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Abstract:



Making a societal transition towards sustainability is a global concern of ever
increasing urgency. Succeeding in this mission requires all societal sectors to be on
board and contribute. This thesis focuses on the transformation of the corporate sector,
namely how Internal Corporate Communication (ICC), i.e. communication between
senior management and employees, can be designed to engage employees in working
with sustainability. This thesis uses a conceptual model developed for ICC and
employee engagement and applies it in the specific context of ICC with regards to
sustainability in medium- to large-sized companies in Northern Europe. Through
interviewing practitioners working with ICC on sustainability in ‘model’ sustainability
companies, the research aims to discern best practices on how to design ICC about
sustainability to engage employees. The results show that ICC can be a useful tool
when it comes to engaging employees in working with sustainability, and the findings
are summarized as guidelines for content creation and methods to use to facilitate
engagement creation for sustainability. The discussion elaborates on how these
guidelines can be used together with the Strategic Sustainable Development approach
to facilitate companies’ journeys towards sustainability.
Keywords: Internal Corporate Communication, Employee
Sustainability Communication, Strategic Sustainable Development
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This thesis explored how internal corporate communication (ICC) could be designed to create
engagement among employees for working with sustainability. An increased understanding of
how ICC can facilitate employee engagement for sustainability could be of great value for any
sustainability practitioner when facilitating an organization’s journey towards sustainability, as
well as for companies that want to enhance their sustainability competence, align employees in
working towards sustainability goals and increase their sustainability ambitions.
This research developed ICC guidelines that can help facilitate engagement among
employees for working with sustainability. These guidelines are discussed as a complementary
tool that supports the strategic approach of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development (FSSD), which provides both a unifying and operational definition of
sustainability, and a systematic planning approach for the fulfilment of it (see chapter 1.7 for
an elaborate description). Moreover, this research aims to contribute to the broader academic
discussion on why and how ICC can facilitate employee engagement for sustainability, a
relatively new area of research.
Introduction
During the last decades the world has witnessed an unprecedented growth of the human
population, accompanied by societal development that is putting an ever-increasing pressure on
our planetary boundaries (Steffen et al. 2015). The current trajectory of the global socioecological system has led up to severe, interconnected and complex social and ecological
challenges for humanity, which transcend systems’ boundaries (Steffen et al. 2004; Hjorth and
Bagheri 2006; Rockström et al. 2009; Burns 2011; IPCC 2013; United Nations Economic and
Social Council 2016). Together, these challenges are referred to as the sustainability challenge.
This research takes the perspective that businesses have an important role to play in
turning the unsustainable pathway of society (WCED, 1987; World Economic Forum 2016),
integrating sustainability throughout their core business, including products and services,
operations and general decision-making (Bertels et al. 2010; Bansal et al. 2016; França et al.
2017). An important factor for any successful organizational change, such as a company’s
transition towards sustainability, is the extent to which employees are willing to support
changes with behavioural reactions to the organizational change initiative (Bovey and Hede
2001). Investing in practices that help enhance interest, motivation and excitement among
employees about the organization’s journey towards sustainability can facilitate an
organization’s sustainability transition (Bertels et al. 2010). These behavioural expressions can
be captured with the term employee engagement (Welch 2011).
The communication abilities of senior managers are recognized as important drivers for
employee engagement within companies (Wiley et al. 2010). More explicitly, internal
corporate communication (ICC), or the communication between senior management and
employees (Welch and Jackson 2007), has been recognized as an important channel for
facilitating organizational change as well as having a crucial role in the development of
employee engagement (Bakker et al. 2011; Helpap 2016; Othman et al. 2017).
Companies may thus greatly benefit from intentional ICC design that specifically aims
to facilitate engagement among employees for working with sustainability (Brunton, Eweje and
Taskin 2015). To truly unleash businesses’ capacities to integrate sustainability into their core
business, and thus contribute to the sustainable development of society, increasing the
understanding of how to design ICC to engage employees in working with sustainability could
greatly boost corporate sustainability transitions.
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Welch (2011) established a framework that conceptualizes the relationship between ICC and
employee engagement and illustrates the dynamics between the concepts at an organizational
level. Welch (2011) defines employee engagement as a complex construct that is dependent
upon the psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety and availability (Kahn 1990) and
is manifested through cognitive, emotional and physical role performance (Kahn 1990;
Schaufeli et al. 2002; Schaufeli and Bakker 2004). In light of this construct of employee
engagement, Welch (2011) suggests that ICC should be designed to promote commitment to
the organization and a sense of belonging to it, as well as awareness of its changing environment
and an understanding of its evolving goals. This ICC design would facilitate the development
of the emotional and cognitive dimensions of engagement, as well as the psychological
condition of meaningfulness (Welch 2011).
However, ICC for employee engagement alone is not enough to facilitate a company’s
transition towards sustainability. Given the complex and systemic nature of the sustainability
challenge, it is when combined with an overall strategic planning approach that a company can
fully transition towards sustainability. Such an approach is presented through the Framework
for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), which includes a unifying and operational
definition of sustainability and a systematic approach to planning and acting for the fulfillment
of it, called the ABCD strategic planning process (Broman and Robèrt 2017).
In conclusion, the two frameworks that provide the theoretical foundation for this research are:
(1) Welch’s conceptual framework (2011) and (2) the FSSD, operationalized through the
ABCD strategic planning process (Broman and Robèrt 2017). The first framework formed the
lense through which the research data was analyzed and the second framework formed the lense
through which the results were discussed. The aim was to investigate how sustainabilityfocused ICC could be designed to facilitate employee engagement for working with
sustainability. This resulted in ICC guidelines for how to design sustainability-focused ICC that
engages employees and, together with the operationalization of the FSSD, can facilitate
companies’ journeys towards becoming sustainable businesses. The research question that
guided this research was the following:
How can internal corporate communication regarding sustainability be designed to
facilitate employee engagement?
This question helped the authors explore how sustainability-focused ICC can be designed to
facilitate emotional and cognitive engagement, as well as the psychological condition of
meaningfulness, and more specifically: what ICC content and methods are perceived to elicit
these dimensions of engagement in employees.
Methodology
To answer the exploratory research question, a qualitative methodology was selected by means
of a combination of a literature review and semi-structured interviews with sustainability
professionals from ‘model’ companies that are already strategically working towards
sustainability. These professionals have demonstrable knowledge and experience with
sustainability-focused ICC design and could therefore share their best practices from the field.
The literature review sought to understand the current state of academic research on the
relationship between ICC and employee engagement in general, as well as in the specific
context of sustainability. The semi-structured interviews served to explore the ICC content and
methods that are perceived to facilitate employee engagement for working with sustainability,
according to interviewee experiences.
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Eight professionals in the field of corporate sustainability and communication participated in
semi-structured interviews. To ensure a systematic classification process, the interview
transcripts were coded using ‘directed content analysis’, which means that codes were defined
before and during the data analysis. The coding process thus included predefined coding and
open coding. This particular way of coding was useful for this research, because it enabled the
authors to make an argument for which ICC design is perceived to facilitate employee
engagement and, most importantly: why. This coding process exposed patterns regarding the
design of ICC content and methods and their perceived impact on employee engagement.
Results
Interviewees appointed various and multifaceted roles to ICC, such as aligning employees
towards the company’s vision, anchoring the sustainability strategy, creating a shared mindset
within the company and a common ground around sustainability, and, importantly, facilitating
engagement. Interviewees stated that when sustainability is integrated in the overall vision,
strategy and operations, it affects the way in which sustainability is communicated. Messages
regarding sustainability are in general integrated with the overall company information. ICC
was also perceived as a channel for internal dialogue, which can strengthen and improve coworker interactions. Moreover, leadership commitment emerged as an important contextual
factor, as interviewees perceived it to enhance engagement for sustainability and contribute to
the company’s credibility internally regarding its sustainability ambitions.
ICC content. Regarding sustainability-focused content, four main themes were perceived to
facilitate engagement among employees, based on the experiences of interviewees: (1) convey
the relevance; (2) solutions and tangible examples; (3) connect to business activities; and (4)
have a clear focus. In summary, interviewees suggested that ICC content should aim to
empower and encourage employees to act. The content should therefore convey the rationale
for working towards sustainability and its business relevance, bring clarity to where each person
can contribute and create the feeling that a better future can be created together.
ICC methods. Regarding ICC methods, five main themes were perceived to facilitate
engagement among employees, based on the experiences of interviewees: (1) message framing;
(2) message tailoring; (3) action-orientation; (4) co-creation; and (5) availability and access
of information. In summary, interviewees suggested that sustainability-focused ICC should be
framed in a positive tone to inspire and motivate employees; and adjusted to the company
culture and strategy to facilitate a connection to sustainability. Moreover, ICC should be
tailored to different groups of employees to enhance the perceived relevance of the
sustainability vision and goals. Using co-creative methods that invite participation and
dialogue; sharing progress through the communication of ‘early-wins’ and peer success stories;
and ensuring the availability and accessibility of information were also perceived to facilitate
employee engagement in sustainability.
Discussion
In light of the research findings, Welch’s conceptualization of ICC and employee engagement
seems to be applicable in the specific context of sustainability. Based on the interviewees’
responses, there seems to be a two-way dynamic interplay between the cognitive and emotional
dimensions of engagement in sustainability. The psychological condition of meaningfulness
also appeared to be relevant as several interviewees stated that sustainability-focused ICC
should facilitate employee awareness of their role- and task characteristics in relation to
sustainability. Two additional concepts emerged from the data analysis that are not explicitly
captured by Welch’s (2011) model: (1) leadership commitment for sustainability; and (2) ICC
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promoting a feeling of empowerment among employees. The authors made recommendations
for how future research can explore the relation between leadership commitment or
empowerment and Welch’s conceptual model (2011).
The results of this research indicate that interviewees experienced increased
engagement among employees due to their ICC efforts in regard to sustainability. In order to
create employee engagement in sustainability, senior managers should invite employees to
participate in dialogue, workshops and trainings—ICC should be a channel through which
employees are encouraged to take part in the company’s sustainability journey. It is a
continuous practice to strengthen and evolve top-down communication about the sustainability
direction of a company. Intentional ICC design can be a tool that supports the creation of a
shared mental model with regards to sustainability in a specific organizational context, as well
as a means for dialogue and co-creation, through which employees can discover how their role
fits within the company’s sustainability vision and goals.
The following ICC design guidelines inform the facilitation of employee engagement for
working with sustainability:
ICC Content
x Explain the relevance of working with sustainability to create awareness, understanding
and spark motivation.
x Take a solutions-oriented approach in order to build an empowering narrative around
sustainability, and communicate through tangible examples how everyone can
contribute.
x Connect sustainability to business activities, as to show employees how they can
contribute in their role, and create awareness about the increased business relevance of
sustainability.
x Focus content to bring clarity and provide guidance on where employees can focus their
efforts. Connecting sustainability to the company strategy helps set a scope.
ICC Methods
x Frame messages in a positive tone, and focus on what is desired to create in order to
spark innovation.
x Adjust messages to the company narrative by connecting sustainability to the company
culture, goals and strategy, in order to facilitate an emotional connection to
sustainability, enhance understanding of its business relevance as well as of the
organizational goals.
x Tailor messages to make sustainability feel relevant and relatable for each employee. It
contributes to involve people, enhance motivation for working with sustainability, as
well as increased awareness of where one’s role and tasks fit in in the larger
sustainability strategy and where one can contribute.
x Take an action-oriented approach; communicate what is being done, where progress is
being made, foster peer-to-peer inspiration and communicate and early wins. This helps
create momentum for going forward.
x Methods of co-creation such as dialogues and workshops facilitate creation of a shared
mental model about sustainability, enhance awareness and understanding of
sustainability goals and invite employees to contribute with solutions.
x Ensure availability and access to information to help employees internalize knowledge
about sustainability and create awareness of the organizational goals.
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ICC in relation to the FSSD. When aiming to move an organization strategically towards
sustainability, it is important to have management tools and practices that help shift an
organization’s paradigms, mindsets, goal, rules and structures (Robèrt et al. 2015). The ABCD
process of the FSSD is an example of such a practice that empowers companies and employees
to create change. A crucial aspect of organizational change is that employees are engaged
towards the organization’s vision and new goals (Bertels et al. 2010). The researchers thus see
significant potential in using the ICC design guidelines that emerged from this research together
with the ABCD process to further support companies when strategically transitioning towards
sustainability.
The authors see the two concepts as complementary tools that both bring important
contributions to a company’s sustainability transition. Moreover, they could significantly
enhance each other’s utility and be used together in order to maximize their respective benefits.
The way the ABCD process is designed makes it possess inherent advantages that can
contribute to facilitating engagement among employees for working with sustainability--it is
thus beneficial for companies to use the ABCD process both to strategically transition towards
sustainability and to engage employees in that journey. The latter is an important aspect, since
getting the whole organization aligned towards the vision and support the new initiatives are
crucial factors for a successful outcome of any organizational change (Bovey and Hede 2001).
Using ICC designed for engaging employees in sustainability can further strengthen this aspect
of the ABCD strategic planning process, and thus further enhance the benefits of companies
using the ABCD process in their transition towards sustainability.
Conclusion
Changing the unsustainable activities of businesses is a challenging task. Therefore, aligning
employees towards the sustainable vision of a company and engage them to contribute to
reaching the sustainability goals may greatly benefit a company when transitioning towards
sustainability. The outcomes of this research propose that, to be effective, ICC should be
intentionally and strategically designed to engage employees in sustainability. Senior managers
should not only be strategic when they inform employees about why and what the company
needs to change, they should also provide employees with information about how they can
implement the sustainability goals in their everyday work. Moreover, due to several contextual
factors, senior managers should be intentional about the types of reasons they provide to justify
these changes. The authors hope that integrating and applying the ICC guidelines presented in
this research can help senior managers to integrate sustainability in their company’s day to day
operations, as to contribute to the overall societal transition towards a more sustainable future.
However, the authors conclude that ICC alone is not enough for a company to engage
and align employees when transitioning to becoming a sustainable business and is therefore
best used together with a strategic planning process towards sustainability. The authors see ICC
to be of best utility when combined with an overall strategic approach towards sustainability,
such as the ABCD strategic planning process.
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ABCD Strategic Planning Process — A four step process that is designed to implement
strategic sustainable development in an organizational context (Robèrt et al. 2015).
Communication — The activity of conveying information through the exchange of thoughts,
messages, or information, as by speech, visuals, signals, writing, or behaviour. Communication
is any act by which a person gives or receives information that may be intentional or
unintentional.
Communication Design — The process of developing purposeful messages that are created
with a specific intended outcome.
Employee Engagement — “(...) distinct and unique construct that consists of cognitive,
emotional, and behavioural components that are associated with individual role performance”
(Saks 2006).
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) — A systems-based framework
that is designed to navigate complexity and specifically tailored to help decision-makers tackle
the sustainability challenge strategically. Backcasting from success is the foundation of this
strategic approach and planning process. The FSSD is structured with the Five Level
Framework, including System, Success, Strategic Guidelines, Actions and Tools (Robèrt and
Broman 2017).
Internal Communication — “The strategic management of interactions and relationships
between stakeholders at all levels within organizations” (Welch and Jackson 2007).
Internal Corporate Communication — “Communication between an organization’s strategic
managers and its internal stakeholders, designed to promote commitment to the organization, a
sense of belonging to it, awareness of its changing environment and understanding of its
evolving aims” (Welch and Jackson 2007).
Sustainability — Sustainability is defined through basic principles that are required to maintain
human quality of life in the biosphere. It is a state in which the socio-ecological system is not
systematically undermined by human interventions. The eight Sustainability Principles from
the FSSD form the boundary conditions for a sustainable society (Robèrt et al. 2015).
Sustainability Challenge — The challenge faced by human society due to the systematic errors
of societal design that are driving unsustainable effects on the biosphere and the structural
obstacles to fixing those errors. The challenge also entails the opportunities for society if those
obstacles are overcome (Robèrt et al. 2015).
System — “A set of interconnected parts whose behaviour depends on the interaction between
those parts” (Robèrt et al. 2015).
Systems thinking — “The organized study of systems, their feedbacks, and their behaviour as
a whole” (Robèrt et al. 2015).

 ix
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Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development

ICC

Internal Corporate Communications
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Strategic Sustainable Development

SPs

Sustainability Principles
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Social Sustainability Principles
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This thesis explores how Internal Corporate Communication (ICC) could be designed to create
engagement among employees for working with sustainability, thereby facilitating a company’s
sustainability transition. For the purpose of this research, ICC design encompasses both content
creation and choice of communication methods. Increased understanding of how ICC can
facilitate employee engagement for sustainability could be of great value for any sustainability
practitioner when facilitating an organization’s journey towards sustainability, as well as for
companies that want to enhance their sustainability competence, align employees in working
towards sustainability goals and increase their sustainability ambitions.
The desired outcome of this research is to develop ICC guidelines for how to
communicate sustainability to facilitate engagement among employees. Applied together with
the ABCD Strategic Planning Process from the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development (see chapter 1.7 for an elaborate description), the hope is that this research can
contribute to facilitate the journey for companies transitioning towards sustainability. A
deepened understanding of how to engage employees in tackling the sustainability challenge
from their working role, and how communication can influence this, can be a complementary
tool that supports the strategic approach of the FSSD. Moreover, this research aims to contribute
to the broader academic discussion on why and how ICC can facilitate employee engagement
for sustainability, a relatively new area of research.
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During the last decades, the world has witnessed an unprecedented growth of the human
population, accompanied by societal development that is putting an ever-increasing pressure on
our planetary boundaries (Steffen et al. 2015). Since the Industrial Revolution, a new era has
risen, the Anthropocene, in which human activity has become the main driver of quickly
changing the stocks and flows in the biosphere on Earth (Broman et al. 2017; Rockström et al.
2009). As a consequence, the global ecological system is approaching several biophysical
tipping points, which could lead to irreversible changes in the planet’s physical environment.
Climate change, disruption of nitrogen and phosphorus cycles and physical destructions of
oceans and land are only a few examples of the severe, cumulative threats facing both the socioecological system and humans as a species (Rockström et al. 2009).
The planet’s capacity to meet human needs is declining due to both a growing world
population (United Nations 2013) and the fact that the rate at which society consumes products
and generates waste is growing fast (Edelman 2018). In addition, trust between people is
declining, which significantly weakens the social fabric of society (Edelman, 2018). The
unsustainability of the ecological and social systems is also resulting in increasing financial
impacts (Stern 2006) and increasing debts put the whole financial system at risk (BlundellWignall 2011; Dobbs et al. 2015). Thus, the current trajectory of the global socio-ecological
system has led up to the severe, interconnected and complex social and ecological challenges
that humanity is facing today, which transcend systems’ boundaries (Steffen et al. 2004; Hjorth
and Bagheri 2006; Rockström et al. 2009; Burns 2011; IPCC 2013; United Nations Economic
and Social Council 2016).
The environment, society and economy are inherently nested systems and thus highly
interdependent: society relies on natural resources from the environment, and the economy
depends on both societal and environmental inputs. Society and the surrounding biosphere are
interconnected in a myriad of ways, making it a highly complex system in which no actions or
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effects of are isolated events, and should therefore not be treated as such (Robèrt et al. 2015).
The fact that the problems humanity is facing today are complex, connected and transcend
systems’ boundaries, makes the sustainability challenge systemic. In addition, these problems
are increasing in severity, which means that society is continuously decreasing its ability to
continue on its current path, i.e. to sustain humanity and the ecological system on which our
existence relies (Robèrt et al. 2015). This makes the sustainability challenge systematic, as can
be illustrated in Figure 1.1 by the funnel metaphor from the Framework for Strategic
Sustainable Development (FSSD). The funnel metaphor depicts the global socio-ecological
system moving forward in a funnel (Broman and Robèrt 2017). The steadily declining funnel
wall illustrates the systematic nature of the sustainability challenge. This implies that the further
society continues on its current, unsustainable path, the more severe the problems become and
the potential to find solutions and steer away from the funnel wall, and thus avoid a societal
collapse, decreases (Robèrt et al. 2015; Broman and Robèrt 2017).


