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Abstract:
Increasing population, finite resources, over-consumption, and unsustainable trends in
business contribute to urgent and complex sustainability challenges in society. The intent of
this research is to understand the role business can play in moving society toward
sustainability, specifically by analyzing the strengths and weaknesses present in the outdoor
industry. Evaluation of the outdoor industry using a lens of the FSSD highlights unique
opportunities for the outdoor industry in moving society toward sustainability while
addressing the complex challenges. Using the advantages of being cooperative and sharing
the values of trust and a connection to nature, the outdoor industry has the potential to make a
unique shift from the current profit-driven market economy. This thesis examines how the
current operations of the industry can be more strategic, efficient, and impactful in moving
consumers, business, and society in a transition toward sustainability.
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Executive Summary
Introduction
In the history of the Earth it has only been in the last century that anthropogenic activities
have had a significant effect on the Earth’s system (Steffen et al. 2004). The world’s
population has more than doubled in the last 50 years to 7.2 billion. Although the Industrial
Revolution brought improved health and quality of life to many, this has not extended
equally to all of the world’s population. Social issues in the form of inequality, poverty,
corruption, malnutrition, and disease are increasing in many parts of the world. The
decreasing capacity of the Earth to meet humanity’s needs can be visualized by a funnel
metaphor which is illustrated in the figure below.

The Funnel Metaphor
(adapted by Hoffmanian Creative from Robèrt 2000)
For most of history, society was quite small in comparison to the biosphere and thus, the
effects from society on the biosphere were negligible. However, currently there is concern
that this pressure on the planet may cause irreversible or abrupt environmental change that
could significantly impact humanity (Rockström et al. 2009).
Although businesses have contributed to many of the production and consumption patterns in
the past, they were operating within the ‘rules of the game’ of the Industrial Age. Given a
better understanding of the complexity and interdependent reality of the biosphere,
businesses have the potential to significantly influence the transition toward sustainable
behaviors in society and consequently, the economy. The outdoor industry is a unique sector
of the economy that is reliant on the natural environment for the core of its business as the
products they provide equip people to spend time in nature (Hodgson 2014; The Fenix Way
2012). Quality and performance are paramount in products for outdoor activities such as
mountaineering, cycling and kayaking (Svedlund 2014; Vaude 2013). However, many
materials used in outdoor products are based on fossil fuels and man-made chemicals, like
perfluorinated compounds (PFCs), to further enhance performance (Hollenstein 2014; Sam et
al. 2012; Vaude 2013). The industry also faces the challenge of socially responsible labor
practices along their supply chains (Bauer 2014; OIA 2012b; Fowler and Hope 2007).
Superseding these challenges is the current business model, where growth and consumption
are intertwined, and continuous consumption inaccurately equates to prosperity and a healthy
society. The outdoor industry, similar to other businesses, is contributing to unsustainability
by operating within this model. However, there is literature supporting the notion that feeling
connected to nature and experiencing outdoor adventure contributes to having a strong
environmental ethos and rapport (Brymer and Gray 2009; Boyes 2013). In addition to that, an
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integral part of a sustainable society includes social capital. Outdoor adventure in natural
environments with uncertain and often emotionally intense activities has the ability to build
social capital (Holyfield, Jonas and Zajicek 2005; Boyes 2013).
The outdoor industry in North America and Europe is considered a small well-connected
industry in comparison to other industries, and brands are primarily small to medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) (Hodgson 2014; Held 2014; Bode 2014). Because of these characteristics,
the outdoor brands have been addressing sustainability-related challenges through industrywide cooperative efforts for many years (NBS 2013; Rigby and Tager 2008; Golden,
Subramanian, and Zimmerman 2011).
The focus of this research is to examine these cooperative efforts and the results, as well as
the challenges the outdoor industry faces in regards to sustainability while using the lens of
the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). The FSSD is based on
backcasting from Sustainability Principles. Backcasting is a planning methodology and
means to start planning from a desirable future when society has successfully reached
sustainability. The Sustainability Principles state that:
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;
In a sustainable society people are not subject to systematic barriers to:
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

…..integrity
. …influence
. …competence
. …impartiality
. …meaning.

