role stronger in fighting climate change and aligned with 

science. As discussed on a high-level, it would require a stronger common framework, 

methodologies, guidelines, third-party verification, measurement and follow-up across the 

industries. Thus, it could be studied more in detail, what this would mean in practice, how 

they should be designed to be aligned with science, and how it should be organized. 

Companies at different levels of climate target sustainability could be interviewed but also 

other organizations like auditors, the SBTi, GHG Protocol and other NGOs. Common 

standards and methods would help to ensure that the climate targets are truly contributing to 

the global net-zero transition. It would also help the stakeholders to more objectively 

evaluate whose climate targets are truly ambitious and who's not.   

Furthermore, in order to support the companies in their transition to the level 3.0., it could 

be studied further how companies could make the transition and what would it require. In 

the operationalised model the 3.0 level was described as a state where the company’s whole 

purpose is to solve climate change and create value for the common good in terms of fighting 

climate change, within planetary and social boundaries. The organizational perspective is 

outside-in meaning that the products, services and business model of the company truly 

solves climate change challenge as a socio-ecological issue. According to Dyllick et al. 

(2016) this shift requires radical changes to the whole strategic approach and business model. 
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The company begins by evaluating different sustainability challenges relevant to its business 

designing new strategies and business models to overcome these (Dyllick et al. 2016). In 

terms of climate change, this could mean e.g., for the logistics companies that after making 

their whole operations and value chain net-zero or carbon negative they would also refuse 

or start charging higher prices for delivering carbon-intensive products like e.g., some food 

product like beef. At an industry level this type of change would perhaps raise the price of 

the meat products compared to e.g., plant-based alternatives reducing the consumption and 

eventually production of meat-products resulting lower emissions related to food. There 

could be also some health benefits. However, this type of change would require extensive 

cooperation and dialogue with customers, competitors, consumers, communities, 

shareholders, regulators and other stakeholders in order to push for changing the rules of the 

game. As mentioned by Dyllick et al. (2016) companies can be sometimes punished if they 

commit to truly sustainable business strategies like this (e.g. soft drink companies reducing 

obesity). Those businesses are not able to tackle these types of issues without changing the 

rules of the game through e.g. creating new industry standards, informing and educating 

stakeholders about risks and impacts of unsustainable options, lobbying for incentives and 

regulations (Dyllick et al. 2016). This type of transition could be studied and analysed further 

to understand the requirements and path towards true sustainability. 

 

5.1  Evaluation of validity and reliability 

According to Sarajärvi et al. (2018) in qualitative research it is common to acknowledge that 

perfect objectivity and unbiasedness is impossible to achieve. The researchers e.g., 

background, experiences and personality can modify the research topic, purpose, resources, 

timeline, questions, and most of all, how the researcher hears, observes and interprets the 

data and formulates results (Sarajärvi et al. 2018). Validity refers to the concept that the 

research studies the things what it was meant to be studying. Reliability refers to the 

repeatability of the research.   

For this thesis the research topic was proposed by the researcher and the assigning company, 

reflecting the interests of the assigning company and the researcher. The researcher worked 

for the assigning company during the time of the study having a lot of information about the 
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industry. Furthermore, the interviewer was a sustainability and circular economy student 

having prior knowledge of climate change. Thus, based on the researcher's background, extra 

care needed to be taken to ensure unbiased analysis and neutral conclusions. 

The interviewees were proposed and contacted by the assigning company’s sales 

organization. Thus, all the interviewees had some prior interest towards renewable solutions 

and some form of relationship with the assigning company. It is thus good to note that 

companies without any interest or prior relationship were not included into the sample. 

Furthermore, as the interviewees knew that the interviewer also works for the assigning 

company, it is possible that some topics were left unsaid or brought up in a more positive 

light than they were truly seen.  Furthermore, it is also possible that some of the details 

related to the climate ambitions and related strategies might be of sensitive information and 

thus not all aspects were shared e.g., issues, gaps, unknowns, risks and uncertainties. A 

conversational and a relaxed atmosphere was created in order to make the interviewee feel 

safer and more open to share own views, thoughts and feelings. Also, negative issues and 

risks were raised in the interviews. Although, the interview sample was quite small, the data 

started get saturated after a few interviews and similar topics started to emerge. 

The analysis followed a structured path planned beforehand and strongly tied to the 

theoretical context and operationalised framework. The analysis started after all the 

interviews were held with the same set of questions. This increased the quality of the cross-

case comparison and coding of the data. All the interviews were recorded to ensure validity 

and to ensure that all the views brought up were analysed. The recordings were transcribed 

to ensure consistent coding and analysis of the data.  