Figure 1.1: The Funnel Metaphor
This visualisation of the sustainability challenge aims to provide a better understanding of the
self-benefit of competent, proactive sustainability efforts throughout all sectors in society
(Broman and Robèrt 2017). The possibility of a sustainable future is presented as the point
where converging trends are no longer increasing the pressure on the planet. There is even the
possibility to move towards more restorative outcomes – opening up the walls of the funnel.
However, in order to get there, it is crucial that the true nature of the sustainability challenge is
recognized: that it is systemic, systematic and complex. Given this, trying to respond to
problems as they appear with ad hoc solutions will never get to the root cause (Broman and
Robèrt 2017). Therefore, the sustainability challenge needs to be tackled with a strategic
approach and from a systemic perspective, in order to re-design the current societal system in
time--in other words, eliminating the mechanisms that systematically degrade the socioecological system (Robèrt et al. 2015).
If this societal transformation is to be achieved, all society’s core institutions (business,
governance and education) must contribute and support each other (Broman et al. 2017), and
thus together enable the transition towards a society that does not systematically undermine its
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own survival--a sustainable society. With businesses being rooted in the economy, and thus
dependent on inputs from the social- and ecological systems, businesses play a particularly
important role in the societal transition towards sustainability, both for their own sake and the
planet’s (Broman et al. 2017). Since our current economic model is one of the root causes to
the sustainability challenge (Harich et al. 2012), and businesses are central actors in this
economic model, as well as important actors in society that contribute with numerous social
benefits, they also need to take part in the challenge of solving the sustainability challenge.
Transforming companies to sustainable businesses increases their resilience, create economic,
value healthy ecosystems and contribute to building stronger communities (Bertels et al. 2010).
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As early as the Brundtland Report, businesses were recognized as playing a crucial role in
managing the impacts of human societies on ecosystems and local communities (WCED 1987).
In today’s globalised world, companies are continuously increasing their influence well beyond
the economic realm (De Larderel 2009; Willard 2012), and have become an influential force in
political, environmental and cultural domains (Roach 2007). Due to their increasing influence
in society, businesses can be an important leverage point for societal change, and therefore have
a great impact on the societal transition towards sustainability. The World Economic Forum
(2016) has stated that “global businesses need to take a leading role in sustainable
development”, due to the fact that they are best positioned in terms of resource availability and
power to execute actions at scale across national borders. The world is in need of socially and
environmentally responsible companies to be “Trojan horses within the business community,
leading the transformation to sustainability” (Willard 2012: 4).
In order to be able to contribute to the sustainable development of society, businesses
need to first develop an understanding of the challenges and opportunities linked to society’s
transition towards sustainability, find where they can contribute and how, and thereafter shift
their strategies and operations accordingly (Broman and Robèrt 2017). By doing so, companies
can create added value for society at large, as well as benefits for their own business (Willard
2012). More and more businesses are realizing this and have started to pay attention to
sustainability by embracing sustainable operations, adopting sustainability values, publishing
sustainability reports, creating specific sustainability departments and having sustainability
officers and managers (Franca et al. 2017). However, organizations that already have taken
these initial steps in their pursuit for sustainability, have in the process identified a need to
strengthen their organization’s sustainability culture in order to truly integrate sustainability
into the company’s core business and make it part of the organizational DNA, thus deepening
and developing their sustainability work (Bertels et. al 2010; Willard 2012).
An important factor for any successful organizational change, such as a company’s
transition towards sustainability, is the extent to which employees are willing to support
changes with behavioural reactions to the organizational change initiative (Bovey and Hede
2001). While the commitment of the executive level is crucial in order for an organization to
start working with sustainability, operationalizing sustainability will not be successful in the
long run unless employees are supportive of the idea (Brighter Planet Employee Engagement
Survey 2010; Brunton, Eweje and Taskin 2015). There is thus a need to get everybody in the
organization to join in the quest for sustainability and create commitment for working with
sustainability at all organizational levels, as to make sure that sustainability is not perceived as
a temporary add-on and rather becomes the default approach, or “just the way we do things
around here” (Bertels et al. 2010). One way to strengthen an organization’s sustainability
culture and thus boost its journey towards becoming a fully sustainable business is to
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specifically seek to engage employees in working with sustainability (Bertels et al. 2010;
Brighter Planet Employee Engagement Survey 2010).
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Prior studies have shown that the initial step towards achieving strong sustainability
performance in a company is the development of a high level of sustainability awareness among
employees, which is needed for embedding sustainable practices in the corporate culture and
values (Maon et al. 2009). This awareness requires an understanding of the context and
background of the company’s sustainability approach, including the motivation, its relevance
to the core business and how it fits with existing business objectives. This increases the
likelihood that employees develop a sense of ownership of and pride in their company’s
sustainability work (Maon et al. 2009). Likewise, insufficient management of internal
relationships with employees, and especially any emotional dissonance between the company’s
sustainability mission and the employees’ perceptions of sustainability, has been pointed out as
one of the main obstacles to the successful implementation of sustainability initiatives (Powell
2011). Thus, having employees understand the importance of sustainability is considered to be
a vital driver for linking sustainability to successful business performance (Knox and Maklan
2004).
Investing in practices that help enhance interest, motivation and excitement among
employees about the organization’s journey towards sustainability can facilitate an
organization’s sustainability transition (Bertels et al. 2010). Interest, motivation and excitement
are all expressions of the same umbrella term: engagement (Welch 2011). In the context of
business, employee engagement has been widely acknowledged to be closely linked to high
business performance (Hewitt Associates LLC 2004) and being a vital element affecting
organizational effectiveness, innovation and competitiveness (Welch 2011).
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The active focus on employee engagement is relatively new to businesses, and both academia
and business practitioners are presented with a great variety of definitions for the term (Macey
and Schneider 2008; Meyer 2013). Employee engagement became a hot topic in the corporate
sector in the 1990s, and initially received more attention in practitioner literature than in
academic literature (Saks 2006). In the early 2000s, the concept was recognized as a scientific
construct, distinguishable from related concepts such as, for example, organizational
commitment through the work of Saks (2006). Saks (Ibid) concluded that organizational
commitment only refers to a person’s attitude and attachment towards their organization,
whereas engagement encompasses the degree to which an individual is attentive and absorbed
in his or her role performance.
Employee engagement has since then been attracting increasing attention from a variety
of academic disciplines, such as business and management, psychology, and organizational
behaviour disciplines (Welch 2011). However, despite years of research, there is no one
unifying definition for employee engagement (Meyer 2013), which might be due to the different
scopes and conceptions of the term among the range of academic fields researching it (Welch
2011). Regardless of the lack of academic consensus on the fundamental nature of employee
engagement, it is often described in practical terms as an active pull towards work performance
in proportion to the self-investment of personal resources (Shuck et al. 2017) and as an active,
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forward moving state (Ibid.) characterized by energy, involvement and efficacy (Maslach et al.
2001), as opposed to a passive, stationary condition (Shuck et al. 2017).
Several researchers have concurred that engagement consists of cognitive, emotional
and behavioural components (Kahn 1990; May et al. 2004; Saks 2006; Truss et al. 2006; Shuck
et al. 2017) that are associated with individual role performance (Saks 2006). Some of the
frequently cited definitions of engagement assign engagement to be a psychological state, and
agree on the different dimensions of engagement and their respective manifestations: (1)
cognitive engagement, which is expressed as absorption, meaning to pay full attention to
something or that something has captured one’s mind1; (2) emotional engagement which is
characterized by expressing dedication, or a wholehearted commitment;2 (3) physical
engagement, which is expressed through vigour behaviour, or alert, active and energetic
behaviour3 (Welch 2011). According to Kahn (1990) and May et al. (2004), engagement can
only be fostered when a set of psychological conditions are met, as these conditions are
necessary for employees to bring themselves into their work role performance. The three
conditions are meaningfulness, safety and availability, which are explained below using the
definitions of Kahn (1990):
● Meaningfulness refers to a cognitive and emotional return on investment
connected to the elements of one’s work—the work should give back in a feeling
of worthiness and need.
● Safety is related to the social elements of the workplace, encompassing
management style, processes and organizational norms. An employee should
have the feeling that one can show one’s true self without negative
consequences.
● Availability refers to how much capacity, or energy a person can actually
dedicate to work.
In conclusion, employee engagement can be understood as cognitive, emotional and physical
role performance, characterized by absorption, dedication and vigour (Kahn 1990; Schaufeli et
al. 2002; Schaufeli and Bakker 2004) and dependent upon the psychological conditions of
meaningfulness, safety and availability (Kahn 1990). This definition of employee engagement
will be used throughout this research, as it is the outcome of a thorough review of twenty years
of research on employee engagement as an academic construct.
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The complex construct of employee engagement as presented in the previous section has
important implications for this research. Since engagement is considered to be a psychological
state, this definition suggests that employee engagement is at least partially dynamic. This
means that employee engagement can be influenced by management interventions (Macey and
Schneider 2008; Welch 2011).

1

According to Thesaurus dictionary.
Ibid.
3 Ibid.
2
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Communication4 has been stated to be an essential employee need that organizations have to
meet in order to maintain and develop employee engagement (Welch 2011), and well-designed
internal communication5 has specifically been pointed out as an important organizational
condition that can facilitate employee engagement within organizations (Papalexandris and
Galanaki 2009; Brighter Planet Employee Engagement Survey 2010; Welch 2011; Mishra,
Boyton and Mishra 2014; Karanges 2015). In addition, poor internal communication has been
described as a barrier to engagement and a cause of disengagement (MacLeod and Clarke
2009). More specifically, the communication abilities of senior management have been
recognized as important factors in driving employee engagement within companies (Wiley et
al. 2010). Thus, for any company to be able to facilitate its own journey towards becoming a
sustainable business, it can be highly relevant to pay attention to internal communication from
senior management to the rest of the organization and make strategic decisions about its design
and how it is conducted. This can contribute to create engagement within the organization for
working with sustainability (Brunton, Eweje and Taskin 2015).
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Internal Corporate Communication (ICC), or the communication between senior management
and employees (Welch and Jackson 2007), has been recognized as an important channel for
facilitating organizational change as well as having a crucial role in the development of
employee engagement (Bakker et al. 2011; Helpap 2016; Othman et al. 2017).
ICC encompasses organizational practices that are designed to promote employee
understanding of and involvement in organizational goals, as well as to convey the values of
the organization and enable employees to identify with them (Welch 2011). All these aspects
are key influencers of employee engagement, since the abilities of employees to internalize
organizational values and goals result in higher levels of engagement (Bindl and Parker 2010).
In addition, ICC is likely an important channel when a company is transitioning towards
sustainability and must therefore encourage enthusiastic participation from all employees. This
research will therefore specifically focus on exploring ICC with regards to sustainability as a
practice for facilitating employee engagement in sustainability. Throughout this thesis, ICC and
the term ‘communication’ encompasses both communication content and methods of
communicating.
  !-$,/+.7%%-'!'%,%-2.-#%/23!+.$%+
To further elaborate on the connection between ICC and its impacts on employee engagement,
Welch (2011) conceptualizes the relationship between ICC and employee engagement and
illustrates the dynamics between them at an organizational level, as well as the possible impacts
ICC can have on employee engagement (Figure 1.2). Welch’s (2011) conceptual model uses
the exact definition of engagement as presented in Chapter 1.4: a construct consisting of
emotional, cognitive and physical dimensions. The model also accounts for individual
personality traits, that cannot be influenced by ICC (captured as ‘antecedents’). It is essential
for communicators to be aware of such ‘fixed’ traits and understand them, as they indicate a
need for a range of different types of communication (Brown 2005; Welch 2011).

4

In this thesis, communication is defined as “the activity of conveying information through the exchange of
thought, messages, or information, as by speech, visuals, signals, writing, or behaviour” (CTI Reviews 2016).
5
Internal communication can be defined as the strategic management of interactions and relationships between
stakeholders at all levels within an organization (Welch and Jackson 2007).

 6

Figure 1.2: Welch’s (2011) Conceptual Framework
In Welch’s (2011) model, ICC is suggested to be designed to promote commitment to the
organization and a sense of belonging to it, as well as awareness of its changing environment
and an understanding of its evolving aims in order to facilitate the development of the emotional
and cognitive engagement dimensions, respectively (Welch 2011). As research demonstrates,
the persistence of employee engagement over time stems from the meaning of work or job
activities for the individual (Xanthopoulou et al. 2012), ICC should not only directly aim to
address the emotional and cognitive engagement dimensions, but also the psychological
condition of meaningfulness (Kahn 1990). In the model, physical engagement and the
psychological conditions of safety and availability are not understood to be directly influenced
by ICC. The model implies that ICC for engagement facilitation should be focused on targeting
emotional engagement, cognitive engagement and meaningfulness. Therefore, these dimensions
of employee engagement are taken forward as focus areas in this research, which will be
explained in more detail in Chapter 1.8.
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Besides being a tool that can facilitate employee engagement, ICC is also central to the
successful implementation of company policies and business performance (Foster et al. 2010;
Helpap 2016). Given this, and its influence on employee engagement, companies may greatly
benefit from focusing on crafting internal communications that specifically aim to build
engagement among employees for working with sustainability, in order to facilitate their own
transition towards sustainability (Brunton, Eweje and Taskin 2015). Along with the growing
number of businesses realizing the business case for sustainability (Willard 2012), research on
communicating corporate sustainability externally has grown. There is less research, however,
on how sustainability is internally communicated within companies to create engagement
among employees (Brunton, Eweje and Taskin 2015). To truly unleash businesses’ capacities
to integrate sustainability into their core business, and thus contribute to the sustainable
development of society, increasing the understanding of how to design ICC to engage
employees in working with sustainability could greatly boost corporate sustainability
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transitions. Therefore, the aim of this research is to uncover patterns in existing ICC designs 6
that can inform the development of ICC guidelines that help facilitate employee engagement
for working with sustainability.
That said, ICC for employee engagement alone is not enough to facilitate a company’s
transition towards sustainability. Given the complex and systemic nature of the sustainability
challenge as presented in Chapter 1, it is when combined with an overall strategic planning
approach that a company can fully transition towards sustainability. Such an approach is
presented through the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), which
presents a unifying and operational definition of sustainability and a systematic approach to
planning and acting for the fulfilment of it (Broman and Robèrt 2017). A second aim of this
research is therefore to explore how well-designed ICC for sustainability could be applied
together with the FSSD and thus further facilitate corporate sustainability transitions.
“Within the best performing organizations, there is a cultural alignment between the employees
and the company, paired with a strategic alignment between activities and company goals.
These organizations use their corporate communication touchpoints to reinforce their
commitments to employees and customers “ (Gallup 2010: 5).
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As introduced in Chapter 1.1, the sustainability challenge is a complex problem that therefore
needs to be tackled with a strategic approach (Broman et al. 2017). One of the foundations of
strategic planning is the importance of having a clear goal. What is desired to be achieved needs
to be explicitly stated before efforts can be directed towards achieving it (Liedtka 1998).
Additionally, in the context of businesses, it is critical that all people in an organization share a
clear definition of the goal in order to be able to draw from their expertise and choose their joint
efforts more strategically when working towards it (Robèrt et al. 2015). In the specific context
of businesses aiming for sustainability, much confusion may be avoided, and clarity gained
from (1) having a shared definition of sustainability (the goal); and (2) a systematic process that
can support the journey towards the goal in a strategic way (Broman and Robèrt 2017).
The FSSD has a twenty-five-year track record of aiding organizations to strategically
move themselves towards sustainability (Broman and Robèrt 2017). Many examples of
applications demonstrate the FSSD to be able to both help organizations see their role and socioecological impacts in the context of the global sustainability challenge, as well as to
strategically shift their operations towards becoming more sustainable, i.e. reducing their
negative impacts on the socio-ecological system (Ibid.). The gains businesses have experienced
from being proactive and starting to strategically transition towards sustainability have been
multi-fold, for example, capturing innovation opportunities, including new business models and
expanding markets, and more effective management of investments and trade-offs (Ibid.). The
FSSD has also been shown to provide guidance in the selection of other methods and tools, thus
increasing their utility in supporting strategic sustainable development (Ibid.). The following
concepts are core to the FSSD (Broman and Robèrt 2017; Robèrt et al. 2015):
● The funnel metaphor (introduced in Chapter 1.1), which facilitates an
understanding of the sustainability challenge and the self-benefit of competent
proactivity;
6

An ICC design is the process of developing purposeful messages between senior managers and employees that
are created with a specific intended outcome (i.e. employee engagement).
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● A five-level framework, developed to support and structure analysis, decisionmaking and planning in complex systems;
● A principle-based definition of sustainability consisting of eight Sustainability
Principles (SPs), which function as boundary conditions for societal sustainable
redesign;
● An operational procedure for implementing the FSSD in organizations, called
the ABCD Strategic Planning Process.
The two core concepts of the FSSD that are particularly relevant for the purpose of this thesis
are: (1) the eight SPs, as they offer a unifying, operational and scientifically robust principlebased definition of sustainability for this research; and (2) the ABCD Strategic Planning
Process, as it makes the FSSD operational for organizations. Both of these concepts offer
advantages for a company when transitioning towards sustainability, as described in more detail
below.
The eight SPs give a definition to sustainability and serve as boundary conditions for
society to comply with in order to stop the systematic destruction of the socio-ecological system
(Broman and Robèrt 2017). The SPs thus frame the design space within which a sustainable
society can be created (Figure 1.3). These principles are scientifically based and aim to address
the root causes to the systemic issues of society (Robèrt et al 2015). The eight SPs read as
follows:
In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing…
1. ...concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust;
2. ...concentrations of substances produced by society;
3. ...degradation by physical means;
and, in that society, people are not subject to structural obstacles to…
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

...health;
...influence;
...competence;
...impartiality;
...meaning-making.

Using a principle-based definition of sustainability has inherent advantages when striving
towards sustainability. The principles are generic and based upon mechanisms of destruction
of the global socio-ecological system and are thus applicable in any context. They are detailed
enough to cover the basic errors of current societal design, yet they also provide flexibility to
achieve the goal (sustainability) in a variety of ways, which is an advantage when navigating in
complexity and future circumstances are difficult to predict. This makes the SPs suitable to be
used in practice together with the backcasting planning technique during strategic planning
processes, which is further described below. In addition, since the SPs set the constraints for
how society must function in order to sustain the socio-ecological system; they can thus serve
as design guidelines for a sustainable society (Figure 1.3). Research on organizational learning
has shown that knowing the boundary conditions (in this case the SPs) stimulates creativity to
create solutions (Senge 2003), which is necessary if the societal transition towards sustainability
is to be achieved before the funnel walls are hit.
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Figure 1.3: The Sustainability Principles (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017).
The SPs are valuable also from a communications’ perspective. Having a common language
and a shared definition is crucial in order to be able to both create a shared understanding of a
challenge as well as the goal (Liedtka 1998), and to collaborate while working on the solutions
(Robèrt et al. 2015). Improved collaboration across the organization while working towards
sustainability is one of the experienced benefits stated by organizations working with the FSSD
(Broman and Robèrt 2017). Having a shared definition of sustainability thus makes it easier to
communicate about it (Broman et al. 2017).
The ABCD Strategic Planning Process is the process with which the FSSD is
implemented in businesses and other types of organizations. It is a participatory process aimed
at facilitating organizations to take a strategic approach towards becoming sustainable. The
foundation of the ABCD process is the backcasting approach, which is core to the strategic
approach of the FSSD. Backcasting is a planning technique that begins with defining the
vision—not at all limited by the current reality or what is realistic today. With this vision in
mind, the steps towards this vision can be articulated from the current reality, thereby defining
the path to attain the vision. Backcasting is appropriate to use when current trends are part of
the problem and a drastic change of trajectory is needed—as in the case of the sustainability
challenge (Robèrt et al. 2015). The ABCD process uses backcasting from the SPs to
strategically map out a company’s journey towards becoming a sustainable business, and this
strategic approach provides several significant advantages for the company’s sustainability
transition. Firstly, designing a strategic plan from a system’s perspective, and with a principlebased definition of sustainability framing the end goal, contributes to improved alignment of
the actions towards the goal and avoids investments to become dead-ends. Moreover, being
guided by principles makes it easier to reach consensus within an organization about the
direction forward, since principles are easier to agree upon than specific scenarios. Yet, the
principles leave room for flexibility, since being able to adapt the plan along the way is a
necessity when navigating in complexity (Broman and Robèrt 2017; Robèrt et al. 2015). The
ABCD process comprises four general steps:
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A. The A-step serves to build a shared mental model of the sustainability challenge as well
as the opportunities it presents. A vision of the organization within a sustainable future,
which is framed by the SPs, is crafted in this step. The vision may include the core
purpose, core values and ‘end-goals’ of the organization.
B. In the following B-step, the current reality of the organization is assessed, in relation to
the vision and in terms of violations and contributions to the SPs.
C. The C-step is the creative step in which actions are brainstormed that aim to close the
gap between the current reality and the envisioned, sustainable future. Constraints
implied by the current reality are disregarded at this stage, as actions that are not feasible
today might be useful later on in the transition. Preferably, a diverse group of
stakeholders is involved in the brainstorming process.
D. In the D-step, the actions from the C-step are prioritized with the help of the strategic
guidelines from the Strategic guidelines level of the FSSD described above. A strategic
action plan is crafted, aimed to move the organization strategically from its current
reality to its sustainable vision. The ABCD process should ideally be iterated several
times and used as a continuous tool to support, guide and strategically evaluate the
sustainable development of a company or organization.
(Broman and Robèrt 2017; Robèrt et al. 2015)