The FSSD offers a scientifically robust planning and decision-making model for complex
systems and can be applied to any planning endeavors. The FSSD has iterative step-by-step
strategic planning process following five distinct levels referred to as the ABCD process. It
involves creating a shared vision for the future for a business bound by the eight
Sustainability Principles, assessing the current reality from the perspective of this vision,
generating creative solutions to bridge the gap between the desirable future and today’s
reality, and finally prioritizing actions and creating an action plan to reach the vision This
enables planning endeavors to move in the right direction towards sustainability, while
simultaneously ensuring sufficient return on investment (ROI) and taking flexible steps
towards success without creating any dead-ends. The FSSD aims to make complexity simpler
to handle, yet it does not disregard any complexity. It provides a shared mental framework
that is non-prescriptive, and encourages multi-disciplinary creativity and upstream thinking
(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).
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Purpose
The purpose of this research is to understand the role business can play in moving society
toward sustainability. Specifically by understanding the strengths and weaknesses of the
brands in the outdoor industry, and noting how they approach their challenges, this research
can provide a holistic view of the current reality of the industry. Due to the outdoor
industry’s unique connection and reliance on the natural environment the results of this
research may provide insight on how outdoor brands could positively influence other related
industries. Specifically, this research is intended to inform sustainability consultants and
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) managers working in the outdoor industry.
Research Questions
What are the strengths of the outdoor industry to move society toward sustainability?
What are the challenges the outdoor industry faces in moving toward sustainability?
Scope & Limitations
This research focused on understanding the outdoor industry from the perspective of brands
in Europe and North America. The definition of ‘outdoor’ was limited to brands engaged in
human-powered outdoor products. The participants were further narrowed to only include
brands or associations that had an awareness of sustainability, based on their reporting and
information available on their websites. The participants each has roles related to
sustainability and/or significant experience in the outdoor industry.
Methods
The research was approached through an iterative process and was inspired by an analytic
inductive approach. It was based on literature review as well as fourteen semi-structured
interviews with outdoor industry brands and trade associations. Sampling was sequential as
interviews proceeded. Eleven participants were from outdoor brands in Europe and North
America while three participants were from trade associations. The majority of participants
had a role related to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), Environmental Management.
Some of them were founders or Managing Directors. Interview questions were semistructured based on the five levels of the FSSD with flexibility to be adapted to the
interviewees based on the context. The extensive analysis included verbatim transcriptions of
the interviews, and frequent revisits of the audio recordings, while coding and categorizing
the data. A SWOT categorization was used to aid in structuring codes into meaningful
categories.
Results
The interviews provided information regarding the current challenges and successes of the
outdoor industry, as well as highlighting areas for potential opportunities and threats. Eleven
main categories were selected from the data representing common, interesting and significant
themes representing a snapshot of how the outdoor industry is positioned in relation to
sustainability:
1. Cooperation in the outdoor industry
2. External pressures (EU)
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3. Community-based
4. Connection & reliance on nature
5. Sustainability objectives and goals
6. Sustainability strategies
7. Size
8. Regulation
9. Sustainable consumption
10. Cross-industry cooperation
11. Supply chain
Discussion
The themes presented in the results are relevant to the progress and inhibitors of the outdoor
industry when it comes to moving toward sustainability. The key characteristic of the
industry being small affects the nature of the industry to be more collaborative both as an
effort to create more strength and leverage to handle large challenges, for example in the
supply chain, and also the size affects the collaborative nature because of the mere overlap
and more intimate relationships. The size of the industry also presents challenges related to
limited financial and human resources. With smaller brands that are family or privately
owned, this impacts how strategies and decisions are implemented, and allows brands to act
in a quicker, more flexible, and innovative way.
The cooperative efforts of the industry (in the trade association groups, with other industries,
and independently in the brands) show to be a major advantage in the industry, despite the
challenges of maintaining these collaborative relationships. More curiosity stemmed from
this observation of cooperation, as the similar values around nature were noted as potentially
a correlation. Similarly, the shared values and passion of the employees around the pristine
and natural outdoors was a repeated theme possibly at the core of the cooperation, and the
motives for the industry to move toward sustainability.
Despite the observation of the industry being community-based, it was also noted that the
outdoor brands and the outdoor industry as a whole does not have well established, shared,
goals and objectives around sustainability. With this finding, it is understandable that the
brands and collaborations have a difficult time prioritizing the tools, sustainability initiatives,
and challenges they encounter. The industry is, therefore, more reactive than proactive to
external pressures such as consumer demands, NGO campaigns, and changes in regulations,
especially in Europe.
This is potentially an opportunity for the outdoor industry to become more strategic by using
the collective strength of the industry to address their challenges and change current
operations. There are opportunities for these habitual changes with the materials used in the
supply chain, the conditions of the factory workers, all the way to the challenges of changing
the way the consumer behaves and how the product is used and discarded. Opportunities
around the supply chain, consumer education, sustainable consumption, and new business
models all stem from the proactive decision of the industry when they have clear goals and
objectives and can, therefore, prioritize their actions and stay focused on where they can
influence sustainable change.
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Recommendations
The authors recommend for outdoor brands to collectively step into an ABCD process that
can be facilitated by the OIA and EOG. It starts with creating a desired future bound by
Sustainability Principles that enable the creation of a common vision as well as a common
understanding of sustainability industry-wide, while simultaneously allowing for individual
brands to create their own visions to stay competitive. This can be accomplished quite easily
as the industry has a head start with common core values and a core purpose. These originate
in the industry’s internal strengths namely being trust, community based, and connected and
reliant on nature. With this vision, confirmed and individualized for specific brands, create
solutions can be created using the existing cooperative platforms in the industry and across
industries. When prioritizing these actions to reach the desired future, it is recommended to
use the three prioritization questions: i) Does this action lead in the right direction? ii) Is this
action a flexible platform? iii) Does this action bring sufficient return on investment (in the
form of financial and social capital)? Additionally, through this research the following other
prioritization questions may be suitable for outdoor brands: i) Does this action bring
sufficient return on investment in the form of employee retention and brand reputation? ii)
Does this action require too much risk as defined by the brand’s specific risk management
criteria?
Conclusion
This research suggests that the outdoor industry could lead a shift to a new business model
based on a purpose economy which could benefit society as a whole, although the complexity
of this shift is a challenge the outdoor industry alone cannot solve alone. More cross-industry
cooperation may help the industry capitalize on its uniqueness and lead the transition toward
a sustainable society. The main contribution of this research is to provide recommendations
to outdoor brands on how to participate and lead in the transition toward a sustainable society
not only out of obligation to nature, but also for business benefits and competitive advantage.
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1 Introduction
1.1