Based on the strong theoretical framework, formulation of results is well structured, reliable 

and valid. With the clear framework, identification of concerns, values created, and 

organizational perspectives was relatively straightforward. Furthermore, the final evaluation 

of climate target sustainability of the case companies is consistent with the developed 

theoretical framework. Thus, the results to evaluate the role of voluntary climate targets in 

fighting climate change are valid and reliable.  

The work was also able to answer to the other sub-questions of research. Only, related to the 

last question regarding the perceptions of using renewable diesel, the reliability and validity 

can be vague. All the companies interviewed had some interest towards renewable diesel 
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beforehand. Thus, perhaps the most critical views were not part of the sample. Thus, the 

result might be somewhat biased. 

 

6  Conclusions 

The results of the study indicate that the role of voluntary climate targets in fighting climate 

change is limited due to the high variance in the ambitiousness of the targets and related 

strategies. This result can be argued to apply also in general. At large the impact of the 

voluntary climate targets is uncertain in fighting climate change and transitioning to net-zero 

emission economy. The phenomenon of companies setting varying carbon neutrality or net-

zero targets is relatively new, and it is clear, that the rules, methods and guidelines are not 

fully ready yet. As long as this type of target setting is voluntary, the targets and related 

strategies among companies also remain diverse leaving the responsibility for the company 

itself and its stakeholders to ensure they have true environmental impact.  

However, with the increasing urgency to find solutions to the grand challenge of climate 

change, it is likely that also the regulation and requirements toward the companies, their 

climate targets and strategies increase. The results of this thesis may help businesses to 

develop their climate targets and strategies that result better climate impact. Furthermore, 

the study creates understanding of the maturity, gaps, and ambitions related to companies’ 

climate targets. This can be useful for policymakers, NGOs and auditors when developing, 

methodologies and approaches for measurement and follow-up, incentives and regulations 

to align national targets with the company targets, and ways to avoid double-counting and 

other potential risks. 

Overall, the approach applied in this research was well appropriate to study the role of the 

voluntary climate targets from the viewpoint of company motives and strategies. However, 

of course the topic could be studied further using a different research method or data source. 

Sustainability reports could be used as many of the companies publish their climate targets 

and strategies there. However, those companies that do not publish extensive reports could 

not be included into the sample. Another way to study the role of the climate targets in 

fighting climate change would be to use quantitative methods to analyse the different targets 
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and related strategies and quantify the gap against the 1.5-degree target. Furthermore, as the 

research topic is relatively new many research other opportunities remain. As described in 

the discussion part the whole phenomenon could be understood more holistically; what the 

impact of these climate targets is and how to support companies in the transition toward 

higher levels of climate target sustainability.  
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Appendices 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Background of the interviewee 

 How would you like to be referred to in the text? (e.g. sustainability / sales specialist 

/ manager / director) 

 Tell me about your background 
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Business environment 

 What are the most important trends or concerns that have an impact on your 

company’s business today and for the future? 

Sustainability strategy 

 How important is sustainability in your company’s strategy and value creation?  

 Why is that? What are the main drivers for sustainability? 

 What kind of value or impact are you seeking with your sustainability agenda? 

Strategies for carbon reduction 

 What kind of a role do you see your company has in fighting climate change? 

 Has your company set targets for reducing carbon emissions and what kind? 

 Why have you set the targets? What value or impact are you seeking from them? 

 How is your strategy to achieve the targets? 

 How do you measure progress within your company or relative to industry? 

 What are the different alternative solutions or models you are considering for 

achieving the targets? 

 Do you use offsetting? Yes / no, why? 

 How do you see renewable diesel? Benefits, challenges? 

 What is important to you when evaluating the different options?  

 How do you make decisions when choosing between different options?  

 Do any stakeholders influence the decision-making? 

 Are there any specific schemes or standards that drive or influence the decision-

making? 

 What kind of resources do you have to execute the climate strategy? 

 Some sustainable options can be more expensive, how do you manage this? 
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Sustainability reporting 

 How do you calculate and report emissions today?  

 In terms of reporting, what do you find is going well and things to improve?  

 Is it important to report carbon reductions primarily on a company level or contribute 

also to national and global level net zero targets? 

*** 

 How do you see the role of companies’ voluntary carbon reduction targets globally 

in fighting climate change? Any risks or benefits? 

 

 

 