Figure 1.4: The ABCD strategic planning process
When a company has outlined its new vision in the A-step, bounded by the sustainability
principles, actions are brainstormed in the C-step that can move the organization towards the
vision, as illustrated by the dots in this picture. In the following D-step, actions are
prioritized, and a strategic plan is outlined that enables the company to reach its vision in a
strategic way, as illustrated by the yellow line above. The company’s path towards reaching
its sustainable vision could potentially be smoother if employees are aligned and engaged in
working towards sustainability.
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Although the ABCD process helps bring clarity to what a sustainability transition entails for
the specific company, in order for any organization to make progress towards sustainability, a
strong commitment to implementing the change is necessary (Robèrt et al. 2015). As previously
mentioned in Chapter 1.2, an organization’s transition towards sustainability encompasses more
than only having a strategic action plan; truly transitioning towards sustainability also implies
that a cultural shift must happen within all levels of an organization (Brighter Planet Employee
Engagement Survey 2010). This has implications for the ABCD process, as the way in which
the strategic action plan is executed ultimately comes down to the employees’ alignment with
the new, sustainable vision, as outlined in the A-step, and the engagement with which they work
towards it. Previous research on organizational change management has declared that internal
resistance to new initiatives has been identified as a key aspect of why organizations fall short
of meeting their change goals (Bordia et al. 2004). Here, ICC that is specifically designed to
facilitate engagement for sustainability can play an important role, complementing the ABCD
process by facilitating engagement among employees, aligning them in working towards the
company’s new, sustainable vision (Figure 1.4).
In summary, the FSSD takes a systemic, science-based perspective on the sustainability
challenge, and addresses its root causes through defining the SPs—aspects which all are crucial
for societal redesign towards sustainability. When operationalized in companies through the
ABCD process, using backcasting from the SPs, it gives companies the opportunity to
strategically transition towards sustainability, at the same time as it brings several competitive
advantages to their businesses. Used together with well-designed ICC that facilitates employees
to become engaged in working with sustainability, it may give companies that are steering
towards sustainability an additional competitive edge—more engaged employees. This research
aims to further elaborate on the dynamics between ICC on sustainability and employee
engagement, and how ICC on sustainability that is designed with the intent to engage employees
could be applied together with the FSSD to facilitate a company’s transition towards
sustainability.
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So far, the introduction has touched upon two frameworks which constitute the theoretical
foundation for this research: (1) Welch’s conceptual framework (2011) and (2) the FSSD,
operationalized through the ABCD strategic planning process (Broman and Robèrt 2017). The
first framework forms the lens through which the research data will be analyzed and the second
framework forms the lens through which the results will be discussed.
This research specifically focuses on exploring how emotional and cognitive
engagement in sustainability, as well as the psychological condition of meaningfulness, can be
facilitated by sustainability-focused ICC. Specifically, what content and methods can be used
in ICC to facilitate employee engagement in sustainability. These five concepts constitute the
focus areas of this research. Targeting the other areas of Welch’s model: physical engagement
and the psychological conditions safety and availability lies beyond the scope of this research,
as they are not directly influenced by ICC in Welch’s (2011) conceptual model. The focus areas
for this research are further described below and visualized in Figure 1.5.
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Research focus areas:

1. Emotional engagement manifests as dedication, which means being wholeheartedly
committed and devoted to a cause, ideal or purpose 7, and can be influenced by
communication promoting a sense of belonging and commitment to an organization
(Welch 2011).
2. Cognitive engagement manifests as absorption, which means to pay full attention, and
refers to the intensity of one’s focus on a role (Rothbard 2001). It can be influenced
through communication promoting awareness of changing organizational environments
and understanding of evolving organizational goals (Welch 2011).
3. Meaningfulness is a psychological condition defined here as “the value of a work goal
or purpose, judged in relation to an individual’s own ideals or standards” (May et al.
2004: 14). Work that is experienced as meaningful by employees facilitates both
cognitive and emotional engagement (Welch 2011). Workplace dimensions that
influence meaningfulness are if the work role fits with an employee’s self-concept (May
et al. 2004), if the work gives back a feeling of worthiness and need, and if one’s role
and tasks at work are perceived as having a purpose (Kahn 1990).
4. Communication content encompasses what is being conveyed in sustainability-focused
ICC that is perceived to facilitate engagement.
5. Communication methods encompasses how sustainability-focused ICC that is perceived
to facilitate engagement is communicated.

Figure 1.5: Identified Focus Areas
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According to Merriam-Webster dictionary
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The aim of this thesis is to investigate how ICC about sustainability could be designed to
facilitate employee engagement for working with sustainability. The desired outcome of the
research is to create guidelines for how to design ICC about sustainability to engage employees,
that together with the FSSD can facilitate companies’ journeys towards becoming sustainable
businesses.
The greater intention behind this research is to contribute to increasing the
understanding of how a company can transition strategically towards sustainability. The
complex nature of the sustainability challenge calls for it to be tackled with a strategic approach,
in order to move the sustainable development of society forward. This research thus also aspires
to contribute to the broader academic discussion of the relation between ICC and employee
engagement in the context of sustainability, which is a relatively new area of research.
 %1%!0#(3%12).-
In line with the aim stated above, the research question that drives this thesis is the following:
How can internal corporate communication regarding sustainability be designed to
facilitate employee engagement?
The research question is aimed at discovering how ICC can be designed to facilitate engagement
among employees for working with sustainability, both in terms of content creation and
communication methods. The ‘how’ in this research question points to the need for a research
design that enables the authors to uncover patterns in existing ICC designs, that are perceived
to create engagement among employees for working with sustainability. These ‘best practises’
can then inform the creation of guidelines for ICC design, as well as a broader discussion about
the benefits of ICC in any company’s transition towards sustainability. The research design and
methodology will be further outlined in Chapter 2.
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Chapter 1 concluded with the research question that is guiding this thesis, aimed at identifying
guidelines for ICC that facilitate employee engagement in working with sustainability. Since
the research question aims to assess a phenomenon (the relation between ICC and employee
engagement) in a specific context (sustainability) through gathering experiences and
perceptions from practitioners, the design of this thesis is of exploratory nature (Saunders,
Lewis and Thornhill 2008). This chapter describes the selected methods for this research design
and the justification for these methodological choices. Firstly, the overall methodological
approach will be discussed, followed by a more detailed description of the three main steps of
the research process: literature review; semi-structured interviews; and the directed content
analysis and synthesis of the collected data. The last subchapter discusses the validity and
reliability of the chosen methods.

 3!+)2!2)4%%1%!0#(%2(.$1
Since this research explores experiences and perceptions of experts that have practical
experience working in the field of corporate sustainability and communications, a qualitative
research approach is most fitting to capture the nuance in their stories and perceptions of reality.
Qualitative research methods are predominantly used to generate non-numerical data
(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2008), such as the perspectives of experts in the field of interest
(Silverman 2013). The aim of this research is not to validate the causal relation between ICC
and employee engagement, but rather to discern best practices of what ICC designs are
perceived to be effective in terms of evoking engagement among employees in working with
sustainability. Therefore, a qualitative approach was taken towards the data collection and data
analysis.

 )2%0!230%0%4)%5
In line with the first principal way of conducting exploratory research 8 (Saunders, Lewis and
Thornhill 2008), this study started with a search of existing literature. This literature review
sought to understand the current state of academic research on the relationship between ICC
and employee engagement in general, as well as within the specific context of sustainability.
This involved the description of various academic perceptions of the relationship between the
concepts, as well as why the relationship is relevant within the context of the sustainability
challenge.
The theoretical foundation of this research is Welch’s (2011) conceptual framework
(see chapter 1.5.1), which illustrates the possible influence of ICC on different dimensions of
employee engagement at an organizational level. In this research, Welch’s (2011) conceptual
model has both served as a guidance to formulate interview questions (see Appendix A) and to
develop focus areas in the coding process (see Appendix B). Additionally, the FSSD and the
ABCD strategic planning process were selected to give context to the results and, specifically,
to see how ICC designed to engage employees in working with sustainability can contribute to
the overall goal of transitioning to a sustainable society.

8

There are three principal ways of conducting exploratory research: (1) a search of the literature; (2) interviewing
‘experts’ in the subject of interest; and (3) conducting focus group interviews (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill
2008).
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In preparation for the literature review, a brainstorm between the authors produced a set of
keywords that are related to the topic of this research, such as “engagement creation”, “message
framing” and “communication infrastructure”. The process of selecting articles for the literature
review involved a literature search in the academic databases of Google Scholar, Scopus,
ScienceDirect and the university’s library database BTH Summon. The keywords searched for
were terms such as “internal communication”, “change communication” and “employee
engagement”, solely as well as in combination with search terms such as “sustainability” and
“sustainable development”. As this research topic encompasses many fields of research, such
as communication science, behavioural science, business studies, and sustainability science, no
special attention was given to specific academic journals. By means of a snowballing method,
the relevant articles that were most cited in relation to the key concepts of this research were
selected.
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In line with the second principal way of conducting exploratory research (Saunders, Lewis and
Thornhill 2008; McCammon 2018), the data for this research was collected through semistructured interviews with experts in the subject of interest. Since this research aims to discern
‘best practices’ for how to design ICC to engage employees, these interviews were conducted
with experienced professionals in the field of corporate sustainability and corporate
communications. The aim of the interviews was to generate qualitative data that enabled the
authors to answer the research question by means of a list of ICC guidelines that contribute to
an enhanced understanding of how ICC can be designed to facilitate employee engagement in
sustainability. The interview questions that were used for the data collection (Appendix A) were
guided by the conceptual relation between ICC and different types of employee engagement as
established by Welch (2011). The semi-structured interview approach was selected based on its
ability to guide a consistent data collection that can be validly compared, while leaving space
to capture nuances within the complexity of the topic based on the interviewees experience and
perceptions. The opportunity in semi-structured interviews to ‘probe’ answers was considered
to add more depth to the collected data (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2008).
 !,/+%%2
To be able to draw from practical experience with ICC design in the context of sustainability,
this research focused on gathering experiences from practitioners working in middle- to large
sized companies (equal to or more than two-hundred employees) based in Northern Europe that
have high sustainability ambitions and that can be seen as role models in terms of their
sustainability efforts. These companies have integrated sustainability into the core of their
business that is the company vision, strategy and goals.
The scope of companies with a minimum of two hundred employees was chosen
because selected companies should have a degree of organizational complexity that calls for
ICC between senior management and employees (Carneiro 1986). The scope of Northern
Europe limits contextual influences such as cultural and social norms and needs and
competencies of employees. However, the results and discussion of this research do account for
these contextual influences, since some of the selected companies are multinationals that are
operating on different continents, and each company has its own unique organizational structure
and company culture.
The research drew from the experiences and perceptions of eight sustainability
professionals who have demonstrable knowledge and experience with ICC design in the context
of corporate sustainability. The interviewee criteria and participant selection procedure will be
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described below. The authors are aware of the fact that this scope is limited and will not capture
the full diversity of possible ICC designs for employee engagement in sustainability. In the
context of the time horizon of this thesis project, the research should be considered a crosssectional study, or a ‘snapshot’ taken at a particular moment in time (Saunders, Lewis and
Thornhill 2008). This means that the outcomes of the research should be considered as specific
to the scope and the time in which the research was conducted. Chapter 4 discusses the
limitations of the research design in greater detail.
Interviewee Criteria
In order to answer the research question, participants with practical expertise in the field of ICC
(internal communication between senior management and employees) and sustainability were
selected for interviews. As described above, only experts who have practical experience
working with middle- to large-sized companies situated in Northern Europe were approached
for this research. The following four criteria were established to identify eligible interviewees:
In order to participate in the research as an interviewee, the participant must have...
● Experience working with ICC content and methods in his or her current or previous
tasks and responsibilities;
● Experience working with sustainability in his or her current or previous place of
employment;
● Experience working in a middle- to large sized company with a minimum of twohundred employees;
● Experience working at the senior management level.
Selection Process
To recruit interviewees for the research, an invitation for participation was prepared, including
a one-page summary of the research proposal, the contact details of the authors and a request
to share the invitation to participate in the research with the recipient’s network. These materials
were shared by the director of the MSLS9 Programme within the Stepwise Group 10 in Sweden.
The same information was sent via email to companies that are affiliated with The Natural
Step11 offices in Northern Europe, or companies that are internationally respected for their
sustainability efforts, because they integrated sustainability into their day to day business and
strategy. In total, the authors reached out to thirty-six companies and five individual experts in
the field of sustainability and corporate communications. In total, ten people replied to the
request and eight people participated in an actual interview. Table 1 shows the current role of
the interviewee, the type of organization in which the interviewee is working, and the number
of employees that are currently active in that organization.

9

Acronym for Master in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability.
A network of business leaders in Sweden working with strategic sustainable development.
11
A global Non-Governmental organization that helps companies, organizations and municipalities to
strategically transition towards sustainability. For more information see https://thenaturalstep.org.
10
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Table 1: Role of interviewee, type of organization, and number of employees
Code name

Role of interviewee

Type of organization

No. of employees

Interviewee 1

CEO

Family owned company;
Operates mainly in Sweden

350

Interviewee 2

Head of Sustainable
Development

Multinational company

3.100

Interviewee 3

Chief Sustainability Officer &
Chief Reputations Officer

Family owned company;
Operates mainly in Sweden.

4.500

Interviewee 4*

Chief Sustainability,
Transformation &
Communication

Multinational company

370.000

Interviewee 4*

Corporate Sustainability
Communications Manager

Multinational company

370.000

Interviewee 5**

Leadership & Organizational
Development Expert

N/A

N/A

Interviewee 6

Strategic Sustainability
Communicator

Multinational company

200.000

Interviewee 7

Sustainability Manager
Operations & Shared Services

Multinational company

200.000

Interviewee 8

Company Owner & Founder

Swedish corporate group;
TEAL organization

200

* One of the interviews was conducted with both the Chief Sustainability, Transformation &
Communication and the Manager in Corporate Sustainability Communications of a large multinational
company. While two interviewees were present, this is regarded as one interview and referred to as
“Interviewee 4.”
** Interviewee 5 has previously held senior positions in two large multinational companies, such as the
Head of (Company 1) France and Managing Director of (Company 1) Sweden; as well as Head of
(Company 2) North America and Head of (Company 2) Europe.

 -2%04)%50.#%11
The eight semi-structured interviews were conducted between March 23, 2018 and April 25,
2018. Three interviews were conducted online using Skype video conferencing, and two
interviews were conducted through a phone call. Three interviews were conducted on-site at
the office of the respective interviewee in Sweden. All interviews were conducted in English
and had a duration of approximately one hour. To ensure reliability of the data collection, the
interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Two to three authors were present at each
interview, with the exception of one interview due to logistic and geographical reasons. One
author led the interview, while the second and/or third author took notes and asked backup
questions if needed. The interviewer conducted the interview using a predefined list of
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interview questions (see Appendix A), that guided the conversation, and asked additional
questions to probe conversation and clarify a train of thought.
After the first interview, the predefined interview questions were reviewed to determine
if the questions served their purpose and were easily understandable. Adjustments were made
to the formulation of each interview question and the overall sequence of questions. These
changes were made to improve the clarity of the questions and the overall flow of the interview.
After this first iteration process, no additional changes were made to the questions in the
subsequent interviews. The final list of interview questions can be found in Appendix A.
Every effort was made to protect the interviewees from potential harm or incrimination.
The authors sought prior approval of the participants with regards to recording the conversation.
Interviewees later received a summary of the interview findings to give them an opportunity to
provide feedback on factual inaccuracies and any misinterpretations of the authors. Moreover,
interviewees are cited and referred to anonymously in the research to protect them from critique,
or negative consequences in their work environment.
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The collected data from the interviews in this research was analyzed using a combination of
methods, including transcription and directed content analysis, which includes the synthesis of
individual analyses of the authors. In order to conduct a thorough data analysis, the eight
interview recordings were equally divided among the authors for a transcription process in
which all interview recordings were transcribed verbatim. This transcribing process excluded
the interpretation of contextual factors such as the tone, pacing and body language of
interviewees as these are not considered relevant to answering the research question.
The interview transcriptions were then analyzed by means of a coding process. To
ensure a systematic classification process, the interview transcripts were coded using ‘directed
content analysis’, which means that codes were defined before and during the data analysis.
Directed content analysis serves to support or conceptually extend a theoretical framework.
This method is appropriate to use when a study is based on existing theory, and the theory is
used to provide guidance and inform the initial coding scheme (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). This
particular way of coding was useful for this research, because it enabled the authors to make an
argument for which ICC design is perceived to facilitate employee engagement and, most
importantly: why. The coding process thus included predefined coding and open coding:
Predefined coding. The three focus areas from Welch’s (2011) model (see chapter 1.8)
informed the predefined codes. A hierarchy of codes was generated for each focus area by
means of a literature search on the concepts in question and the use of online dictionaries to
account for synonyms. Using these predefined codes, arising patterns in the generated data were
related to existing theory on ICC and employee engagement. See Appendix B for the predefined
coding scheme.
Open coding. In addition to the predefined coding scheme, a list of open codes was generated
during the data analysis and subsequently organized under four additional focus areas, as
described below. The open coding process initially produced a list of 307 open codes, which is
included in Appendix C. These open codes were openly discussed between the authors, and
similar codes were clustered together. From this process, overarching themes emerged from the
analysis of the interviews. A group of similar open codes thus formed a theme. A first round of
discussion produced forty-seven themes that could be placed under four focus areas: (1) ‘ICC
as a concept’; (2) ‘contextual factors’; (3) ‘ICC content’; and (4) ‘ICC methods’. The first two
focus areas helped to formulate general findings with regards to ICC about sustainability. The
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focus areas of ‘ICC content’ and ‘ICC methods’ helped to answer the research question in a
structured way, since they entail various components of ICC design and could therefore be
translated into an ultimate list of ICC guidelines for engagement facilitation.
However, the discussion of open codes and themes was an iterative process, aimed at
discerning the most relevant results in light of the research question. In this process, some
themes were prioritized in the results based on the frequency in which the codes appeared in
the data sets and the amount of interviewees that touched upon them. Some remaining themes
could still be integrated and synthesized with these prioritized themes, and some themes were
considered not relevant enough to take forward to the results section - both because of the
frequency with which they appeared in the interviews, but also with regards to answering the
research question. Only themes that were touched upon by four or more interviewees were taken
forward as results. Out of the initial forty-seven themes, a compilation of seventeen themes was
ultimately taken forward to generate results. See Appendix D for the final open coding scheme.
In the first phase of the coding process, each transcription was cut into relevant segments at the
sentence or paragraph level. In line with directed content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 2005),
these segments were summarized in short interpreted sentences and coded using both the
predefined codes and emerging open codes. Each author individually analyzed each interview.
Upon completion of the individual coding, all authors produced a summary of each interview
with their respective key findings and clarifying questions. To improve the quality of the
findings, the individual analyses of each transcription were compared for similarities and
differences. This phase of the data analysis took the form of an open discussion among the
authors. After discussing and synthesizing the key findings and follow up questions, a two-page
summary was ultimately sent back to interviewees for approval. Some interviewees provided
clarifications, but none of them requested any changes to the data.
In the second phase of the coding process, the themes under ‘ICC content’ and ‘ICC
methods’ that resulted from the open coding were related to the themes that resulted from the
predefined coding. This analysis was captured in an Excel matrix. This matrix thus illustrates
what ‘ICC content’ and ‘ICC methods’ facilitate which types of engagement among employees.
This process enables the data to shed light upon both a general ICC approach with regards to
sustainability, as well as more concrete guidelines that support the process of employee
engagement in working with sustainability. This way of structuring the results was chosen for
clarity purposes, because the identified ‘ICC content’ and ‘ICC methods’ were often perceived
to facilitate more than one type of engagement. See Appendix E for the final coding matrix.
In summary, the directed content analysis approach of this research exposed patterns of
experiences with ICC design across interviewees and enabled the authors to effectively ‘knit’
their individual experiences into one larger story and thereby answer the overall research
question of how companies can design ICC to engage employees in sustainability.
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The selected methods for this research pose several challenges in terms of validity and
reliability of the research results. The presented research design has one essential drawback in
terms of validity: the results are only valid for the Northern European region. This has to do
with the complexity of social systems that results from the variety of cultures, competencies,
needs, worldviews and personalities of individuals who make up a social system, or in other
words, the antecedents in Welch’s (2011) model that influence ICC design and the facilitation
of engagement. This means ICC guidelines for Northern Europe might not be valid, or have
limited applicability, in other regions of the world, as different contextual variables can
influence communication preferences (Brown 2005; Welch 2011). The results of this research
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should therefore be acknowledged to be time and context specific. In chapter 4.7
recommendations are made for how further research could explore ICC guidelines for different
regions or social contexts.
In terms of reliability, the authors undoubtedly brought their own biases into the
research process, as they all come from Northern European countries. The selection process of
interviewees was therefore mostly done through a limited network in Sweden. Moreover, the
methods of semi-structured interviews and directed content analysis presents a challenge in the
sense that the authors approached the collected data with an informed but, nonetheless, strong
bias (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). In answering the interview and ‘probe’ questions, some
interviewees might have received cues to answer in a certain way or might have responded
positively to the questions to please the authors. Furthermore, Welch’s (2011) theory might
have blinded the authors to certain contextual aspects of the phenomenon. To ensure neutral
and unbiased results, the authors did not explicitly mention any of the concepts from Welch’s
(2011) model during the interviews and made a conscious effort to follow, rather than steer, the
direction of the interviews. The authors coded each interview individually and synthesized the
research findings to not miss important aspects, after which they sought feedback from the
interviewees to ensure that the interpretations are accurate representations of the interviewees’
experiences.
Using semi-structured interviews with senior managers as the sole method to discern
ICC practices for employee engagement, implies a threat of ‘social desirability bias’ in the data
results. Interviewees may only give answers that put their companies in a positive light and
position the outcomes of their communication strategies as more significant than they really
are. Although there is no definite solution to this bias, efforts have been made to circumvent
this problem by keeping interviewees anonymous. This protects the participants from critique,
or negative consequences in their direct work environment and might have hence safeguarded
their honesty during the interviews.
One more challenge underlying the methods of semi-structured interviews and directed
content analysis, in terms of reliability, is that it is difficult to reproduce qualitative research in
an exact same manner. The findings derived from this research are not necessarily intended to
be replicable, since they reflect reality in a particular moment in time, and in a complex and
dynamic situation that may be subject to change (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2008).
Nonetheless, this chapter clearly outlined every step that was made in the data collection and
data analysis, to ensure that future research would be able to reanalyze the data and come to
similar conclusions (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2008).
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This chapter presents the outcomes of the data analysis by means of experiences and perceptions
of interviewees that answer the guiding research question: “How can internal corporate
communication regarding sustainability be designed to facilitate employee engagement?” As
explained in the previous chapter, directed content analysis of the interview transcription
exposed patterns regarding ICC content and methods that facilitate different types of employee
engagement. The words written in italics in the sections below are the codes (both the
predefined and open codes) that were used to find patterns in the data. See Appendices B-D for
an overview of all the codes. For each focus area and sub-theme, a few selected examples from
the interview responses are presented as quotes. Appendix E gives a complete overview of the
data results per interviewee.
The findings from the analysis of the interviews are presented in the following three
sections: (1) ‘general findings’ about ICC regarding sustainability that give context to the
subsequent sections, namely: (2) ‘ICC content’ regarding sustainability that is perceived to be
related to engagement facilitation and (3) ‘ICC methods’ that are used to communicate
sustainability and perceived to facilitate employee engagement for working with sustainability.
In the structure presented here, ICC content demonstrates the results regarding what to
communicate, whereas ICC methods lay out how this can be done. Parts of these two constructs
can be perceived to overlap. However, this presentation of findings does not intend to define
content and methods as separate communication constructs, but rather as complementary
concepts that together provide guidance for ICC design about sustainability.
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All interviewees stated that sustainability is integrated in the overall vision, strategy and
operations of their respective current or former companies, and that this affects the way in which
sustainability is communicated from senior management to the rest of the organization. All
interviewees mentioned that ICC about sustainability is not a separate subject, but that
sustainability is rather integrated in the general ICC, as exemplified by these three comments:
“Sustainability is not a separate add-on, it is what we are all about.” (Interviewee 2)
“It is important to understand that it (sustainability) is embedded in the strategy, therefore it is
embedded in the communication.” (Interviewee 4)
“Internal communication, you put it as a separate thing and I do not do that. I see it as very
dependent on and interrelated to all the other things.” (Interviewee 5)