Sustainability Challenge

In the history of the Earth it has only been in the last century that anthropogenic activities
have had a significant effect on the Earth’s system (Steffen et al. 2004). The world’s
population has more than doubled in the last 50 years to 7.2 billion, and the United Nations is
predicting it will increase to 9.6 billion by 2050 (United Nations 2013). Although the
Industrial Revolution brought improved health and quality of life to many, this has not
extended equally to all of the world’s population. Resource consumption has increased in
many areas, including food and agriculture production and industrial development. This has
resulted in exponentially increasing water and energy demands. It is widely accepted that
human induced demands on the Earth’s resources now surpass the typical cycles of nature
(Steffen et al. 2004). The 5th Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) has recognized that human influence is ‘extremely likely’ to be the dominant
force for global warming since the mid- 1900’s (IPCC 2013, 15).
Concurrently, social issues in the form of inequality, poverty, corruption, malnutrition, and
disease are increasing in many parts of the world. In the Western world, consumption is
noted as a major cause of unsustainability (Ehrenfeld 2005).Scientists agree the Earth is
undergoing a profound transformation due to anthropogenic activities (Steffen et al. 2004;
Rockström et al. 2009). The decreasing capacity of the Earth to meet humanity’s needs is
illustrated in Figure 1.1., represented as a funnel metaphor. Opportunities within the funnel
are decreasing and the ability and room for society to move is diminishing. As unsustainable
behaviors continue, the funnel walls slope inwards and there is a risk for businesses, for
example, in hitting the walls in the form of stricter legislation and higher costs on resources
and waste management (Robèrt, Daly and Hawken 1997). In order to address these
challenges it is important to understand the context of the overall socio-ecological system.

Figure 1.1. The Funnel Metaphor.
(adapted by Hoffmanian Creative from Robèrt 2000)
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1.2 Society & the Biosphere
The Earth is the foundation for society as it is the only known place in the universe
supporting life. The biosphere or ecosphere, which lies between the edge of the atmosphere
and the lowest layers of sediment beneath the ocean, is known as the domain where all life
exists (Huggett1999, 426). The Earth is a complex system with many parts that interact with
unpredictable and emergent behavior (Steffen et al. 2004).
For most of history, society was quite small in comparison to the biosphere and thus, the
effects from society on the biosphere were negligible. However, as mentioned in Section1.1,
the global population has increased exponentially, parallel to advances in science and
technology, and there is concern that this pressure on the planet may cause irreversible or
abrupt environmental change that could significantly impact humanity (Rockström et al.
2009). Society today is not the first to experience significant advancement and then face the
threat of collapse. The Mayans, are one such example, where despite their accomplishments,
they disappeared within a generation. Amongst other reasons, this has been partially
attributed to the climatic changes caused by deforestation and soil erosion from slash and
burn agricultural practices (Diamond 2004, 33). Peter Senge attributes the risk of a societal
collapse more to humanity’s denial than unawareness and this provides some insight into
how to deal with the complex challenges faced today (Senge et al. 2008).

1.2.1

Industrial Age

The Industrial Revolution, which began in the 18th century and continued as the Industrial
Age, can be viewed as a ‘bubble’ metaphor (Senge et al. 2008, 35). Societal bubbles can last
hundreds of years and over time become stronger, as more people and resources are drawn
into the ‘bubble’ (Diamond 2004, 35). The Industrial Age is an extended ‘bubble’ as it has
continued for several centuries. However, during this period of expansion two realities have
developed, one inside the ‘bubble’ and one outside. Within the Industrial Age ‘bubble’,
society has been violating the regenerative natural laws of the biosphere and this has
contributed to many of the environmental and social challenges faced today (Cairns 2010;
Senge et al. 2008, 36). For example, on Earth, the majority of energy originates from solar
radiation, while in the Industrial Age the majority of energy is provided from the burning of
fossil fuels. Other examples of these violations of nature are shown in Table 1.1.
Table 1.1. Nature vs. the Industrial Age.
(adapted from Senge et al. 2008, 36)
Energy

Nature

Industrial
Age

Food

Waste

Organization
of Society

Solar
radiation

Local
(exception
seeds)

By-products
of
one
system are nutrients for
another

Diversity
uniqueness

Fossil
fuels

Rarely local

Enormous amounts of
waste

Homogenization
biologically and
culturally

2

&

Social
Well-being
Sense of belonging
& security

GDP growth

During the Industrial Age, the largest and most important system is viewed as the economy
(Senge et al. 2008; 102). The sub-systems of society and the environment are smaller nested
domains within the economy Figure 1.2. This dominant view of modern society also sees
individuals as autonomous and self-serving and rewarded for personal achievement. Lozano
(2007) refers to humanity as Homo Oeconomicus, focused on greed and accumulation of
resources. This paradigm is a significant obstacle in addressing unsustainability.

Figure 1.2. Industrial Age Viewpoint.
(adapted from Senge et al. 2008, 102)

1.2.2

Complexity and Interdependent Reality

The challenges of sustainability are interconnected, complex and require a shift in
understanding the system. Society is wholly dependent upon the environment, and the
relationship between society and the economy is symbiotic (Willard 2012, 8). In order to shift
priorities to integrate and address complex socio-ecological challenges, the Industrial Age
perspective needs to be reconsidered. A three-nested dependency reflects the interdependent
reality where society and the economy are reliant upon the limited resources of the Earth, as
illustrated in Figure 1.3 (Wang et al. 2011; Cairns 2010; Willard 2012, 102; Senge et al.
2008, 9). Contrary to the viewpoint that individuals are self-serving, cooperation is a key
ingredient in this interdependent reality. Cooperation within society is noted in literature as
the leading principle for the successful evolution of complex systems (Cronin and Sanchez
2012, 2). Therefore, it is the natural tendency as human beings to work together within this
interdependent reality to obtain the optimum in society (Lozano 2007).

3

Figure 1.3. Three-Nested Dependency.
(adapted from Senge et al. 2008, 102; Willard 2012, 9)

1.3 Role of Business in the Sustainability Challenge
Businesses are significant drivers of our global systems and have been focused primarily on
exponential growth over the last 150 years, due to the Industrial Age paradigm (Willard
2012, 12). Overconsumption and poor resource management have resulted in unsustainable
patterns of managing our human and natural capital. Today’s business model of “take-makewaste” includes, for example, the over-extraction of non-renewable resources such as fossil
fuels and the creation of excessive waste from these extraction processes (Wang et al. 2011;
Willard 2012, 13). Businesses are typically reliant on profit-driven motives for short-term
gains. The foundation of today’s business model is continuous growth, and consumption can
be seen as the root cause of growth; when businesses grow, demand for their products
inherently increases (Slater and Narver 1994). The United Nations has warned that by 2050
consumption of resources could triple unless economic growth is decoupled from resource
use and current consumption rates (UNEP 2011). It is well documented, particularly in the
Western world that society is consuming more resources and creating more waste than the
planet can renew or assimilate (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987,
5; Rees 1999, 208).
Senge argues that a new regenerative economic model is needed to move away from the
current unsustainable patterns of consumption and production (Senge 2009). He proposes that
for-profit businesses are the most influential institution in society today with a mandate for
innovation (Senge et al. 2008, 102). The World Business Council on Sustainable
Development (WBCSD) claims that businesses are in the best position to create tangible
solutions to our sustainability challenges (WBCSD 2012). A new language is required to
measure growth, one that includes externalities such as a process toward sustainability and
the need to accelerate solutions.
Although businesses have contributed to many of the production and consumption patterns in
the past, they were operating within the ‘rules of the game’ of the Industrial Age. Given a
better understanding of the complexity and interdependent reality of the biosphere,
businesses have the potential to significantly influence the transition toward sustainable
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behaviors in society and consequently, the economy. This could include, for example,
emphasizing a move from products to services, and the reuse of products at their end of life.
Cooperation and collaboration has been referred to in literature as an opportunity for
businesses to address the complex challenges faced today (Gray and Stites 2013; Hartman et
al. 1999;Ehrenfeld 2005).