Five interviewees explicitly pointed to the overlap and interdependency between internal and
external corporate communication, stating that the two can inform, influence and reinforce each
other in multiple ways. One interviewee highlighted the importance of alignment between
internal and external communication, as this was perceived to foster trust in the company:
“If you have external communication (...) and if it does not relate to what you are telling
internally, there is no way it is going to work. There is no trust in that. So, this is more than
communication. It is who you are, what you want to be.” (Interviewee 5)
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Interviewees appointed various and multifaceted roles to ICC. Two interviewees assigned ICC
the role of spreading the right mindset among employees, while two other interviewees stated
that ICC helps create common ground around sustainability by connecting it to the company’s
daily business. Two interviewees explicitly pointed to ICC as being crucial for facilitating
engagement within the company, but only one specifically talked about engagement in terms
of being both cognitive and emotional:
“Sometimes you are more on the scientific, or analytic level and sometimes you are more on the
emotional level. You need both.” (Interviewee 5)

Two interviewees emphasized ICC as an important enabler to increase participation and cocreation in the workplace. Seven interviewees stated the importance of ICC when it comes to
involving employees in the process of reaching the sustainability goals, as exemplified by the
quote below:
“People really engaged. It was a great moment and even though at that time we were working
with solutions, that was not really the purpose. It was more so people could understand how
they could think and that they can have an impact and are part in this journey.”(Interviewee 7)

Five interviewees specifically pointed to the relevance of ICC for increasing employees’
understanding of the rationale behind the sustainable vision and strategy of the company. ICC
was also considered to foster alignment with the company’s vision by two interviewees. One
interviewee stated that ICC can help anchor the company’s strategy within the organization by
inviting people to co-create towards the vision:
“We are still working on it, to achieve Mission X, our goal of becoming restorative, for which
you need everyone on board. That is our strong belief. Everyone. The founder of our company
called it “the power of one.” (Interviewee 2)

Three interviewees explicitly pointed out that, due to this multifaceted role, ICC transcends the
role of merely sending information to employees. It is also about creating an ongoing dialogue
and facilitating participation and activation among employees in the company:
“When people talk about communication, they see it as sending out information, informing and
implementing (...) but it is a very wide process and it is really about bringing an organization
to relate more to the sustainability issues and work with it. It includes seeing or recruiting
people. It really has to be part of the whole strategy and process.” (Interviewee 5)

In summary, the role and relevance of ICC, as perceived by the interviewees, is that it can
contribute to aligning employees towards the company’s vision, anchor the sustainability
strategy, help create a shared mindset within the company, as well as a common ground around
sustainability, and can also facilitate engagement. It is also perceived as a channel for internal
dialogue that can strengthen and improve co-worker interactions.
 ..,&.0,/0.4%,%-2
All interviewees saw room for improvement when it comes to ICC in their respective
companies. Three interviewees pointed out that they would like to be able to connect to
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employees more directly, and two interviewees specifically mentioned that reaching all
employees is a practical challenge due to lack of direct communication channels:
“One of our main challenges within retail and distribution is that co-workers do not sit in front
of a computer (...) So that, I would say, is our main challenge: reaching them.” (Interviewee 6)

Two interviewees stated that they strive to connect all levels of the organization more to the
purpose of the company (by means of ICC), and one interviewee expressed the desire to see
more interdepartmental communication through ICC. Three interviewees aimed to use ICC to
foster a mindset of a shared responsibility for sustainability:
“It is not like we are at a place where we want to be yet. We have 370.000 associates in this
company. That is a reflection of society, right? That means that if society as a whole is not
eating healthy enough, that means that the same counts for our business. For us to be able to
lead in this space, truly lead in this space, we would like our associates to be even more of an
ambassador (...) to take that step further (...) that is something we are working on at the
moment.” (Interviewee 4)
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All interviewees pointed to various internal and external contextual factors that influence their
respective company’s ICC design and its perceived effect on employee engagement. Seven
interviewees talked about the organizational structure, or the hierarchy of their company, having
influence on ICC design in terms of content and methods. Two interviewees mentioned the
division between production workers and office workers, whereas three interviewees pointed
to the decision-making culture in the company as having influence on ICC. According to seven
interviewees, the optimal design of ICC also depends on the specific corporate culture of a
company. The strategy and sustainability message have to be translated into the language of the
company: for example, being innovative, challenging, or efficient. Three interviewees who
work in multinational companies also stated that they have to account for cultural factors,
translating the sustainability narrative to the different countries or markets they are operating
in, and tailoring messages depending on the competencies, needs, and worldviews of
employees. Some contextual factors, such as personality, were pointed out by three
interviewees to be difficult to account for.
Five interviewees pointed to leadership commitment as an important factor influencing
the quality of ICC regarding sustainability, as well as to what extent employees become
engaged in working with sustainability. Leadership commitment was perceived to enhance the
company’s credibility internally regarding their sustainability ambitions. A strong sustainability
commitment from the leaders of the company was also perceived to send important signals
regarding the relevance of sustainability. Finally, two interviewees pointed to the influence
leaders can have as sustainability ambassadors, inspiring employees to work with sustainability.
As pointed out by Interviewee 6:
“In 2009, we hired a new Chief Sustainability Officer and for the first time that person became
part of the (Company X) Board. He is like a major, well-known and respected player globally
in sustainability (…) That has not been the case before and it is a strong signal to say that the
Chief Sustainability Officer is involved in all the core main decisions of the company.”

And later in the interview:
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“He (Chief Sustainability Officer) wanted to go “big and bold”, because he believed that “it is
not about doing less bad, it is about doing good” (…) that is when coworkers understood that
this is serious now: we mean business with sustainability and this guy is like pushing the limits.
Everyone was, I think, very much encouraging that, because he was a very charismatic guy (…)
he is fantastic and the way he sells the message: it is very clear, and it is very engaging.”
(Interviewee 6)
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This section describes the interviewees’ experience with ICC content about sustainability that
is perceived to facilitate engagement among employees. Within the focus area ‘ICC content’,
four themes were identified from the interviews: Convey the relevance, Solutions and tangible
examples, Connect to business activities, and Have a clear focus. The following sections
describe the findings for each theme and their related codes.
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Five interviewees stated the importance of conveying the relevance and underlying rationale
for working with sustainability through their ICC. Coming to a shared understanding as to why
sustainability is important for the company through ICC was perceived to increase motivation
among employees to work with sustainability, enabling them to connect the company and its
operations to a higher purpose:
“The one thing particularly important from the top of the organization is the why question. Why
is this important? Why is it important for the world? Do we really agree that this is an issue?
(...) Then, why is it important for our country. (...) You have other why levels as well, but if you
don't have the why question clear, then you're not competent to talk about it and communicate
it. And again, not communicating that and telling people, but inviting them for dialogue. So
that’s one, why why why why?” (Interviewee 5)
“If you discuss the why, you always get more motivated. If you remind yourself of why you do
things, you always get more motivated. So, the process must involve all this discussion to start
with: okay, why are we here today?” (Interviewee 8)

Conveying the relevance and rationale behind working with sustainability thus seems to elicit
cognitive engagement (coming to a shared understanding), emotional engagement through
increased motivation and connecting the company’s operations to a greater purpose, indicating
meaningfulness.
Three interviewees specifically pointed out that making sure employees know the
underlying rationale for why they are working with sustainability also contributes to bring
everyone in the company to a necessary level of awareness of the direction in which the
company is headed, as well as increased understanding of new goals, strategies and operations
where sustainability has been integrated. These are both are indicators of cognitive engagement:
“In the beginning of this journey we talked with everyone to make sure that they knew where
we were going. (…) It feels like we have to make sure that people know why we are doing this
and that we have a reasonable amount of people that nod their heads, saying ‘yes, this is the
way forward’.” (Interviewee 1)
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Six out of eight interviewees stated the importance of a solution-oriented perspective when
communicating about sustainability, as a means to create drive and motivation among
employees for working with sustainability. A main theme in interviewee responses was the aim
to change the sustainability narrative from ‘avoiding catastrophe’ to ‘creating a better future’;
in other words, not only talking about the problems, but rather focusing on ‘what you want to
create’ as a way to invite and spark innovation:
“So, the way to make people want to change and take a step forward (...) they have to see
something that is better, something they really want to do. Remember Martin Luther King: he
said, “I have a dream” instead of “I have a nightmare”. You have to buy into something that
we want to do. Something desired.” (Interviewee 5)
“It is definitely a struggle coming from the narrative of “everything is going in the wrong
direction” to the narrative of “now we are coming up with better solutions” (...) And so many
of us that come from natural sciences or know about the problem stay there; we are talking
about the problem constantly.” (Interviewee 3)

Communicating sustainability from a solution-oriented perspective was perceived to mainly
relate to igniting emotional engagement among employees, as it was mentioned by six
interviewees as a way to create drive, motivation and inspiration for working with
sustainability. It was explicitly stated to make people feel different, and as an antidote towards
people feeling like it is already ‘game over’, or that it is impossible to reach sustainability.
Six interviewees also stated that it is important to communicate in tangible examples:
to convey what can be done now and how employees can contribute to sustainable development
from their role in the organization. This was also perceived to increase ownership of the
sustainability work and make employees feel needed and valued, which can facilitate creation
of meaningfulness. Moreover, making employees aware of how they can contribute was also
perceived as a way of making them feel more included, inspired and connected to sustainability
work, thus pointing towards emotional engagement:
“So, do not talk about saving the world — tell them about what you can do, what we try to do
to make the world a little bit better and what they can do about it now.” (Interviewee 4)
“Because I really feel that if you talk about sustainability, it is indeed about making people
more aware of their power to contribute.” (Interviewee 2)

An example of a solution-oriented approach to conveying the severity of global sustainability
issues to employees, is to follow up that message with talking about direct actions that could
tackle the issues. This helps avoid cognitive dissonance 12, ignorance or feelings of apathy
among employees. Rather, this approach aims to inspire, motivate and empower people by
building a narrative based on today’s solutions in order to keep momentum for going forward
towards sustainability, thus indicating facilitation of emotional engagement:
“When I am talking about the challenges of the time, I am allowing myself to talk about that
because we are having something really good now that we are doing. Otherwise, I would leave
them in a helpless situation. So, I am just going to create the dystopia to leverage the
commitment for the utopia.” (Interviewee 3)

12

Cognitive dissonance is a situation involving conflicting attitudes, beliefs or behaviours that create discomfort
(Simply Psychology 2018).
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Three interviewees mentioned that one important aspect that makes employees engage more in
working with sustainability is understanding its increasing business relevance. When
employees see an increasing customer demand for sustainable products, when the more
sustainable options are taking a bigger share in the overall sales, when these products are
appreciated by customers and also attract new customers, employees become more motivated
to learn about sustainability and integrate it in their work. Two interviewees continuously
communicated customer feedback as a way to ensure that employees are aware of the business
relevance of sustainability. Thus, making the products themselves communicate that
sustainability is relevant for the business is both a way of reinforcing the integration of
sustainability in the core business, and a way of facilitating engagement for sustainability
among employees. One interviewee perceived this type of communication to create more
commitment for sustainability among employees than any other statement or information sent
from the management about the importance of sustainability (Interviewee 3):
“But I do think that the most important thing, why they would be committed around
sustainability, is because they know it is ingrained in our product. So they do not have to hear
about what we are doing at the head office. They can just see that this product has that climate
impact, and that one has this climate impact (…) I think what communicates more than anything
else is when we do things differently. So if we are selling green products we do not have to talk
about “please be so committed to climate change.” (Interviewee 3)

Letting ‘the business speak for itself’, in addition to communicating customer feedback back to
employees was perceived to facilitate both emotional and cognitive engagement, as well as
meaningfulness. An increased understanding of the changing organizational environment— in
this case the preferences of customers and increased business relevance of sustainability--points
towards cognitive engagement, increased commitment and motivation indicates emotional
engagement and meaningfulness was perceived to be facilitated by a sense of worthiness and
value through work interactions, such as positive customer feedback, but also through knowing
that one’s work has a purpose beyond self-interest, such as satisfied customers.
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Another aspect regarding ICC content with regards to sustainability, that was mentioned by five
interviewees, is the importance of clear, concise and focused content, to avoid overwhelming
employees with too much scattered information about sustainability. Having sustainability
targets anchored in the company strategy, and focusing ICC content around these targets, helps
to scope sustainability for employees and provides guidance on where they can focus their
efforts:
“If you send too many messages out, people will get lost (...) That is why we focus on three
things. That is one of the choices: to talk about healthy eating, talk about food waste, talk about
diversity, but more importantly: this also provides focus – it is impossible to give everything
equal high attention and so we focus on the areas where we believe we are best positioned to
make a difference, closely tied to the UN Sustainable Development Goals.” (Interviewee 4)

Keeping content clear and concise while communicating about sustainability, connecting it to
the organizational goals as to make a focused, coherent story in which sustainability is
integrated was thus perceived to facilitate cognitive engagement among employees. In addition,
keeping sustainability content within the scope of the organizational goals, and focusing on
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certain aspects of sustainability at a time, was also perceived to facilitate employee
empowerment, as it contributes to making sustainability easier to grasp, and brings it into the
employees’ sphere of influence at work.
In summary, when communicating about sustainability internally, interviewees suggest
that the content should aim to empower and encourage employees to act, convey the rationale
for working towards sustainability and its business relevance, bring clarity to where each person
can contribute and create the feeling that ‘we can create a better future together.’
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This section describes the interviewees’ experience with ICC methods that are perceived to
facilitate employee engagement for sustainability. For the focus area ‘ICC methods’ there were
five themes identified from the interviews; Message framing, Message tailoring, Actionoriented, Co-creation and Availability and access of information. The following sections
describe the findings for each theme, divided into sub-themes that emerged during the analysis,
and for each section below the theme, sub-theme and the related codes are presented.
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Message framing, i.e. the context and approach that is used to construct a message (Simplicable
2016), was mentioned by all interviewees as an important factor influencing what response ICC
about sustainability evokes among employees. There were two main sub-themes that appeared
in the interviews with regards to the way messages are framed; keep it positive and adjust to
company narrative. These two sub-themes and their corresponding codes are further described
in the sections below.
Keep it Positive. Framing messages in a positive way was mentioned by seven interviewees as
a way to shift the focus from only talking about problems and instead contribute to creating the
narrative of moving towards a better society and create hope for the future. It was spoken about
as the approach to talk about what you want to do and encourage that, instead of communicating
things that you want to avoid or stop doing:
“And that is a way of framing [positivity] (...) and, you know, it’s actually very useful. Otherwise
you get this freeze effect, that people actually don’t act because they think that “whatever I do,
I won’t be able to make a difference.” (Interviewee 2)
“It’s a completely different framing. With a problem, you try to take out something that does
not work. Creating something you want to DO, is another process.” (Interviewee 5)

Framing messages about sustainability in a positive tone, focusing on what is desired to create
instead of speaking (only) about the severity of problems was perceived to evoke commitment,
inspiration and motivation among employees, thus gearing mainly towards creating emotional
engagement. It was also found to relate to creating meaningfulness, since it was used to frame
sustainability related tasks as challenging and creative.
Adjust to the company narrative. All interviewees stated that integrating communications
about sustainability in the overall internal communications contributes to integrating
sustainability in both the company’s operations and culture. Two interviewees stated that in
their experience, if sustainability is communicated as a separate topic or in a language that does
not resonate well with the existing company culture, there is a risk that it might feel like a
foreign concept, which would make it harder for employees to connect to it:
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“We do not communicate intensely around sustainability, but we communicate intensely around
the company (…) So if we would communicate sustainability as something different than what
we are all about, that would be a cultural change, meaning that we have been thinking it all
wrong all the time, that we need to rethink who we are-and that would be a really tough
change.” (Interviewee 3)


Two main approaches emerged from the interviews as ways to align sustainability
communication with the tone and language of the general ICC of the company: connecting
sustainability to the company culture and connecting sustainability to the company strategy:
Connect sustainability to company culture. Communicating about sustainability in a way that
resonates with the company culture and speaking about it in the company language that suits
that cultural context that people are used to, is perceived to make it easier for employees to
establish an initial connection to sustainability. Different examples of framing sustainability
messages according to the company culture were expressed in the interviews; introducing
sustainability in terms of resource efficiency since that was a core value of the company,
framing sustainability as innovation in companies that have an entrepreneurial spirit, or if a
desire to be challenged characterizes the company culture, sustainability could be framed in
terms of in-house challenges or competitions:
“You can have strategic communication (…) for example, I have used the word ‘goal setting
day’, because people here get triggered by that, even though it was not the final purpose to have
clear goals.” (Interviewee 7)
“So, from that perspective, we are dealing with sustainability as innovation and not as
incremental changes. And when we are doing it that way it is also easier to communicate about
it (…) and innovation has been part of our culture all the time, we are kind of a Swedish
challenger.” (Interviewee 3)

Adjusting ICC about sustainability to a language and tone that feels familiar to the organization
and integrate it in the existing company narrative and culture, was perceived to make it easier
for employees to connect to sustainability, create the feeling that sustainability does belong in
the company narrative and create commitment and drive for working with sustainability.
Connecting sustainability to the company culture when designing ICC thus seems to create both
a sense of belonging between employees and sustainability, and dedication for working with it,
which indicates facilitation of emotional engagement. Moreover, in order to succeed in working
with sustainability, three interviewees emphasized that sustainability needs to be integrated in
the company culture. Expressing the company culture in the form of ICC about sustainability
was perceived by the interviewees to both strengthen the company’s culture, as well as the
sustainability competence among employees, which indicates cognitive engagement:
“So, we have been able to do that, to not make it feel like a different entity with sustainability,
but that it is part of the culture, and also increasing the [sustainability] competence in the whole
company (…) Sticking with your culture, making sustainability not a hindrance for your culture,
but a new way of expressing it, so it actually strengthens the culture.” (Interviewee 3)


Connect sustainability to company strategy. Six interviewees mentioned that connecting
sustainability to the company’s strategy is a cornerstone in their ICC design on sustainability.
This method was stated a means to scope sustainability, help make it more concrete and bring
it into the sphere of interest and influence of employees, and not only talk about sustainability
on a high-level. An example that was mentioned by three interviewees was how to use the UN
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The interviewees suggested not to talk about them by
themselves, but rather connect the company’s goals and strategy to specific SDGs and using
them as a larger framework for showing how the company’s strategy and goals fit in with the
greater global picture. Communicating about sustainability in terms of the company’s strategy
was perceived by five interviewees to make employees able relate more to it and make it more
tangible and credible. This ICC method was mentioned as a way to make employees realize
where their efforts fit in and what influence they can have in reaching the company’s
sustainability- and business goals:
“We always start with the context, so both connect to our strategy where we have a definition
(of sustainability) and then to be able to understand how broad it is we use the SDGs, to actually
set the scope.” (Interviewee 7)

Framing sustainability within the company strategy was mainly found to facilitate cognitive
engagement, since it was perceived to contribute to increased understanding of the
organization’s evolving goals. However, it was also perceived to evoke feelings of motivation,
influence and ownership of task, which are indicators of emotional engagement and
meaningfulness. It was also perceived as helpful to have clear goals to work towards, which
framing messages through the company strategy was perceived to contribute to. Taken together,
framing ICC about sustainability through connecting it to the company narrative seem to be
able to facilitate the creation of both cognitive- and emotional engagement among employees,
as well as contribute to providing a feeling of meaningfulness towards the sustainability work.
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Tailoring ICC about sustainability to different groups of employees was mentioned by seven
interviewees as a way to make sustainability feel relevant and relatable for everyone within the
company, and fundamental for creating engagement. Specifically, tailoring messages as to
focus on how everyone can contribute to the company’s sustainability agenda was emphasized
as a means to bring sustainability into each person’s sphere of influence:
“I think one of the main differences towards how we have been working in the past, is that we
have understood that what we need to do going further, to really engage and involve coworkers: we need to talk to sustainability and connect it to their daily business. If we are to
achieve all the targets we have set aside in the strategy, we need everyone to be on board and
contribute in their daily business.” (Interviewee 6)
“Sustainability as one thing, it is a whole bunch of things and you need to think about which
ones are relevant for which people. It is very important to take that into account (...) So if your
research question is how I activate my own employees by means of internal communications,
the answer is very simple: It is making it relevant.” (Interviewee 4)

Six interviewees stated that they tailor their messages on sustainability, making them specific
to different departments, or to the specific role of employees. This is a way to make
sustainability feel relevant by connecting information to the different areas of expertise, and
again making employees realize what they can contribute with. Two interviewees mentioned
the importance of not talking with people about things that they have no influence over and
cannot do anything about. Rather, the six interviewees states that the aim is to make employees
relate to sustainability, no matter what role one has in the company, by communicating that
everyone plays a role in the company’s sustainability journey. However, two interviewees also
mentioned that what information an employee needs at each level in the organization differs
greatly. Six interviewees stated that the intention behind role or department specific messages
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is both to make the connection between sustainability and the daily work more evident, and to
empower people to act and feel like contributing to sustainability is within their sphere of
influence. Four interviewees also stated that tailoring messages to specific roles or departments
is a way to keep employees updated on the company’s goals and focus areas that are most
relevant for them:
“(...) that is why, for example, we do sessions with all the people, take the refrigerants, all the
people working in the technical departments. We bring them together and we talk with them
about what they can do and how important the refrigerants are in the whole climate game. They
understand and then we talk with them and we try to understand what the challenges are you
have.” (Interviewee 4)
“We regularly follow up on what is going on in our four different focus areas and then it depends
on where you are working in the company. If you are working in the production, it would be
more important to follow up on the things regarding the plastic bags and the ingredients,
perhaps, and if you are working in marketing, maybe then other issues are more relevant.”
(Interviewee 1)
“We bring marketeers together, or engineers together, and ask: What can you do in your role
to help reach the goal to become a restorative company? And then they can work on it. And the
cool thing about this is that you never have discussions on “who has to do this” or “who has to
do that”, because it is within their role. They can do it. It is linked to what they are good at.”
(Interviewee 2)

Tailoring sustainability messages was also mentioned as an important method for interviewees
representing multinational companies. Adapting messages to different countries, markets and
cultures was perceived by these interviewees to be essential in order to make sustainability
information relevant and to make it resonate with the employees in each country. According to
four interviewees, the global company storyline and communication strategy should be locally
translated and adapted to what is top of mind in that social context in order to make it resonate
with employees:
“The way that is translated is different from for every country (...) We give a framework, we say
health needs to be important, the way you translate that in your market is different. The way
you translate sustainability is different.” (Interviewee 4)
“When it comes to sustainability, another level of challenges is that the situation is very different
in different markets. What resonates well with people in the US when it comes to sustainability
might not be what resonates with people in Sweden, or what is top of mind for people in Italy,
or China. Now entering India, my goodness, do we know what the main sustainability challenges
are? Probably air pollution. So how do we communicate about air pollution in a way that
resonates with co-workers in India?” (Interviewee 6)

Tailoring messages as to make sustainability feel more relevant and relatable for employees
was found to be able to facilitate both cognitive and emotional engagement, as well as
meaningfulness. It was perceived to increase awareness among employees that they have an
impact, which points towards cognitive engagement. It was also perceived to increase a sense
of belonging towards working with sustainability, which indicates emotional engagement.
Finally, enabling employees to find out how they can contribute towards sustainability goals
within their working role was perceived to increase their ownership of task and influence, thus
facilitating a sense of meaningfulness.
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ICC is perceived to transcend the direct efforts of senior management. Five interviewees
mentioned that the engagement of employees increased due to tangible actions in their working
environment. As stated in the general findings, internal and external communication overlap,
external activities and communications seems to indirectly reach employees and is perceived to
affect their engagement in sustainability. Employees can be proud of what the company is
achieving when the impacts of the progress on sustainability is made tangible:
“But it is also looking at the effects of it and what we can see from selling more environmentally
friendly products (...) they (employees) can really feel how happy the guests are and they can
see that new customers are coming (...) and they can see that our profits are increasing. So I
think all of these things communicate more than what I could have.” (Interviewee 3)

Showing employees how they can contribute to the sustainable pathway of the organization was
also perceived to kindle the sense of belonging in the organization. Direct involvement in
concrete actions and tangible impacts of external actions fosters the condition of
meaningfulness, employees become aware of their opportunity to contribute and their role in
the organizational direction. Five interviewees mentioned that employee commitment to the
organization’s sustainable pathway is sparked by tangible actions in regard to this direction.
Inspiration from peers in the company appears to trigger a similar reaction. According to four
interviewees, the communication of progress and ‘early wins’ further spurs engagement:
“Because I really feel that if you talk about sustainability, it is indeed about making people
more aware of their power to contribute.” (Interviewee 2)
“It is kind of creating the feeling of “hey team, we are doing something good here. Let’s keep
doing it.” (Interviewee 3)

Sharing progress and success, or ‘communicating early wins’, was mentioned as a method that
evokes emotional engagement among employees. A way to translate the dedication of
employees is by sharing the progress that is made and celebrate early wins. Employees are able
to share what they have been working on and hear from co-workers what is being done in light
of the greater intent.
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All interviewees emphasized the necessity to take on a more inclusive approach to ICC with
regards to sustainability: a process of co-creation is of essence to move the organization towards
sustainability. Seven interviewees emphasized the collective action that should be taken by the
entire workforce and argued for an open “we don’t know everything” attitude from the senior
management level:
“To really engage people into the sustainability strategy and facilitate their discovery how they
can contribute, it’s really about asking the ‘help-question’ (...) so not communicating that you
know, everything but giving a clear goal and framework and then asking the ‘help-question’.
From a communication perspective, that is what really worked for us.” (Interviewee 2)
“We have been trying to work with the people at (company X) in terms of what to do to change.
So, in 2012, the year we started this, we asked the staff: We have been working for (X amount
of) years in this company. What do we have to do to go on for at least (X amount of) years more?
That sparked a lot of ideas from people working with us.” (Interviewee 1)
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Both these methods, crowdsourcing ideas and ‘asking the help question’ were mentioned as
methods that give employees the opportunity to realize their own ideas and discover how they
contribute towards the desired sustainable vision of the organization and were perceived to
create a feeling of empowerment among employees. The methods under the theme co-creation
seem to primarily engage employees on an emotional level. All interviewees used some kind
of method for co-creation, two of those methods stood out and were most frequently used
among the interviewees.

Dialogue. Six interviewees pointed to the relevance of formal or informal dialogue in cocreating the company’s direction, or current actions with employees. Using dialogue allows
senior management to go beyond merely sending information through ICC and engage in an
exchange of perspectives with employees:
“If you only give them like ten minutes to let them know that what they do and what they have
the potential to do in meeting the customer every single day, you can make a tremendous big
difference.” (Interviewee 6)

Facilitating dialogue allows for the company to bring in multiple perspectives in their current
pathway. By bringing in a wide array of perspectives, both internal and external, companies are
better able to steer their organization in the desired direction, as mentioned by two interviewees.
Interviewees emphasized that it is essential to think about which people to include, this could
either be a wide diversity of people or a specific target group. In addition, dialogue is seen as
an invitation for employees to participate in the sustainability work, it is not perceived as a
mandatory activity in which all employees should contribute. Engaging in dialogue is perceived
to create a sense of belonging to the organization and strengthens the work interactions with
colleagues and the leadership.
Workshops. Another ICC method that enables co-creation and was mentioned by interviewees
as a means to facilitate engagement for sustainability is having workshops. It differs from
dialogue because the result-oriented approach and structure supporting it. Four interviewees
utilized this method to reach and include their employees in the co-creation process:
“We got a lot of data (from the workshops), so we could actually go and hack into that and see:
What are the focus areas that are important to keep according to their (the employees)
perspective? We found nine areas that really mattered and then I took it with the leadership
team: Does this make sense for you?” (Interviewee 7)

All interviewees that utilized this method included employees from all levels of the
organization. The ability to contribute to the creation of solutions is not perceived to be limited
to a certain level in the organization: inclusion and diversity of perspectives are considered to
be of foremost importance. Employees are given the opportunity to contribute towards the
organizational direction and have influence from their respective role.
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Interviewees pointed to the availability (the presence) of and the access (the ability to use) to
information as being influential to ICC practice, and helpful to create cognitive engagement on
sustainability. Interviewees used multiple methods to enhance the availability and access to
information. Three of these methods were frequently mentioned among the interviewees and
will be presented in this section.
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Visual solutions. Visual messages were perceived by five interviewees to increase the ability
of employees to both understand and relate to the content. Generating an understanding of
societal and natural systems and the sustainability challenge among employees is perceived to
be difficult, and sometimes asks for a visual representation to ease communications:
“It would be desirable to have 5 simple slides that make people get the systems perspective of
sustainability, a picture that easily explains what we can do, what we cannot do, and in which
direction to go.” (Interviewee 1)

Conveying content through visuals was mentioned by two interviewees as a useful method
when aiming to create connection towards working with sustainability. Visualization was also
mentioned as a way to get people’s attention, as opposed to the overload of text-based
communication, as described by two interviewees.
Digital solutions. Information is often spread by means of digital solutions, as mentioned by
five interviewees. Intranets and videos are used to distribute information through the
organization and provides employees with the necessary knowledge on sustainability as well as
updates on what is going on within the sustainability agenda. Specifically, digital channels such
as the company intranet was pointed out as a way to showcase sustainability activities, and thus
a channel to show that a lot is happening and keep the momentum up for the sustainability work.
Having content available in digital channels also makes employees able to access it when it
suits them and when they need it:
“(...) we work with a kind of database, we work in Google Drive, everything is open source,
everybody can find it, everything, all the time, and we try to document everything, we have a lot
of films.” (Interviewee 8)
“From a communications perspective, I think this intranet (workplace) is really perfect. I think
it is good when people really can look at something in their own time, when they feel like it (...)
You still can, if you really want to reach a department or a group, you can post it in a particular
group, or you can notify someone.” (Interviewee 2)

However, two interviewees also pointed out that they cannot only rely on digital solutions. It
does not compare to actual human contact and needs to be balanced with other types of ICC
methods:
“(..) for level 2 (sustainability training), we tried to replace that, because of the diversity of
locations we have, into an online module. Really cool (...) but then you don’t have this
connectedness (...) So if you ask me what did not work, then it was replacing the level 2 to an
online module (...) it could be an add-on, or an optional choice, but not a replacement for a
physical workshop.” (Interviewee 2)

Sustainability trainings. Trainings can stimulate the cognitive engagement on sustainability in
the organizational context, as described by four interviewees. Trainings are perceived to help
employees get a basic understanding of sustainability and utilize the knowledge to enhance their
performance. Employees also benefit from having an understanding of sustainability to
communicate it properly to the external world:
“There is a basic sustainability training for all co-workers that is mandatory. It was developed
five years ago maybe and most countries, Sweden included, have taken that training and added
national materials.” (Interviewee 6)
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Training are either provided when employees enter the company (mentioned by three
interviewees) or are continuous throughout the year (mentioned by one interviewee).
Interviewees have the desire to better train their employees and develop their level of
understanding on sustainability:
“Every 3 months we have an education day. People come and we try to lift questions and discuss
the situation in the land of Company X and our organization, we have kind of an internal
academy where we try to educate ourselves (...) The reason we did this is because, from an
internal communication point of view, it is really interesting to discuss the information, because
in our organization I heard a lot of people say: “I did not know that, nobody told me that.”
(Interviewee 8)
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This Chapter aims to provide further insight into the relationship between ICC and employee
engagement, and how ICC can be used in relation to the FSSD. First, a discussion about the
applicability of Welch’s (2011) model in the specific context of sustainability will be discussed.
The results regarding the role of ICC, elaborating on its applicability to be used as a tool to
facilitate employee engagement in sustainability will follow, after which the ICC content and
methods that were found to facilitate engagement will be discussed. Then, the findings of this
research will be discussed in relation to the FSSD approach and the ABCD strategic planning
process, elaborating on how ICC can contribute to facilitate companies to strategically
transition towards sustainability, as well as what implications the findings of this research have
for sustainability practitioners. Finally, the limitations of this research will be discussed,
followed by recommendations for future research.

 Conclusions about Welch’s Model
An overall, interesting finding is that the different types of ICCs that are presented in the
conceptual model of Welch (2011) and suggested to facilitate engagement—i.e. communication
promoting commitment to the organization, a sense of belonging to the organization, awareness
of changing organizational environment and understanding of evolving organizational goals—
all appeared as characteristics of the ICC designs described by the interviewees. Therefore,
Welch’s conceptualization of ICC and employee engagement seems to be applicable also in the
specific context of sustainability-focused ICC.
The ICC content and methods applied by the interviewees sometimes seem to facilitate
both the emotional and cognitive dimensions of employee engagement simultaneously. This is
not surprising, considering that the two engagement types are not isolated constructs (Welch
2011). The cognitive and emotional variables in Welch’s (2011) model are in fact bidirectional
and interdependent, together promoting purposeful and intentional work behaviour (Shuck et
al. 2017). Based on the interviewees’ responses, practitioners do not seem to make a distinction
between cognitive and emotional engagement when designing their ICC. However, the results
indicate that both emotional and cognitive engagement are facilitated by the ICC designs
described in the interviews. This thus supports the theory of it being a two-way dynamic
interplay between emotional and cognitive engagement.
Cognitive engagement. The results from the interviews indicate that cognitive engagement is
mainly facilitated by content that conveys why working with sustainability is important, and
that has a clear focus that informs employees where they can focus their efforts and what is
needed from them. Moreover, framing messages on sustainability and connecting them to the
company strategy seem to increase awareness and understanding of the relevance of
sustainability and why the company is working with it. Tailoring messages to different
departments or markets seemed to elicit a similar response and engaging in dialogue and
ensuring availability of information on sustainability also contributed enhanced awareness and
understanding of the sustainability agenda. Altogether, this is perceived to be in accordance
with Welch’s conceptual model (2011), which suggests that ICC promoting an increased
understanding of evolving organizational goals as well as awareness of changing organizational
environments facilitates cognitive engagement among employees.
Emotional engagement. Emotional engagement was found to mainly be sparked by solutionoriented content, a narrative of hope and a brighter future and knowing where one can

 36

contribute. This was perceived to both motivate and inspire employees and could be achieved
by framing messages in a positive tone, through showcasing what is done, where progress is
being made and by celebrating ‘early wins’. Tailoring communication to make it relevant and
relatable, as well as having dialogue was mentioned as important means to enable people to
establish an emotional connection to sustainability and speaking about sustainability in a
language that suits the company culture was also perceived to contribute to this. These
approaches to ICC are found to resonate well with the model of Welch (2011), suggesting that
communication promoting a sense of belonging and commitment to the organization facilitate
emotional engagement. Welch’s model does not, however, specifically capture the importance
of positivity and hope in ICC, so this finding might be an attribute specific to ICC about
sustainability. Although, fostering commitment can be connected to promoting motivation and
enthusiasm, and this might be where positivity implicitly is captured in the model.
Meaningfulness. The psychological condition of meaningfulness also appeared to be affected
by the ICC designs that were described by the interviewees. It was mainly attributed to ICC
that enables employees to become aware of how their roles and tasks contribute to the
company’s sustainability vision, why working with sustainability is important and what greater
impact their work has. This could be achieved through content that conveys the relevance of
sustainability work, provides solution-oriented, tangible examples and through tailoring
messages to different roles. These methods confirm Kahn’s (1990) theory, stating that tasks that
are perceived to have clear goals and a purpose beyond self-interest are perceived as meaningful
tasks. Moreover, being aware of what one’s work role contributes to can enhance the perception
of having influence as well as being valued and needed, which are characteristics of a
meaningful role (Kahn 1990). Showcasing peer-to-peer success stories and co-creation methods
such as dialogues and workshops also seem to be important work interactions to facilitate
engagement. Thus, this is in accordance with Kahn (1990) who states that work interactions
that enable employees to share, connect and be valued contribute to creating meaningfulness,
which in turn facilitates engagement. The interviewees did not, however, like Kahn (1990)
specifically state perceived meaningfulness to be a precondition among employees to create
engagement, but the importance of making employees aware of how they can contribute
towards reaching the company’s sustainability goals was stated as the desired outcome of
several of the ICC designs used by the interviewees. This thus signals the importance of
communication conveying appreciation to all employees for the efforts they do and the impacts
they have with regards to sustainability. Conclusively, making employees aware of how they
can contribute does appear to be an important factor in order to facilitate engagement.
The value of creating meaningfulness is also demonstrated in previous research, which
states that the persistence of employee engagement over time stems from the individual’s
perceived meaning of the work or job activities (Xanthopoulou et al. 2012). Therefore, ICC
should not only directly address emotions or cognitive abilities, but also the psychological
condition of meaningfulness (Kahn 1990). This reasoning builds on the assumption that
employee engagement is a momentary intensity of energy directed toward a work target and
within a context that an individual experiences as meaningful (Shuck et al. 2017).
Two additional constructs emerged from the data analysis that are not explicitly captured by
Welch’s (2011) model, but nevertheless appear to be important in order to facilitate employee
engagement through ICC. These were themes that were not found to belong specifically under
any of the focus areas from Welch’s model, nor to specific ICC methods or content, but were
present in the interviews as underlying themes that had influence on the ICC and its ability to
facilitate engagement. These are: (1) leadership commitment for sustainability and (2) ICC
aimed to promote a feeling of empowerment among employees.
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Leadership commitment. One contextual factor that appeared in the results and is interesting
to discuss in light of Welch’s model is leadership commitment to sustainability. A clear
commitment for sustainability from the top leadership of the company seems to be important
to spark engagement towards sustainability within the rest of the organization, as it signals the
importance of sustainability and that it is something the whole organization is working towards.
Leaders who ‘walk their talk’ as sustainability ambassadors are perceived to be powerful
sources of inspiration for employees to engage in sustainability. This finding is in accordance
with previous research, which has found that organizational leaders who provide guidance and
inspiration to employees are able to increase employee commitment towards the organization
(Wiley 2010). It is thus not only the way in which ICC is designed that has implications for its
ability to facilitate employee engagement, but also the context in which it is carried out — or
by whom.
Work interactions is one factor that can make one’s work be perceived as meaningful
(Kahn 1990). This might be where the relevance of leadership fits in Welch’s (2011) conceptual
model of ICC and employee engagement. In addition, Karanges et al. (2015) conclude that
internal communication facilitates the creation of a relationship based on meaning and
worthiness between employees and senior management. A leader that commits to sustainability
could serve as a source of inspiration, or role-model, and evoke the same sustainability mindset
in employees (Mazutis and Eckhardt 2017).
Welch’s (2011) model further suggests that the manifestation of cognitive and
emotional engagement, under the psychological condition of safety and availability (Kahn
1990), can lead to actual behavioural change. Therefore, one aspect of leadership that could be
interesting to research further is the effect of different leadership styles on the different
dimensions of Welch’s (2011) model, in particular behaviour change. Taken together, it is
important to acknowledge that besides the intentional design of ICC, the type of leadership that
characterizes the organization also seems to influence the effectiveness of ICC on employee
engagement.
Empowerment. Creating a feeling of empowerment among employees for working with
sustainability appeared as an underlying aim of the ICC about sustainability during the
interviews. As stated in Chapter 3, creating a feeling of empowerment was the desired outcome
of solution-focused communication that made employees aware of their ability to contribute in
their role and create hope for the future. Empowerment seems to be achieved when solutions to
sustainability problems feel within the reach and responsibilities of employees, as exemplified
in the quote below:
“It does not matter which role you have in the company. Every role is a sustainability role. And
if it is not, you should make it a sustainability role. And I think that is what we try to do with
this program. That people are empowered and see that they really have something to contribute
based on their knowledge and expertise. Whether they work in the production, sales or as an
engineer or product developer.” (Interviewee 2)