1.3.1

The Outdoor Industry

The outdoor industry is a unique sector of the economy that is reliant on the natural
environment for the core of its business as the products they provide equip people to spend
time in nature (Hodgson 2014; The Fenix Way 2012). According to the Outdoor Industry
Association (OIA) representing brands, manufacturers, suppliers, distributors, and retailers in
North America, the outdoor industry is defined quite broadly in across 10 categories 1.
Although it contributes $646 billion to the U.S. economy, it is considered small relative to
other industries (Hodgson 2014; OIA 2012a). The European Outdoor Group (EOG) has a
more traditional definition of the outdoor industry and represents brands accounting for
approximately €10 billion towards the European economy 2 (EOG 2014). The outdoor
industry also overlaps other textile and sporting related industries (Riedel 2014; Ekberg 2014;
Foweraker 2014). What is considered outdoor is also shifting with increased urbanization and
consumer trends (Ravasio 2014; Hodgson 2014).
Quality and performance are paramount in products for outdoor activities such as
mountaineering, cycling and kayaking (Svedlund 2014; Vaude 2013). However, many
materials used in outdoor products are based on fossil fuels and man-made chemicals, like
perfluorinated compounds (PFCs), to further enhance performance (Hollenstein 2014; Sam et
al. 2012; Vaude 2013). The industry also faces the challenge of socially responsible labor
practices along their supply chains (Bauer 2014; OIA 2012b; Fowler and Hope 2007).
Superseding these challenges is the current business model, where growth and consumption
are intertwined, and continuous consumption in accurately equates to prosperity and a
healthy society. The outdoor industry, similar to other businesses, is contributing to
unsustainability by operating within this model.
The OIA in North America states that protection of the environment is paramount: “We are
passionate stewards of the lands…for creating a unified, abundant, and sustainable outdoor
recreation infrastructure for future generations” (OIA 2014a). Protection of the environment
can be viewed as a personal conviction for some outdoor brands (Deuter 2012). This then can
be viewed as a potential opportunity for sustainability. There is literature supporting the
notion that feeling connected to nature and experiencing outdoor adventure contributes to
having a strong environmental ethos and rapport (Brymer and Gray 2009; Boyes 2013). In
addition, an integral part of a sustainable society includes social capital. Outdoor adventure in

1

OIA includes spending within the categories of bicycling, camping, fishing, hunting, motorcycling, offroading, snow sports, trail sports, water sports, and wildlife viewing.
2

EOG market definition of outdoor products includes performance and lifestyle products from specialist
outdoor companies traditionally linked to activities such as hiking, trekking, climbing, mountaineering, and
camping. It excludes wider recreational products used, for example for water sports, hunting, fishing, and board
sports.
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natural environments with uncertain and often emotionally intense activities has the ability to
build social capital (Holyfield, Jonas and Zajicek 2005; Boyes 2013).
Outdoor Industry Brands
The outdoor industry in North America and Europe is considered a small well-connected
industry in comparison to other industries, and brands are primarily small to medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) (Hodgson 2014; Held 2014; Bode 2014). Because of these characteristics,
the outdoor brands have been addressing sustainability-related challenges through industrywide cooperative efforts for many years (NBS 2013; Rigby and Tager 2008; Golden,
Subramanian, and Zimmerman 2011). The OIA notes the outdoor industry is emerging as a
“global thought leader in sustainability” through industry-wide pre-competitive collaboration
(OIA 2012b). The two representative trade associations, the OIA and EOG, work closely in
parallel on sustainability initiatives through various sustainability working groups (SWGs).
Because of this, the authors felt it was appropriate to include North American and European
outdoor brands as well as the OIA and EOG in this study. The focus of this research was to
examine these cooperative efforts and the results, as well as the challenges the outdoor
industry faces in regards to sustainability. Typical brands within the outdoor industry were
selected based on those found at the two largest outdoor sector trade shows in North America
and Europe 3.North America and Europe make up a large percentage of the outdoor market
worldwide as well as being a large contributor to consumption trends.
There are currently numerous efforts within the outdoor industry to move to where
sustainability is injected into a business as part of their “cultural DNA” (Willard 2012, 22).
Further strategies that go beyond the current growth-based business model are limited, but
Patagonia’s 2-year “Responsible Economy” campaign is an example. It explores alternatives
to the current business model to decouple growth from prosperity and tackles the root of the
problem where the present economy relies on relentless consumption, and provides less
social benefits than promised (Patagonia 2014). Outdoor industry brands have an opportunity
to capitalize on their connection and reliance on nature. They can further address the
potential paradox of connecting consumers with the natural environment, while providing
products heavily reliant on unsustainable sources and practices. As the outdoor industry is not
clearly defined and overlaps other industries, it also has the potential for cross-industry
influence.

1.4 Strategic Sustainable Development
1.4.1

Systems Thinking

Although the modern environmental movement was initiated in the 1960’s with Rachel
Carson’s book, Silent Spring, and the concept of sustainability gained momentum in the late
1980’s with the Brundtland Commission’s Report, Our Common Future, significant obstacles
still prevent society from reaching sustainability. One such obstacle includes the mechanistic
and linear thought patterns that have characterized science. It was believed that the dynamics
of the whole in any complex system could be understood from the properties of the parts
3

OutDoor (Germany) http://www.outdoor-show.com/od-en/
Outdoor Retailer http://www.outdoorretailer.com/
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(Capra 1985). Analytical and mechanistic thinking breaks problems down into their
respective parts and then focuses on the isolated elements to solve the overall problem.
It was historically understood that science and technology have the solutions for most, if not
all, environmental problems (Hjorth and Bagheri 2006). However, it has been increasingly
questioned whether mechanistic thinking is adequate for addressing the challenges of
sustainability. These obstacles are interconnected and complex with no single cause and
effect relationship. A shift to synthetic or systems thinking is required, emphasizing the
whole and the relationships between the system’s parts, rather than the parts themselves
(Hjorth and Bagheri 2006; Ackoff 1994). The whole is considered primary in systems
thinking; hence, once you understand the dynamics of the whole, you can then determine the
properties and interactions of the parts.
A systems perspective is important when addressing complex challenges, but addressing
these challenges also requires a strategic approach which begins with a vision of success and
is bounded by guiding principles.

1.4.2

Backcasting from Principles of Sustainability

As noted in Section 1.1, the complexity of the sustainability challenge requires all parts of
society, including businesses, to participate in moving society toward sustainability. To deal
with these challenges in a comprehensive and systematic way, upstream thinking is required
to tackle the underlying sources of problems, rather than addressing the symptoms (Robèrt
2000). Backcasting is a planning methodology and can be seen as an alternative to
forecasting where the future is often viewed through the past which can be problematic if
past trends are a main driver for future strategies (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000, 294). In the
context of sustainable development backcasting means to start planning from a desirable
future when society has successfully reached sustainability. The planning process continues
by comparing that future description with today’s reality and asking: what do we need to do
today to get to this future vision? (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000, 293). Backcasting is
especially helpful when the problems at hand are complex and when current trends are
increasingly part of the problem (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000, 291).
It is necessary to begin on the level of principles, because basic principles provide a frame for
any potential future without looking at the specific details. It has been argued that these
principles should meet the following criteria (Ny et al. 2006, 63)
x
x
x
x

Based on a scientifically agreed upon view of the world;
Necessary and sufficient to achieve all aspects of sustainability;
Concrete enough to guide actions; and
Mutually exclusive for understanding and monitoring.

In 1994, four basic principles were drafted by scientific consensus (Robèrt and Broman
2011). These principles have undergone various iterations and have formed the foundation
for the current Sustainability Principles, which are promoted by the non-governmental
organization (NGO), The Natural Step (Ny et al. 2006). The first three principles are for
ecological sustainability while the other five principles are proposed social sustainability
principles (Missimer 2013). The eight Sustainability Principles are shown in Figure 1.4.
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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;

In a sustainable society people are not subject to systematic barriers:
4. …integrity
5. …influence
6. …competence
7. …impartiality
8. …meaning.
Figure 1.4. Sustainability Principles.
(adapted from Ny et al. 2006; Missimer 2013)
In order to meet these principles, society must decrease its dependency on: (Holmberg and
Robèrt 2000)
x
x
x

Mining of fossil fuels and scarce metals, particularly metals that are increasing in
concentration in the biosphere;
Production and dispersion of persistent man-made compounds foreign to nature (e.g.
pesticides) and naturally occurring compounds (e.g. CO2) increasing in concentration
in the biosphere; and
Misusing and over-harvesting the biosphere.

And, society must decrease systematic personal barriers to integrity, influence, competence,
impartiality and meaning (Missimer 2013). Backcasting dictates the direction of the
transition, but the pace of transition is determined by what is realistic (Holmberg and Robèrt
2000).