In this research, ICC promoting these types of responses among employees was found to also
relate to emotional engagement and meaningfulness. However, it is interesting that
empowerment was an explicit focus of the ICC regarding sustainability. There is research
suggesting that leadership that empowers employees has positive influence on the intrinsic
motivation, engagement and creativity of employees (Zhang and Bartol 2010). It is thus an
interesting finding that Welch’s model does not seem to explicitly capture this and leaves open
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for further research to discover more about how the concepts engagement, empowerment,
communication and leadership relate to each other.
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The results of this research demonstrate that designing ICC to engage employees in
sustainability seems to contribute to several outcomes that could be beneficial for a company
when transitioning towards sustainability. ICC seems to be able to facilitate employee
alignment towards a sustainable vision, convey the relevance of working with sustainability, as
well as make employees aware of how they can contribute to the sustainability strategy from
their role in the organization. Integrating sustainability in the general ICC of the company and
speaking about it in a context that connects it to the corporate culture and organizational
structure, can help create a mindset in which sustainability is embedded in the everyday work
of employees. Furthermore, ICC seems to be able to facilitate integration of sustainability in
the company culture, as well as in the core business. All these aspects are factors that were
perceived by the interviewees to increase engagement among employees in working with
sustainability, and they resonate well with Welch’s (2011) conceptual model. These findings
further point to the relevance and applicability of having design guidelines for sustainabilityfocused ICC as a tool that can support companies when strategically transitioning towards
sustainability, as all interviewees also stated a desire to improve their ICC.
The results of this research also clearly demonstrate that ICC about sustainability is
much more than just the simple delivery of messages and information, if it is to facilitate
engagement. It encompasses a wide array of methods and means of interactions, such as
activation, participation and co-creation, which can be achieved through enabling employees to
participate in dialogue, workshops and trainings. ICC could thus be a channel through which
employees are invited to take part in the company’s sustainability journey. This has important
implications for how ICC could be designed to facilitate employee engagement in working with
sustainability, as will be discussed in Chapter 4.3.
Engaging employees in sustainability seems to be strongly related to integrating
sustainability in the company culture, and this is something ICC appears to be able to contribute
to. As mentioned in Chapter 1, one reason that companies have started paying attention to
engaging employees in sustainability, is to strengthen their sustainability culture as a way to
integrate sustainability more into their core business (Bertels et al. 2010; Willard 2012). The
starting point for this thesis was thus to investigate if ICC can be a useful tool for this purpose,
and if so, how ICC should be designed. The outcomes of this research demonstrate that
employee engagement and the integration of sustainability in the company culture seem to
positively influence each other. However, the experiences of the interviewees point out that
integrating sustainability into a company’s culture, with the aim to build a culture that facilitates
and fosters engagement in sustainability, seems to be a sequential, stepwise process that takes
time.
Moreover, ICC should not be seen as a ‘silver bullet’ or a single communications
campaign that will create lasting engagement for working with sustainability. It is rather a
continuous practice to strengthen and evolve top-down communication about sustainability and
the direction the company is headed. Intentional ICC design can be a tool that supports the
creation of a shared mental model about sustainability in the specific organizational context, as
well as a means for dialogue and co-creation, through which employees can discover how their
role fits within the company’s sustainability journey.
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This section provides a brief discussion of the ICC design guidelines that can be derived from
the results of this research. Appendix F presents an overview of these ICC guidelines, as well
as a summary of the rationale behind them.
ICC content. In order to engage employees, sustainability-focused ICC should revolve around
making sustainability feel relevant and relatable to employees, by making clear where they can
contribute to the company’s sustainability goals. Content wise, this can be done by talking about
solutions and tangible examples and building an empowering narrative that is connected to the
company’s goals. Clearly conveying why the company is working with sustainability, and
putting the company’s goals in the context of society at large also seems to help spark
engagement among employees, as it might contribute to an increased awareness of the influence
one has within one’s role in the organization.
According to the research findings, communicating sustainability in a language that is
suitable and familiar to the general narrative of the company, such as the company’s values or
the company’s products and services, seems to facilitate the integration of sustainability into
the overall company culture. This may promote a connection towards sustainability among
employees, thus enabling them to engage emotionally in sustainability work (Welch 2011).
However, it is necessary to point out that this finding is only valid if employees already feel a
sense of belonging to the company culture. If this is the case, connecting sustainability to the
company culture could facilitate their engagement in working with sustainability.
Whereas ICC content based on the company narrative and culture will vary between
organizations, this research also found more general trends when it comes to ICC content
creation. Framing messages in a positive tone and having solution-oriented content in ICC
changes the narrative of the reason to work with sustainability. Not only talking about problem
solving, but rather focusing on what is desired to create, can evoke an important mind shift and
fundamentally different responses in employees. Approaching sustainability as a means for
innovation gives a more positive connotation to the concept. This can be achieved by
communicating tangible, inspiring examples of what is possible and what is already going well.
Celebrating progress and communicating peer stories and achievements contributes towards
creating a solution-oriented narrative that keeps momentum for going forward with the
company’s sustainability goals. Previous research supports this finding, as it has found that
communicating ‘early wins’ reduces resistance to change in organizations and motivates
employees going forward (Kotter 2014).
ICC methods. The ability of sustainability-focused ICC content to facilitate engagement seem
to be enhanced by means of message framing and message tailoring. According to previous
research, message framing can be a useful method to craft persuasive messages. The message
could either emphasize the benefits of adopting a behaviour (in this case working with
sustainability), or the costs of failing to adopt a behaviour (Pelletier and Sharp 2008). The
findings from the interviews indicate that the former of these framings—focusing on the
benefits and what can be gained from working with sustainability—may spark emotional
engagement and meaningfulness among employees. As Interviewee 4 pointed out:
“Tell them what they can do. What we try to do to make the world a little bit better and make it
concrete where it helps them also. For example, by explaining that we want to sell healthier
food, not only for our customers, but also for our employees, so that they will understand that
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you do something for them. What is in there for them and then they will commit, and they will
be proud of it.” (Interviewee 4)

Interviewees further pointed to personal characteristics such as competencies and worldviews
as being influential for both communication needs and engagement in sustainability. Indeed,
models of persuasion have emphasized that, to be effective, messages should be framed to fit
the characteristics of individuals (Pelletier and Sharp 2008). Therefore, it is important to pay
attention to the type of motives used when a message is framed, because this influences what
people attend to, what knowledge and attitudes become cognitively accessible and what
behaviours are hence considered (Pelletier and Sharp 2008). In light of the various contextual
factors that can influence ICC design, messages should thus be tailored to specific groups of
employees, based on the geographical region, culture or market in which they work and their
role or department in the company.
Another fundamental ICC approach to engage employees in sustainability is the use of
co-creative methods such as dialogues and workshops. Inviting employees to contribute with
solutions, creating room for dialogue and involving employees through different means of
activation are all ways to engage employees in shaping the company’s sustainability journey.
Co-creative communication approaches such as dialogues and workshops seem to have the
potential to engage employees both cognitively and emotionally, as well as to create feelings
of meaningfulness. Previous research also considers a dialogic approach to be a catalyst for new
understanding, insight and action (Martin 2005), more likely to create commitment for
organizational change initiatives (Helpap 2016), and to be an important factor when it comes
to increasing the sustainability competence within organizations (Wals and Schwarzin 2012).
With regards to the communication channels that can be used to convey sustainabilityfocused ICC, interviewees mentioned digital solutions, visual solutions and mandatory
sustainability trainings. It seems to be important that employees have easy access to information
about sustainability and should be able to access this information in their own time, for example,
by means of digital solutions and notifications. However, the importance of human interaction
was also mentioned in this context, which points back to the previous paragraph and the benefits
of a dialogic approach. Mandatory sustainability trainings, both departmental and
interdepartmental, could account for a more interactive approach. Moreover, using visual
solutions and illustrations to convey complex messages seems to be an approach that is
frequently used by communicators to enable people to get increased understanding of how
abstract concepts relate to each other (Business Illustrator 2017).
In conclusion, the generated ICC guidelines (Appendix F) for employee engagement facilitation
are supported by existing research on communication content and methods that try to elicit
similar responses in people. The authors want to emphasize, however, that the ICC guidelines
presented in this chapter do by no means disregard the importance of communicating about the
severity of the sustainability challenge from a global systems perspective. The authors adhere
to the fact that a systems perspective is the only way in which root-causes to problems can be
found and through which society can tackle the sustainability challenge. The focus of this
research is merely to explore how sustainability can be communicated in order to make more
people engage in sustainability, which likely is a first step towards also learning more about the
sustainability challenge and the urgency to solve it. Therefore, to truly facilitate a company’s
transition towards sustainability, ICC that is intentionally designed for engagement facilitation
is a complementary tool that is likely best used together with an overall strategic approach
towards sustainable development.
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As previously stated in Chapter 1, when aiming to move an organization strategically towards
sustainability, it is important to have management tools and practices that help shift an
organization’s paradigms, mindsets, goals, rules, and structures (Robèrt et al. 2015). The ABCD
process of the FSSD is an example of such a practice that empowers companies and employees
to create change and strategically move towards sustainability. However, as previously stated,
a crucial aspect of organizational change is that employees are engaged towards the
organization’s vision and new goals (Bertels et al. 2010; Helpap 2016). The researchers thus
see significant potential in using the ICC design guidelines that emerged from this research
together with the ABCD process to further facilitate companies when strategically transitioning
towards sustainability. This section will further elaborate on the benefits of using ICC designed
to engage employees in sustainability together with the ABCD strategic planning process.
First and foremost, the findings of this research imply that ICC designed to facilitate
employees to become engaged in sustainability has the potential to increase the alignment
towards and the quality of the company’s efforts with regards to sustainability. ICC designed
to facilitate cognitive engagement according to the guidelines above can contribute to increased
understanding of what the sustainable vision that is crafted in the A-step of the ABCD process
entails, and what implications this has for the company’s daily operations. Furthermore, the
ICC guidelines presented above provide support on how to communicate sustainability to create
awareness around the employee’s role and contribution with regards to the sustainability
strategy and vision. This can facilitate emotional engagement which is, according to Welch’s
(2011) conceptual model, expressed as dedication to work with sustainability.
Both these qualities—having an understanding of the sustainability vision and feeling
dedicated to work towards it—can likely enhance the performance of a company when
transitioning towards sustainability. It may prevent different departments and individuals in the
organization from following separate and contradicting agendas, which could hinder the
company’s progress towards the sustainability goals. It may also create a shared sense of
responsibility for the sustainability goals of the company. As pointed out by Interviewee 6, to
truly integrate sustainability in the core business of a company, people should stop to discard
responsibility to the sustainability department of the company:
“What we have seen is that most people in the store totally relied on that person to ‘fix
sustainability’, saying: “No no no that is not my responsibility, we have a sustainability
coordinator.” Since a year and a half, we do not have sustainability coordinators anymore in
Swedish stores. It has been a journey and some lessons learned. We try to say that for all
functions in the store, sustainability responsibilities are split between them.” (Interviewee 6)

The other main outcome of the ABCD process is the strategic action plan that maps out a
strategic pathway by which a company gradually transitions towards its sustainable vision. One
of the main benefits of having a strategic plan towards sustainability is that it aligns the shortterm actions with long-term actions and goals, thus strategically moving the company forward
towards sustainability. For a strategic plan to be used to its full potential, it requires awareness
and understanding of the goals as well as aligned efforts while working towards these goals.
The ICC guidelines presented in this research can contribute to facilitate both those factors
through communication promoting the creation of both cognitive and emotional engagement in
sustainability. Therefore, being intentional about ICC design when working with the ABCD
strategic planning process will likely be beneficial for companies when transitioning towards
sustainability.

 42

This research has brought increased clarity to the conditions under which employee engagement
in sustainability can be facilitated. In light of these findings, additional aspects have become
evident regarding the potential of ICC design for engagement facilitation and the ABCD
strategic planning process to further inform each other. Parts of the ICC guidelines that emerged
during this research resonate well with certain characteristics of the ABCD process and the way
it is designed. The ABCD process is a participatory process based on co-creation, it offers
opportunities for dialogue and activation, and encourages innovation. These concepts appeared
in this research as fundamental building blocks of ICC design that engages employees in
sustainability. This suggests that the ABCD process possesses inherent advantages through the
way in which it is designed to facilitate engagement in sustainability.
The strategic action plan that is created during the ABCD process and intended to serve
as a roadmap for integrating sustainability in a company, can also significantly enhance the
ability of ICC to engage employees in sustainability. Having a strategic plan with clear steps
for how to move the company towards its sustainable vision enables employees to find out how
their role fits in with the overall strategy, and how they within their role can best contribute to
the company reaching its sustainability goals. According to the findings of this research, these
are all factors that seem to promote both cognitive and emotional engagement, as well as
meaningfulness among employees. Having this clear structure for the sustainability work within
a company may also provide clear content to communicate to the organization, which appears
to be beneficial for ICC design in order to facilitate engagement. It helps to scope sustainability
to tangible tasks and provides a clear focus of ICC and what the sustainability work entails.
Moreover, when sustainability is embedded in the vision and the business goals, it
becomes easier to adjust sustainability communication to the company narrative, and tie it to
concrete actions, products or services that also enable sustainability to be perceived as more
tangible, relevant and easier to relate to for everyone in the organization. Having a clear
roadmap for the path towards sustainability—at least knowing what to aim for even if the path
might change along the way—likely makes it easier for senior management to communicate
about sustainability to employees and help bring clarity to how each individual can contribute
in their role.
Another aspect of the ABCD process that may strengthen the ICC about sustainability,
is that during the A-step, emphasis is put on creating a shared understanding of the sustainability
challenge from a systems perspective, and the company and its operations are placed in the
context of the global socio-ecological system. In larger organizations, it is unlikely that all
employees can actively take part in the ABCD process, even if the ABCD process explicitly
recommends more than just senior management to be involved in the process and encourages a
diverse group of stakeholders to participate. Yet, if senior management grasps this perspective,
it may greatly enhance their capability to engage employees in working with sustainability,
since it would strengthen the argument of their ICC when aiming to convey the relevance of
working with sustainability. This may also contribute to enhancing the credibility of the
company’s sustainability ambitions internally. Since the importance of discussing the relevance
was a clear finding of this research, resulting in one of the guidelines for ICC content that
facilitates employee engagement, this is therefore another aspect in which the ABCD process
and ICC design can inform each other.
In addition, the Sustainability Principles (SPs) that are introduced in the A-step of the
ABCD process, which enable a shared language and definition of sustainability, are also likely
contributing to improving the ICC with regards to sustainability. Besides the evident benefits
that an increased clarity of concept brings (such as enabling the creation of a shared mental
model, providing a scope and making sustainability more tangible), the SPs may also contribute
to changing the narrative of sustainability communications from ‘avoiding catastrophe’ towards
the solution-focused narrative of ‘how to create a better future’. Since the SPs are the boundary
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conditions within which a sustainable society can be developed, they should function as design
guidelines for all sustainable development. As previously mentioned in Chapter 1, Senge (2003)
states that “knowing your constraints frees you to create”. Thus, using the SPs as a definition
for sustainability in ICC could help make the shift from talking about problems to instead
focusing on what can be created, and thus spark innovation. According to the findings of this
research, this shift can make an important difference in terms of facilitating employees to
become more engaged in sustainability.
The authors see ICC designed for engagement facilitation and the ABCD strategic
planning process as two complementary tools that both bring important contributions to a
company’s sustainability transition. Moreover, they could significantly enhance each other’s
utility and be used together in order to maximize their respective benefits. The way the ABCD
process is designed—being a participatory process that uses backcasting from principles to
strategically navigate in complexity—makes it a highly useful tool for any company that desires
to become a sustainable business. However, as during any process of organizational
development, getting the whole organization aligned towards the vision and support the new
initiatives are crucial factors for a successful outcome of any organizational change (Bovey and
Hede 2001). This is where ICC designed for engaging employees in sustainability can further
advance the benefits of using the ABCD strategic planning process. Thus, using ICC together
with the FSSD may provide great benefits for companies with sustainability ambitions;
enabling a strategic transition towards a sustainable vision, with which employees are aligned.
Since solving a complex, systemic problem calls for a strategic approach and collaboration, this
could be an important step in the right direction towards solving the sustainability challenge.
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For practitioners, it is important to note that the ICC guidelines that resulted from this research
are not a silver bullet that will engage any employee anywhere in the world in sustainability.
Contextual factors such as the internal organizational structure and culture, and external
geographical and cultural contexts greatly influence what the optimal ICC design is for
individual companies. In some countries or markets, the awareness and understanding of
sustainability may differ from that of the Northern European market which has implications for
how to communicate sustainability and the general applicability of the ICC design guidelines
of this research. Within different cultures and countries, organizational culture and structures
such as organizational hierarchy can vary greatly. This thus affects the ability and
appropriateness to implement some of the ICC guidelines suggested in this research. The
awareness and understanding of sustainability among employees is also dependent upon factors
such as needs, competencies, worldviews, and personalities of employees, and these can vary
greatly even within the same cultural sphere. Taking these factors into account greatly
influences how sustainability should be communicated, in order for the message to resonate
with employees.
Specifically, considerations regarding the appropriate level of complexity of
sustainability information and defining the local priorities (i.e. discovering what is top of mind
in that societal context or in that department) were highlighted by several interviewees as crucial
for engaging employees through ICC. This implies that the use of the ICC design guidelines
from this research is not a universal solution for employee engagement. The guidelines are of
best use when the target audience is well known, and other contextual factors are taken into
consideration. Nevertheless, the outcomes of this research can provide guidance on how
practitioners can become more intentional in crafting their ICC while working strategically
towards sustainability.
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As pointed out in Chapter 1.7, it is essential to take a systems perspective in order for a company
to be able to strategically transition towards sustainability. On a smaller systems’ scale, a
company in itself can be considered a social system consisting of people and their relationships.
The growth of an organization increases the complexity of this system (Carneiro 1986).
Managing the complexity of transitioning to a sustainable future, or sustainable business, is
therefore challenging, and cannot be done through a ‘command-and-control’ mode of operation.
As Interviewee 2 pointed out:
“What you see happening and where a lot of, especially large companies are struggling, is that
everything is unpredictable, and you cannot steer anymore. So, you need to rely on people to
make the right decisions and people need to believe and have faith in themselves, that they are
able and equipped and that they are trusted to make that decision. And that is what we try to do
(with ICC).” (Interviewee 2)