1.4.3

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development

Numerous decision-making tools have been developed to tackle different environmental and
social issues. However, a unifying framework can serve as an overall compass for dialogue,
problem solving, strategic planning, and guidance toward sustainability (Robért 2000). The
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) offers a scientifically robust
planning and decision-making model for complex systems and can be applied to any
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planning endeavours. The FSSD has five interdependent distinct levels when applied on an
organizational level are illustrated in Figure 1.5.

System

Business residing within society, within the biosphere

Businesses operating within the eight Sustainability Principles and operating within the
Success business Vision and Goals
Backcasting from Success
Strategicc 3 Prioritization Questions: Right Direction, Flexible Platform, Return on Investment
Concrete actions that move the business toward sustainability and comply with the
Actions Strategic Guidelines to meet Success

Tools

Tools that support the actions toward sustainability

Figure 1.5. Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development.
(adapted from Ny et al. 2006)
The FSSD consists of the following three aspects (Robèrt 2000):
1. The metaphor of the funnel illustrating unsustainability; (Figure 1.1)
2. The eight Sustainability Principles that define the basic conditions for sustainability in
the biosphere and the opening of the funnel; (Figure 1.4) and,
3. A strategy to avoid the hitting the walls of the funnel, and reaching the opening of the
funnel with a step-by-step approach.
The FSSD provides an iterative step-by-step strategic planning process following the five
distinct levels. The first step includes creating a shared vision for the future for a business
bounded by the eight Sustainability Principles (A-step). The current reality of the business is
then examined through the lens of the Sustainability Principles and the baseline is established
(B-step). Actions are then brainstormed to potentially fill the gap between the challenges in
the baseline and the vision bound by the Sustainability Principles (C-step). The final step
includes prioritizing actions and creating an action plan to reach the vision (D-step).This
enables planning endeavors to move in the right direction towards sustainability, while
simultaneously ensuring sufficient return on investment (ROI) and taking flexible steps
towards success without creating any dead-ends. The assessment of actions on a prioritization
basis is what makes the framework strategic, and it can eliminate confusion by the various
sustainability tools.
The FSSD aims to make complexity simpler to handle, yet it does not disregard any
complexity. It provides a shared mental framework that is non-prescriptive, and encourages
multi-disciplinary creativity and upstream thinking (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). It provides
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an understanding of what must be done on a principles level, however, it cannot be applied as
a standard of measurement. The FSSD provides guidelines for sustainable development to
determine the metrics necessary for a given activity, process, or business (Robèrt 2000).

1.5 Outdoor Industry as a Complex System
It is important to use systems thinking when considering the complex challenges of the
outdoor industry. The challenges faced can be largely attributed to the size of the industry
and complexity of the supply chain. Figure 1.6 illustrates the various stakeholders that may
affect an outdoor brand’s movement toward sustainability. The challenges outlined in Section
1.3 are interconnected and cannot be solved by one brand alone. The FSSD is a conceptual
model using a systems perspective with a strategic approach which may assist brands within
the industry when working toward sustainability. It can provide guidelines for sustainable
development to determine the metrics or tools necessary for an individual brand. The FSSD
is also used in this research as an analytical tool to examine the outdoor industry from the
perspective of the five levels to gain a comprehensive understanding of the current reality and
its potential uniqueness.

Figure 1.6. Stakeholder Map.

1.6 Purpose
The overall motivation for this research is to understand the role businesses can play in
moving society toward sustainability. This research seeks to understand how brands within
the outdoor industry are operating in regards to sustainability, including the ongoing
cooperative efforts and assessing both the strengths and the challenges from a strategic
sustainable development viewpoint. The aim of this research is to provide a holistic overview
of the current reality of the industry in order to support brands within the outdoor industry to
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transition toward sustainability. Due to the outdoor industry’s unique connection and reliance
on the natural environment, the results of this research may provide insight on how outdoor
brands could positively influence other overlapping and related industries. Specifically, this
research may be a starting point for sustainability consultants and Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) managers working in the outdoor industry.

1.6.1

Research Question

As outlined in the purpose, this thesis is based on the following research questions (RQs):
Research Question 1 (RQ1):
What are the strengths of the outdoor industry to move society toward sustainability?
Research Question 2 (RQ2):
What are the challenges the outdoor industry faces in moving toward sustainability?