It is thus important to understand the organization from a systems perspective and map the
interdependencies in the system (Liedtka 1998; Senge, Hamilton and Kania 2015; Broman and
Robèrt 2017). From this perspective, the workplace could be considered a system that
comprises of social agents (e.g. employees and senior managers) and the relationships among
them. To maintain these relationships, some form of social interaction is needed. ICC about
sustainability is one form of social interaction in the organizational system and should therefore
be viewed in the bigger picture of corporate communications and the contextual factors that
influence employees’ communication needs. This insight could enable senior managers to
assess how their ICC practice fits within the overall company culture and organizational
context, which may leverage their efforts to facilitate employee engagement in sustainability.
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The chosen research design implies certain limitations with regards to the applicability and
generalizability of the final results. First of all, the sample size of this study consisted of eight
interviewees. This sample set is too small to draw general conclusions about the perceptions on
sustainability-focused ICC from the entire corporate sector, since it can be questioned whether
the results are a valid representation of the actual business field. Moreover, the business
environment is an ever-evolving sphere. The outcomes of this research should therefore be
considered time and context specific.
Future research is also needed to discover whether or not the crafted ICC guidelines for
employee engagement in sustainability also apply in a greater context than Northern Europe.
Moreover, ICC design with regards to sustainability likely depends on where the company is at
in its sustainability journey. This research focused on learning from ‘model’ sustainability
companies, and thus only selected practitioners with experience in companies that have
integrated sustainability into their core business over a number of years. They are thus well on
their way on their journeys towards sustainability and have a reputation of having sustainabilityambitions, which likely also affects who is attracted to work there. Two interviewees
specifically pointed towards the influence of recruitment or pre-commitment of employees for
working with sustainability. This is an external factor that might have influenced the results
regarding the perceived impact of certain ICC content and methods on employee engagement.
As Interviewee 8 pointed out:
“Actually, the reason you work in our organization is because you believe in the future, you
believe in creating a better society—it is the actual goal of the organization to make a better
world, a sustainable world. We are not paying ‘super money’ and it is a little bit tougher to
work in this kind of change organization all the time, so people are really motivated I would say
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in our organization. Everybody is highly motivated (to work with sustainability) so it is not that
tough you know (to facilitate employee engagement). It is more of a lifestyle than work.”
(Interviewee 8)

Through expanding the sample set and interviewing a more diverse range of practitioners, a
more nuanced understanding could be made of which contextual factors are in play in different
regions, markets or industries when working with sustainable development in a corporate
context. This could help construct more nuanced ICC guidelines, which then could be tailored
to companies at different stages of their transition towards sustainability, and thus increase the
utility and applicability of ICC as a tool.
The complexity of human interactions and perceptions of expressions such as
engagement are difficult to explicitly identify, which also makes trends in ICC that lead to
employee engagement hard to distinguish. Welch’s (2011) conceptual model is academically
recognized and served its purpose in this study as providing guidance to the research. However,
the model may still have limitations in its scope and purpose as applied in this research, since
it was not designed for the specific understanding and application of sustainability-focused ICC
and employee engagement in sustainability, which some of the findings indicate. Furthermore,
it is a conceptual model—a system of assumptions, beliefs and theories aiming to convey the
presumed relationships between concepts and variables (Miles and Huberman 1994). It is thus
not an established theory that covers all aspects of ICC or engagement facilitation, since these
are multi-faceted, complex constructs, and as previously stated, significantly affected by several
contextual factors that affect the relationship between them. Adding the dimension of
sustainability to ICC and employee engagement thus needs to be researched more thoroughly
before conclusions can be drawn regarding how that affects the conceptual model of Welch
(2011).
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This thesis laid the first scientific foundation for ICC as a tool to create engagement for
sustainability that can inform the FSSD, specifically the ABCD process, when facilitating a
company’s sustainability transition. Thus, to further validate the findings of this research, a
more elaborate research approach could be taken into the current reality of researched
companies, doing a more thorough study of their internal communications, such as document
analysis and interviews or surveys with employees about their impressions of sustainabilityfocused ICC and its perceived impacts.
Future research could also investigate the relation between the different components of
Welch’s (2011) model, including the ones that were excluded from this research, and the Social
Sustainability Principles (SSPs). The SSPs stem from the need for trust in any kind of social
interaction in the global social system (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017), and the
organizational structure of a company is in essence a social system itself, increasing in
complexity with its population size (Carneiro 1986). Therefore, trust could also be reflected
upon in the practice of ICC, as already suggested by Mishra, Boyton and Mishra (2014). It
could be particularly interesting to investigate the relationship between the SSPs and the
psychological condition of safety, and how this condition influences engagement facilitation.
In this sense, the SSPs could function both as a definition of sustainability in the context of a
company being a social system of its own; and as a potential precondition that needs to be met
in order to reach the full potential of employee engagement in sustainability. It would be
interesting to investigate whether social sustainability is a precondition for employee
engagement, and in what ways ICC could then contribute to the social sustainability of the
organization as system. Aligning ICC with the SSPs would then reinforce employee
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engagement. In this case, the SSPs would not only provide a definition of sustainability but
would also serve as a validation for Welch’s (2011) conceptual model in the context of
sustainability.
The discussion in Chapter 4.4 laid out possible benefits of using ICC together with the
FSSD, focusing on the ABCD strategic planning process. However, more research is needed to
gain further insight into the role of ICC and employee engagement in the sustainable
development of businesses. In order to explore this, the authors recommend incorporating the
FSSD in the research design, for example, applying the ICC design guidelines while going
through an ABCD process with a company. These findings could be compared with data from
companies that went through an ABCD process without being complemented with ICC
designed for sustainability engagement.
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This research explored how ICC could facilitate employee engagement for working with
sustainability. The study sought to discern ‘best practices’ of ICC, and its perceived impact on
employee engagement, from practitioners with experience working in sustainable ‘model’
companies. The findings of the study support that ICC can serve as a tool to facilitate employee
engagement for working with sustainability and create alignment towards a company’s
sustainable vision. The following guidelines for how ICC can be designed to facilitate employee
engagement in sustainability are the outcome of this research:
ICC Content
x
x

x

x

Explain the relevance of working with sustainability to create awareness, understanding
and spark motivation.
Take a solutions-oriented approach in order to build an empowering narrative around
sustainability, and communicate through tangible examples how everyone can
contribute.
Connect sustainability to business activities, as to show employees how they can
contribute in their role, and create awareness about the increased business relevance of
sustainability.
Focus content to bring clarity and provide guidance on where employees can focus their
efforts. Connecting sustainability to the company strategy helps set a scope.

ICC Methods
x
x

x

x

x

x

Frame messages in a positive tone, and focus on what is desired to create in order to
spark innovation.
Adjust messages to the company narrative by connecting sustainability to the company
culture, goals and strategy, in order to facilitate an emotional connection to
sustainability, enhance understanding of its business relevance as well as of the
organizational goals.
Tailor messages to make sustainability feel relevant and relatable for each employee. It
contributes to involve people, enhance motivation for working with sustainability, as
well as increased awareness of where one’s role and tasks fit in in the larger
sustainability strategy and where one can contribute.
Take an action-oriented approach; communicate what is being done, where progress is
being made, foster peer-to-peer inspiration and communicate and early wins. This helps
create momentum for going forward.
Methods of co-creation such as dialogues and workshops facilitate creation of a shared
mental model about sustainability, enhance awareness and understanding of
sustainability goals and invite employees to contribute with solutions.
Ensure availability and access to information to help employees internalize knowledge
about sustainability and create awareness of the organizational goals.

Changing the unsustainable activities of businesses remains a challenging and complex task.
Therefore, to be of best use, these ICC guidelines should be accompanied with an overall
strategic plan towards sustainability, in order to facilitate a company’s sustainability transition.
The authors see that the ABCD process from the FSSD and the ICC guidelines for engagement
facilitation as two tools that when used together can enhance each other’s utility and support
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companies when transitioning towards becoming sustainable businesses. The authors hope that
integrating and applying the ICC guidelines presented in this research can help senior managers
to integrate sustainability in their company’s day to day operations, as to steer away from the
funnel walls and contribute to the overall societal transition towards a more sustainable future.
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● Introduction of authors;
● Ask permission to record;
● Describe the transcription process;
● Describe the purpose of the study;
● Define ICC (Internal Corporate Communication) and clarify that the word
“communication” refers to ICC in this interview.
● What role does internal communication play in your sustainability work?
○ Have you seen a relation between your internal communication efforts and
employee behaviors and attitudes in working with sustainability? Elaborate.
○ Do you have stated goals or specific objectives for your internal
communications on sustainability? KPIs?
● Can you describe how you communicate sustainability internally from management to
the rest of the organization?
○ What would you say are the main components of your internal corporate
communication on sustainability? What works well and what does not in terms
of reaching people?
● In your experience, how do you tailor sustainability communication to enhance
people’s understanding of sustainability?
● How would you/do you communicate sustainability to involve employees in working
with sustainability?
● How would you/do you communicate sustainability to create an emotional connection
amongst employees towards working with sustainability?
● Has any communications approach stood out when it comes to creating employee
engagement for sustainability? If so, how has this engagement been displayed, or
expressed?
● In your experience, what has not been successful? Is there something that you would
avoid when trying to reach employees with a message on sustainability?
● What would be your vision of an internal communication strategy that engages
employees and creates capacity to work with sustainability throughout the
organization?
● Is there anything else related to this topic that you would like to add? Any specific
examples, or success stories that you would like to share?
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Appendix B: Predefined Codes1
Focus area:
Themes:
Codes:

Meaningfulness
Task characteristics
(Kahn 1990; Saks 2011)

Role characteristics
(Kahn 1990)

Work interactions
(Kahn 1990; Saks 2011)

challenging

role identity

dignity

clear goals

status

(self) appreciation

varied / creative

influence

sense of worthiness

sense of ownership

power

able to share

autonomous

sense of value

respect

involved in and part of
something greater

needed

valuing

purpose beyond self-interest

valued

sense of connection

Focus area:
Themes:
Codes:

Cognitive Engagement
Awareness of changing organizational
environment (Welch 2011)

Understanding of evolving organizational
goals (Welch 2011)

knowledge acquisition

internalizing knowledge

absorption

sense making

consciousness

comprehension

recognition

grasp

realization

interaction with content

Focus area:
Themes:
Codes:

Emotional Engagement
Sense of belonging
(Welch 2011)

Commitment to the organization
(Welch 2011)

purpose

dedication

pride

motivation

connection

enthusiasm

feelings/emotions

drive

inclusion

determination

inspiration

proactive

1 A hierarchy

of codes was generated for each focus area from Welch’s (2011) model by means of a literature search on
the concepts in the grey columns, as well as the use of online dictionaries to account for synonyms.
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Appendix C: Full List of Open Codes

$QWHFHGHQWVLQWULQVLFPRWLYDWLRQFRPPLWPHQW SULRU WRFRQWULEXWH

$QWHFHGHQWVUHIOHFWHGLQEHWZHHQSHRSOHFRPP V

$QWHFHGHQWVSUHFRPPLWPHQWRIHPSOR\HHV

$QWHFHGHQWVFRPSHWHQFH

$QWHFHGHQWVQHHGV

$PEDVVDGRUV
$QWHFHQGHQWVZRUOGYLHZFRPPLWPHQW

$FWLRQ&UHDWLQJSHUVRQDOGHYHORSPHQWRSS

$FWLRQFKDQJHVDWWLWXGH

&RPSDQ\FXOWXUHHPSOR\HHVWDNLQJLQLWLDWLYHV

&RPELQDWLRQRI6'*VDQG)66'LVEHQHILFLDO

&RJQLWLYHGLVVRQDQFH SRZHURIDSRVLWLYHDSSURDFK

&RFUHDWLRQ

&ORVHUWRPDQDJHPHQWHQJDJHPHQWFRPHVHDVLHU

&OHDUYLVLRQJRDOVDQGIUDPHZRUN

&OHDUJRDOV

&HOHEUDWHVPDOOZLQV

%XVLQHVVFDVHIRUVXVWDLQDELOLW\

$SSURDFK6WDUWZLWKWKH:+<

$QWHFHQGHQWVQHHGVSHUVRQDOLW\ZRUOGYLHZ

$QWHFHQGHQWVFRPSHWHQFHDQGZRUOGYLHZ

$QWHFHQGHQWVSHUVRQDOLW\WUDLWV GLYHUVLW\LVLPSRUWDQW

$QWHFHQGHQWVSHUVRQDOLW\

&RQQHFWWRFRPSDQ\VWUDWHJ\

&RPSOH[LW\RIFRQWHQW

&RPSHWLWLRQUHZDUGV

&RPSDVVLRQDWHOHDGHUVKLS

&RPSDQ\FXOWXUHLQQRYDWLRQHQWUHSUHQHXULDO

&RPSDQ\FXOWXUHHQWKXVLDVP

&KDQJHPDQDJHPHQW%HKDYLRUFKDQJHYVFXOWXUDOFKDQJH

$QWHFHGHQWVFRQWH[WZRUOGYLHZ

$SSURDFK$VNLQJKHOSTXHVWLRQ

&RQWHQWIRFXVHGFOHDUVLPSOH

&RQWHQWFUHDWHVWRU\ZLWKLQWHQWLRQ

$SSURDFK'RQ WIRUFHFRPPLWPHQWRQSHRSOH

&RQWHQW*RIRUWDQJLEOHH[DPSOHVWKDWDUHHDV\WRXQGHUVWDQG

&RQWHQWDFWLRQIRFXVHG EULQJLWKRPHWRZKDW\RXGR

$SSURDFK)RFXV\RXUHIIRUWV

&RQWHQW0DNHLWFRQFUHWH UHODWDEOHWKDWDFWLYDWHVSHRSOH

&RQWHQW/LQNLWWRZKDWWKHFRPSDQ\LVGRLQJ VWUDWHJ\

$SSURDFK&RPSDQ\FXOWXUHLQWHJUDWLRQRIVXVWDLQDELOLW\

$SSURDFK,QWHJUDWLRQLQEXVLQHVVFRPPV

$SSURDFK'HILQHVXFFHVV

$SSURDFKPDNHLWQDWXUDOGHIDXOWFKRLFH

&RQWHQWVKRXOGDLPWRHPSRZHU

&UHDWLRQ

$SSURDFKQHHGIRUKROLVWLFDSSURDFK V\VWHP VWKLQNLQJ

&URVVGHSDUWPHQWDO

&RQWH[WPDWWHUV

$YDLODELOLW\RILQIR

&URZGVRXUFLQJLGHDV

$SSURDFKSHRSOHQHHGWREHRQERDUGDQGEHWKHFKDQJH

%DFNFDVWLQJIURPYLVLRQ

'HILQLWLRQDQGFRPSRQHQWVRI,&

&RXQWU\VSHFLILF

%DVLFXQGHUVWDQGLQJIRUH[WHUQDO

&RQYH\WKH:+<

%RWWRPXSFRPPXQLFDWLRQV IHHGEDFNORRS

'LDORJXH

$SSURDFK6\VWHP VDZDUHQHVVFRPSHWHQFHFRQYH\HG

%RWWXPXSFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

'LIIHUHQWZRUGLQJ

$XGLW

%ULQJLQH[WHUQDOSHRSOH
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'2WKLQJV

'LYHUVLW\LVLPSRUWDQW

'LYHUVLW\FRPPXQLFDWLRQEHWZHHQGHSDUWPHQWVLVLPSRUWDQW

'LUHFWFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

'LJLWDOL]DWLRQ

'LJLWDOVROXWLRQV

,&&VWUDWHJ\FUHDWHWKHG\VWRSLWROHYHUDJHWKHFRPPLWPHQWIRUXWRSLD

,&&PHWKRGVHPRWLRQDOFRQQHFWLRQLVPRVWLPSRUWDQWIRUHQJDJHPHQW

,&&PHWKRGVFRPPXQLFDWLQJHDUO\ZLQVDQGWKHVXFFHVVRIRXUFROOHFWLYH

,&&PHWKRG,QIRUPDOGURSSLQJE\

,&&PHWKRG)RFXVRQUHDFKLQJSHRSOHRQDQHPRWLRQDOOHYHO

,&&PHWKRG)UDPLQJDVFKDOOHQJHVSXULQQRYDWLRQ

,&&DVSDUWLFLSDWLRQ

,&LQIUDVWUXFWXUHVKRUWOLQHVIURPPDQDJHPHQW

,&LQIUDVWUXFWXUH

(IIRUWVIRFXVLQ,&&

,&FKDUDFWHULVWLFVVXVWDLQDELOLW\VWUDWHJ\

(PEHGGHGLQFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

,&&VWUDWHJ\DLPIRUFUHDWLQJVHQVHRIHPSRZHUPHQWDYRLGFRJQLWLYHGLVVRQDQFH

'LIIXVHGYHUVXVVWUDWHJLFFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

(PRWLRQDOHQJDJHPHQWLVILUVWSULRULW\

,&&VWUDWHJ\FRPPXQLFDWHWKURXJK\RXUSURGXFWVDQGDFWLRQV

'LJLWDOHQJDJHPHQWVWUXJJOH

(PRWLRQDOHQJDJHPHQWWDQJLEOHH[DPSOHVDQGVRFLDOVXVWDLQDELOLW\

,&&VWUDWHJ\6SHDNVXVWDLQDELOLW\LQ\RXURZQFRPSDQ\ODQJXDJH

,&&VWUDWHJ\/HWWKHSURGXFWVGRWKHWDONLQJ

(PSRZHUSHRSOH

,&&VWUXFWXUHQHHGIRUPRUHFROODERUDWLRQGLDORJXH

,&&VWUDWHJ\&RPPXQLFDWLQJVXVWDLQDELOLW\DVLQQRYDWLRQKDVDSRVLWLYHFRQQLWDWLRQ

(QJDJHPHQWWKURXJKVRFLDOVXVWDLQDELOLW\

,PSRUWDQFHRIFRQWLQXRXVOHDUQLQJDQGDFWLYLW\

,PSDFWRIH[WHUQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQV

(PSOR\HHZHOOEHLQJ

(YHU\ERG\SOD\VDUROH

(PSOR\HHVFRQQHFWLQJZLWKWKHLUSXUSRVH

([DPSOHVWKDWDUHHDV\WRUHODWHWR

)OH[LEOHSODWIRUPV

)OH[LEOHSODWIRUPVIRUIXWXUHLQQRYDWLRQV

,QWHJUDWHVXVWDLQDELOLW\LVWDVNVPDNHLWSDUWRIHYHU\GD\ZRUN

,QQRYDWLRQ%XVLQHVVFDVHIRUVXVWDLQDELOLW\

,QIRUPDWLRQRYHUORDG

,QIRUPDOGLDORJXHPHHWLQJSHRSOHWRFRQQHFW

,PSRUWDQFHRIIDPLO\

)RFXVRQHIILFLHQF\

,QWHJUDWHGDSSURDFK

([FOXVLRQ QLFKHVSHFLDOLVP YHUVXV,QFOXVLRQ LPSHUIHFWYXOQHUDEOH

)RFXVRQTXDOLW\

,QWHJUDWHGLQWRFRPPXQLFDWLRQV

,PSRUWDQFHRI,&&

)RFXVRQWKHSURFHVV

,QWHJUDWLRQLQFRUHEXVLQHVV

([WHUQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQUHEUDQGLQJDOVRWKHLQVLGH

)UDPLQJZKDWFDQ\RXGRWRFRQWULEXWHWRFRPSDQ\JRDOV"

,QWHJUDWLRQRIVXVWDLQDELOLW\LQIRUPDWLRQZLWKJHQHUDOFRPSDQ\LQIRUPDWLRQ

,QIRJUDSKLFV

*HQHULFWRVSHFLILFLQIRUPDWLRQ

,PSRUWDQFHRIVWUDWHJLFJXLGHOLQHVVRDVWRNQRZZKHUHWRJR

+DFNDWRQ FKDOOHQJHFRPSHWLWLRQ

,QWHUFRQQHFWLRQLQWHUQDOH[WHUQDOFRPPV

)DPLO\EXVLQHVV

+ROLVWLFDSSURDFK

,QWHUGHSDUWPHQWDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

)HHGEDFNORRS WZRZD\FRPPXQLFDWLRQ

+RSH
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,QYLWDWLRQIRUGLDORJXH

,QWULQVLFPRWLYDWLRQ

,QWHUQDODQGH[WHUQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQHQWDQJOHG

,QWHUQDODFDGHP\

0HWKRGDSSURDFK1HWZRUNVZRUNVKRSVWRKDUQHVVLQWHUHVWGHYHORSSHRSOH

0HWKRGDSSURDFK+DYHDJOREDOVWRU\OLQHPDNHORFDOWUDQVODWLRQV

0HWKRGDSSURDFK)UDPHZLWKLQVSKHUHRILQIOXHQFH HPSRZHUPHQW

0HWKRGDSSURDFK)UDPHDVFKDOOHQJHKDYHSHRSOHH[SHULHQFH

0HWKRGDSSURDFK'RQ WSUHDFKHGXFDWH

0HWKRGDSSURDFKFUHDWH\RXUVWRU\OLQHQDUUDWLYH

0HWKRGDSSURDFK3RZHURISRZHUIXOH[DPSOHVVKRZZKDWLVSRVVLEOH

,QYROYLQJLQVROXWLRQFUHDWLRQ
.HHSLQJDGLDORJXH$%&'SURFHVVRQVRFLDOVXVWDLQDELOLW\

0HWKRGDSSURDFK7DLORUFRQWHQWWROHYHOLQWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ

.HHSLWVLPSOH
/DFNRIPHWKRGV

0HWKRGDSSURDFK7DLORUPHVVDJHWRVSKHUHRILQIOXHQFH

0HWKRGDSSURDFK7DLORUPHVVDJHWRFDSDFLW\DQGUROHRIHPSOR\HH

0HWKRGDSSURDFK7DLORU\RXUPHVVDJHWRDSSURSULDWHDXGLHQFH

/HDGHUVKLS
/HDGHUVKLSLQFRPSOH[LW\QRSODQQLQJEDVHGRQWUXVW

0HWKRGDSSURDFK7DLORUPHVVDJHVEDVHGRQDXGLHQFH

/HDGHUVKLSFRPPLWPHQW
/HDGHUVKLSDXWKHQWLFLW\WUXVWZDONLQJWKHWDON

0HWKRG$PEDVVDGRUSURJUDP

0HWKRGDSSURDFK)UDPHLWLQDSRVWLYHZD\

0HWKRGSHRSOHVKRXOGWULJJHUWKHPVHOYHV

/HDGHUVKLS&(2UROHPRGHOV
/HDGHUVKLSWUXVWFUHDWLRQ

0HWKRG&RQQHFWVXVWPHVVDJHVWRVWUDWHJ\

/HDGHUVKLSFUXFLDOUROH
/HDGHUVKLSYXOQHUDELOLW\

0HWKRG&RZRUNHUVXUYH\

0HWKRG*RDOV FRPPRQODQJXDJH

0HWKRG'2ILUVWWKHQWDONDERXW7+$7

0HWKRG+DYHLQIRDYDLODEOHIRUSHRSOHWRDFFHVVZKHQWKH\SUHIHU

/HDGLQJE\H[DPSOH

0DNHIUDPHVXVWDLQDELOLW\DVEHLQJ)XWXUH)LW

0HWKRG+DYLQJFOHDUJRDOVRQVXVWDLQDELOLW\WKDWWKHEXVLQHVVUHYROYHVDURXQG

/HDUQLQJE\GRLQJ

0DQGDWRU\WUDLQLQJ

0HWKRG,QWHJUDWLRQLQHYHU\GD\ZRUN

0HWKRGHGXFDWLRQ

0DUNHWVSHFLILF

0HWKRG,QWHUQDO,QGH[EDVHGRQVWUDWHJLFSLOODUV

/HDUQLQJWKURXJKGRLQJ

0HVVDJHIUDPLQJFRPSDQ\ODQJXDJH

0HWKRG,QWUDQHWVXVWDLQDELOLW\JURXSIRUXP

0HWKRG)RFXVRQDFWLYLWLHVQRWRQO\VHWWLQJJRDOV

0HVVDJHIUDPLQJEXVLQHVVSXVKLQJPDUNHWVFKDOOHQJH

0HWKRG0DNHLQIRHDV\WRDFFHVVIXQDQGOLYHO\ LQWHUYLHZYLGHR

/HYHORIXQGHUVWDQGLQJIRUFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

0HVVDJHIUDPLQJGLUHFWLRQEROGJRDOV

0HWKRG0DNHVXUHSHRSOHDUHDZDUHRIVWUDWHJ\DQGKRZWKH\FDQFRQWULEXWHWRLW

0HWKRG*HWSHRSOHLQYROYHG RQERDUGWKURXJKKHOSTXHVWLRQ

0HWKRGDSSURDFK'RQ WSUHDFK

0HWKRG)UDPLQJLQDSRVLWLYHZD\

0HWKRGDSSURDFKPHHWSHRSOHZKHUHWKH\DUH

0HWKRG0HVVDJHIUDPLQJDVVXUYLYDOLQWKHORQJWHUP

/HYHUDJHSRLQWIRULPSDFWJRDOV

0HWKRG$SSURDFK$VNKHOSTXHVWLRQ

0HWKRG121GLJLWDOVROXWLRQVHQDEOHVFRQQHFWLRQV

0DNHLWORFDO

0HWKRGDSSURDFK&RQWHQWVKRXOGEHDOLJQHGZLWKVWUDWHJ\
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1RVLOYHUEXOOHW

1HWZRUNJURXSV

0XOWLVWDNHKROGHU

0HWKRGV7DLORUPHVVDJHVVRWKH\EHFRPHUHOHYDQW UHODWDEOH

0HWKRG:RUNVKRSFURVVSROOLQDWHIURPGLIIHUHQWGHSDUWPHQWV

0HWKRG7HQVLRQEHWZHHQPDJQLWXGHRIFKDOOHQJHDQGFXUUHQWDFWLRQ

0HWKRG7DLORUUROHWRDXGLHQFH QRRQHVL]HILWVDOO

0DNHLWYLVXDO
0HWKRG6XVWWUDLQLQJVQRWUHVRXUFHLQWHQVH

0HWKRG6XPPDUL]HVXVWNQRZOHGJHLQWRFRPSDQ\ODQJXDJH VWUDWHJ\

0HWKRG6WRU\WHOOLQJSRZHURISRZHUIXOH[DPSOHV

0HWKRGUHSRVLWLRQSHRSOHWRZDUGVQHZVWUDWHJ\

0HWKRG5HODWLQJSUDFWLFDOWDVNVWRVXVW

5ROHRI,&&VSUHDGWKHULJKWPLQGVHW

52, KXPDQFDSLWDO

5HSRUWLQJ6XVWLQWHJUDWLRQ

5HQXPHUDWLRQ

5HOHYDQFHRI,&&DFWLYDWLRQ

5HOHYDQFHRI,&&FRFUHDWLRQ

5HOHYDQFHRI,&&FRQYH\VWKH ZK\ DQG ZKDW

5HOHYDQFHRI,&&FRQYH\VWKH ZK\ DQG KRZ

5HODWLRQEHWZHHQLQWHUQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQDQGH[WHUQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

5HFUXLWPHQWRIWDOHQW

3XUSRVHIXOVWUDWHJ\

3URWRW\SLQJ

3URGXFWRULHQWHG

5HODWDEOH

2UJDQL]DWLRQDOFXOWXUHUHIOHFWHGLQ,&VWUXFWXUHDQGWRQHRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

3HHUWRSHHULQVSLUDWLRQ

3DUWLFLSDWRU\DSSURDFK

3DUWLFLSDWLRQ

2YHUDOOVXVWVWUDWJH\IDLOIDVWIDLORIWHQ

2YHUDOOVXVWVWUDWHJ\SURWRW\SLQJ

2YHUDOOVWUDWHJ\WUDQVODWHGLQWRORFDOO\UHOHYDQWDFWLRQV

5RRPIRU,&&LPSURYHPHQWUHDFKLQJHPSOR\HHV

5RRPIRU,&&LPSURYHPHQWFRQQHFWLQJHPSOR\HHVWRSXUSRVH

5RRPIRU,&&LPSURYHPHQWLQWHUGHSDUWPHQWDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

5RRPIRU,&&LPSURYHPHQWFRQQHFWLQJPRUHGLUHFWO\WRHPSOR\HHV

5RRPIRU,&&LPSURYHPHQWFKDQJLQJWKHPLQGVHW

5RRPIRU,&&LPSURYHPHQWVKDULQJUHVSRQVLELOLW\

5RRPIRUIDLOXUH

5ROHVSHFLILF

5ROHRI,&&IRVWHUDOLJQPHQWZLWKYLVLRQ

3HRSOHUHODWHHDVLHUWRVRFLDOLVVXHV

6'*

2UJDQL]DWLRQDOVWUXFWXUH7($/RUJDQL]DWLRQ

3HRSOHRULHQWHGDSSURDFK

6KDUHGODQJXDJH6'* V

5ROHRIOHDGHUVKLS VWUDWHJ\0HWKRGHPEHGVXVWLQVWUDWJH\ FRPPV

3HUVRQRUJDQL]DWLRQG\QDPLF

6KRZE\H[DPSOHVZKDW\RXGR

2UJDQL]DWLRQDOVWUXFWXUHPXOWLQDWLRQDO

3RVLWLYHDSSURDFK

6KRZZKDW\RX'2

5ROHRIVXVWJUHDWHQJDJHPHQWWRROWHDPEXLOHU

3RZHURIDSRVLWLYHDSSURDFK

5ROHRIVXVWFRQQHFWLRQHQDEOHU EHWZHHQSHRSOH

3RZHURQORZHUOHYHOV

6LPSOHWDQJLEOHH[DPSOHV

2UJDQL]DWLRQDOVWUXFWXUHFRQJORPHUDWHRIEUDQGV

3URFHVVRULHQWHG

6L]HPDWWHUV

2UJDQL]DWLRQDOVWUXFWXUHUHIOHFWHGLQ,&&GHVLJQ

3URGXFWILUVW
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6WUDWHJ\PHWKRGHDUO\ZLQVWRNHHSPRPHQWXPJRLQJ

6WUDWHJ\EUHDNGRZQ

6WUDWHJ\DQGFRQWHQWGLUHFWLRQVHOHFWLRQ

6WUDWHJLFLQWHUQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQV

6RUWRI$%&'SURFHVV

6ROXWLRQRULHQWHG

6RFLDOYHUVXVHFRORJLFDOVXVWDLQDELOLW\

6RFLDOVXVWDLQDELOOLW\RIHPSOR\HHV

6RFLDOLVVXHVWRXFKSHRSOHPRUH

7RSGRZQGLUHFWLRQRIVXVWDLQDELOLW\FRPPXQLFDWLRQV

7RSGRZQDSSURDFK

7RRO)66'KDUGWRFRQYH\

7RRO1HZVOHWWHU

7LPLQJLVLPSRUWDQW

7KLQNHUVYHUVXV'RHUV

7KHUROHRILQWHUQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ

7KHSRZHURIRQH

7KHGHILQLWLRQRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQLVRSHQWRLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ

7DONLQJDERXW:+$7 :+<

7UXHLQIOXHQFHIURPHPSOR\HHVRQRSHUDWLRQV

6WUDWHJ\SXEOLF H[WHUQDO DWWHQWLRQVHQGVLPSVLJQDODOVRWRHPSOR\HHV
6WUDWHJ\&KRRVHIRFXVDUHDVFRPPXQLFDWHWKRVH

7ZRZD\FRPPXQLFDWLRQ

7UXVWDQGHPSRZHUPHQW

:HDUHLQLWWRJHWKHU

6WUDWHJ\,QWHJUDWLRQ

6WUDWHJ\HPSRZHUSHRSOHXQOHDVKHVWKHLUSRWHQWLDO

:KDWGLGQ WZRUN

7XUQRYHUUDWHPDWWHUVIRU,&&

6WURQJHQYLURQPHQWDOIRFXV

:K\TXHVWLRQ

7UXVWLQPDQDJHPHQW

6XFFHVVIXOIDLOXUHV

6WUDWHJ\/HWWKHSURGXFWVGRWKHWDONLQJPDNHLWWDQJLEOHDQGFRQFUHWH

6XVWDLQDEOHDSSURDFK

:RUNVKRSV

6WUDWHJ\6XVWLQWHJUDWLRQLQZRUNWDVNV GHIDXOWPRGH

6XVWDLQDELOLW\DQGRUJDQL]DWLRQDOFXOWXUH
6XVWDLQDELOLW\DVDPHDQVIRUFURVVIXQFWLRQDOLQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\LQWHUDFWLRQ
6XVWDLQDELOLW\DVDPHDQVRILQQRYDWLRQ
6XVWDLQDELOLW\DVDWRROWRFRQQHFW
6XVWDLQDELOLW\DVLQQRYDWLRQPLQGVHWFRXOGEHLPSURYHG
6XVWDLQDELOLW\LQWHJUDWHGFRUHEXVLQHVV
6XVWDLQDELOLW\LVFRUH
6XVWDLQDELOLW\LVQRWDERXWYDOXHV
6XVWDLQDELOLW\.3, V
6XVWDLQDELOLW\DSSURDFKIHZHUEXWZRUVHU GRIHZWKLQJVEXWJRDOOLQ
6\QHUJ\EHWZHHQFDSDFLWLHV
6\VWHPSHUVSHFWLYH
6\VWHPVWKLQNLQJ
7DLORUHGFRPPXQLFDWLRQWRGLIIHUHQWDXGLHQFHV

62

Appendix D: Open Codes2

ICC as a Concept

Focus area:
Themes:
Codes:

Room for
improvement

Connection int. and
ext. comms.

Relevance of ICC

Role of ICC

reaching employees

ICC and customer
relations

facilitates activation

foster alignment
with vision

connecting employees
to purpose

diffused
communication

facilitates
participation

create the power of
one

interdepartmental
communication

alignment fosters
credibility

facilitates cocreation

tool for engagement
facilitation

connecting more
directly to employees

definition ICC open
to interpretation

helps to understand
the ‘why’

anchor and cocreate the strategy

changing the mindset

ICC about
sustainability not a
separate subject

helps to understand
the ‘what'

connect
sustainability to
daily business

sharing responsibility

impact of external
communications

helps to understand
the ‘how'

spread the right
mindset

Contextual Factors

Focus area:
Themes:
Codes:

Leadership
commitment

Organizational
structure / hierarchy

Company culture

Antecedents

sustainability
integrated in core
strategy

topdown decision
chains

family business
(values)

worldview

CEO as role model

multinational

efficiency and quality
driven

personality

“walking the talk”

conglomerate of
brands

entrepreneurial and
innovative

competencies

leadership in
complexity

TEAL organization

challenge driven

needs

2

These Tables are an example of how the open codes were classified into different themes. Not all 307 codes could be
classified under the themes presented here. Many open codes were similar in content and could therefore be combined
in the coding process. The authors prioritized certain open codes based on the frequency in which they appeared in the
data sets and the amount of interviewees that touched upon them.
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ICC Content

Focus area:
Themes:
Codes:

Relevance

Solution-oriented

Business-oriented

Clarity

connect with purpose

action focused

product-oriented

choose focus areas

why question

tangible examples

let the product do the
talking

focus efforts

convey the ‘why’

how to contribute

product first

keep it simple

start with the ‘why’

show what you DO

customer feedback

information overload

define success

give examples

business case for
sustainability

scope sustainability

rationale behind goals

change narrative

align with business

connect to strategy
bring into sphere of
influence

less problem focus

ICC Methods

Focus area:
Themes:
Codes:

Message Framing

Message Tailoring

Action-oriented ICC

keep it positive

role/department specific

tangible actions

frame in company language

country/market specific

celebrate small wins

adjust to company narrative

meet people where they are

peer to peer inspiration

connect to company strategy

translate into locally relevant
actions

impact of external comms

different wording

make it local

network groups

focus on what is desired

no one size fits all

learning by doing

connect to company culture

level in organization

prototyping

relevant and relatable
information

ICC Methods

Focus area:
Themes:
Codes:

Co-creation

Availability / Access to Info

we are in it together

visual solutions

dialogue

make it visual

asking ‘help question’

digital solutions

crowdsourcing ideas

intranet

participatory approach

digitalisation

participation

mandatory training

workshops

internal academy
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Appendix E: Final Matrices3

ICC Content

Focus Area:
Themes:
Interviewee 1

Relevance

Solution-oriented

Business-oriented

Clarity

CE

implicitly

EE, ME

CE

Interviewee 2

implicitly

Interviewee 3

CE, M

EE

EE

CE

Interviewee 4

CE, M

EE

CE

CE

Interviewee 5

CE, EE

EE, M
M, EE

CE

Interviewee 6

EE, M

Interviewee 7

EE, M

Interviewee 8

EE, M, CE

implicitly

implicitly

ICC Methods

Focus Area:
Theme:
Message Framing

CE

Positive

Company Culture

Company Strategy

Interviewee 1

EE

EE

CE

Interviewee 2

M

Interviewee 3

EE, M

Interviewee 4

EE

Interviewee 5

EE

Interviewee 6

EE, M

Interviewee 7
Interviewee 8

M, CE
EE

CE
EE

implicitly
CE, EE, M

EE
EE, M

M, CE

CE, EE, M
CE

3

In the matrices, EE stands for ‘emotional engagement’, M stands for ‘meaningfulness’ and CE stands for ‘cognitive
engagement. The term ‘implicitly’ means that the interviewee in question mentioned the theme as being relevant for
ICC about sustainability. Yet, the authors could not relate the interviewee’s experience to a specific type of engagement.
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ICC Methods

Focus Area:
Theme:
Message Tailoring

Department / Role

Country / Market

Relevant / Relatable

Interviewee 1

CE, M

CE, M

Interviewee 2

CE, M, EE

M, EE

Interviewee 3

implicitly

EE

Interviewee 4

M, EE

CE, EE

M, EE

Interviewee 5

M

CE

EE

Interviewee 6

M, EE

CE, M

EE, M, CE

Interviewee 7

M

CE

EE, M, CE

Interviewee 8

implicitly

ICC Methods

Focus Area:
Theme:
Action-oriented
ICC

Show what you
DO

Celebrate
progress

Interviewee 1

implicitly

EE

Interviewee 2

implicitly

Interviewee 3

EE

Interviewee 4

EE

Interviewee 5

EE, CE

EE

M

Interviewee 6

EE

EE, M

M

Interviewee 7

CE, EE

EE, M

Showcasing peer
stories

Network groups

CE

M, EE

CE, EE, M

implicitly
EE
implicitly

EE

Interviewee 8
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ICC Methods

Focus Area:
Theme:
Co-creation

Dialogue

Workshops

Crowdsourcing ideas

Interviewee 1

CE, EE, M

CE, EE, M

CE, EE, M

Interviewee 2

implicitly

M, EE

M, EE

Interviewee 3

M, EE

Interviewee 4

M

M

M

Interviewee 5

EE, CE, M

implicitly

implicitly

Interviewee 6

EE, M

Interviewee 7

implicitly

CE, M, EE

implicitly

Interviewee 8

CE

M

ICC Methods

Focus Area:
Theme:
Access / Availability

implicitly

Digital Solutions

Visual Solutions

Interviewee 1

implicitly

CE

Interviewee 2

CE

CE, EE

Interviewee 3
Interviewee 4

Trainings

CE, M

implicitly
CE

Interviewee 5

CE
EE

Interviewee 6

CE, M

Interviewee 7

CE

Interviewee 8

CE

CE, M, EE

CE, M, EE

CE

CE
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Appendix F: ICC Guidelines
Overview of ‘ICC content’ guidelines that facilitate employee engagement for sustainability,
divided in the four different themes that emerged from the data analysis.
ICC design that facilitates employee engagement in sustainability
These guidelines lay the
foundation for ICC
content that facilitates
employee engagement in
sustainability

Relevance:
Creates awareness of the changing organizational environment
Creates an understanding of organizational goals and strategies
Commits employees to work with sustainability
Solutions-oriented:
Invites and sparks innovation
Motivates employees to contribute in their role
Avoids cognitive dissonance, ignorance or feelings of apathy
Business-oriented:
Motivates employees to contribute in their role
Creates awareness of the changing environment (i.e. customer demands)
Positive customer feedback results in feelings of pride and purpose
Clarity:
Scopes sustainability to avoid information overload
Provides guidance on where employees can focus their efforts

Overview of ‘ICC methods’ guidelines that facilitate employee engagement in working with
sustainability, divided in the five different themes that emerged from the data analysis.
ICC design that facilitate
facilitates employee engagement in sustainability
These guidelines lay the
foundation for ICC
methods that facilitate
employee engagement in
sustainability

Message framing:
Positive
Motivates employees to work with sustainability
Avoids cognitive dissonance, ignorance or feelings of apathy
Adjusted to company narrative
Connecting sustainability to the company culture motivates employees to work
with sustainability
Connecting sustainability to the company strategy creates an understanding of
organizational goals and provides guidance on where employees can focus their
efforts
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ICC design that facilitatees employee engagement in sustainability
Message tailoring:
Relevant and relatable
Motivates employees to contribute in their role
Fosters a mindset of shared responsibility
Creates an understanding of (changing) organizational goals
Action-oriented:
Peer to peer inspiration can reinforce the benefits of both positive and relatable
message framing
Celebrating progress and ‘early wins’ can reinforce the benefits of positive
message framing
Co-creation methods:
Crowdsourcing ideas:
Aligns employees with the company’s vision
Motivates employees to contribute in their role
Formal and informal dialogue:
Creates awareness of the changing organizational environment
Creates an understanding of organizational goals and strategies
Motivates employees to contribute in their role
Workshops:
Invites and sparks innovation
Motivates employees to contribute in their role
Availability and access to information:
Visual solutions:
Creates awareness of the changing organizational environment
Motivates employees to work with sustainability
Scopes sustainability to avoid information overload
Digital solutions:
Creates awareness of the changing organizational environment
Creates an understanding of (changing) organizational goals
Scopes sustainability to avoid information overload
Sustainability trainings:
Creates awareness of the changing organizational environment
Creates an understanding of (changing) organizational goals
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