1.6.2

Scope & Limitations

This research focused on understanding the outdoor industry from the perspective of outdoor
brands providing products in Europe and North America and has not taken a full global
perspective. It excluded other geographic regions due to time constraints and cultural
differences. Suppliers, distributors, manufacturers, retailers, and service providers were also
excluded from this research with two exceptions 4. For the purpose of this thesis, the
definition of ‘outdoor’ was based on the OIA bylaws for membership which states that
regular members are defined by “any business…engaged in the human powered outdoor
products and services supply chain…”(OIA 2014b). Some examples of human-powered
activities include hiking, backcountry camping, and mountaineering/climbing. This was in
addition to the general criteria of brands that would typically be represented at two of the
largest outdoor trade shows in North America and Europe.
The participants were further narrowed to only include brands or associations that had an
awareness of sustainability. This was assessed based on sustainability or corporate
responsibility reporting or detailed information provided on their website. The sample set is
not representative of the entire industry. However, intentionally a range of brands by
ownership, size, and location to better understand the overall system was included. The
participants each has roles related to sustainability and/or significant experience in the
outdoor industry.

4

In addition to being a brand, one brand was also a manufacturer while another was a retailer.
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2 Methods
2.1 Qualitative Research Approach
Our research process was inspired by an analytic inductive approach as outlined by Bryman
in Social Research Methods (Bryman 2012, 566). The approach was primarily iterative in
nature and did not follow a pre-established plan (Bryman 2012, 566). The research questions
and interview questions were refined throughout the process. This was done in an ongoing
fashion, as illustrated in Figure 2.1.

Research
Question
Initial
Hypothesis

Conclusions

Literature
Review /
Data
Collection

Content
Analysis

Data
Collection

Reformulate
Hypothesis
High Level
Content
Analysis

Figure 2.1. Research Approach (adapted from Bryman 2012).

2.2 Literature Review
Research was initiated with a literature review. The literature review was broad initially to
include all aspects of interest within the context of the outdoor industry and sustainability.
The literature review then focused on the outdoor industry in particular, and as a result of
there being limited literature in this area, the business case for sustainability was researched
to better understand if there was a need for sustainability within the outdoor industry. All
authors reviewed scientific articles, books, industry reports, and websites in order to establish
a common foundation for the research. The search engines used included Academic Search
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Elite (Ebsco), the Blekinge Tekniska Högskola (BTH) Library Catalogue (Libris), Scopus,
Web of Science and Google Scholar. Table 2.1.includes the keywords used in the literature
review. Although the literature review is considered the initial phase, it was iterative and
continued throughout the research. The literature was informed by exploratory interviews
with experts in the field which also aided in scoping to a field of study.
Table 2.1. Literature Review Keywords
Keywords

x
x
x
x

x

2.2.1

Outdoor, sports, lifestyle, recreation, leisure, adventure, Eco-psychology
Cooperation, complexity, collaboration, participation, partnerships
OIA, Higg Index, MEC, Vaude
Sector, industry, market, trade, economy
Sustainability, sustainable development, environmental

Document Review

A document review was conducted to complement and validate the interview findings. Due
to time restrictions this review was selective and limited in nature, however it did validate our
interview findings in numerous cases.

2.3 Data Collection
Following the literature review, fourteen semi-structured interviews were undertaken with
outdoor industry brands and trade associations representing outdoor brands in Europe and
North America. The majority of interviewees were members of the OIA or EOG SWGs or
very familiar with the work being done within these working groups. Sampling was
sequential in that participants were added to the sample set as the research proceeded through
personal knowledge and contacts within the industry and via the respective trade
associations. There was also a snowball effect in some cases where one participant provided
a referral to another. Eleven participants were from outdoor brands in Europe and North
America while three participants were from trade associations. The majority of participants
had a role related to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), Environmental Management, or
was the Founder or Managing Director. Figure 2.2 and Figure 2.3 illustrate the type and
ownership of organizations interviewed, and the location of participants. Due to the broad
sampling of outdoor brands in Europe and North America, all interviews were conducted via
Skype for consistency. Appendix A provides a detailed list of participants.

Figure 2.2. Participants by type (ownership).
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Figure 2.3. Participants by location.
Interview questions were structured based on the five levels of System, Success, Strategic,
Actions, and Tools related to the FSSD as mentioned in Section 1.4.3. This was done to
eliminate gaps in the data and to answer both research questions. Interview questions were
tailored for the participants and flexible based on the context. The full list of potential
interview questions for trade associations and brands are included in Appendix B and C,
respectively.

2.4 Data Analysis
2.4.1

Transcription

All interviews were transcribed verbatim from audio recordings to ensure all relevant quotes
were captured within the context of their original meaning.

2.4.2

Content Analysis

The transcribed data was processed and analyzed in several steps in order to answer the
research questions. At approximately the halfway point during the interview period, a high
level analysis was undertaken of the data using a thematic approach (Bryman2012, 578). The
main purpose of this analysis was to narrow the focus of the remaining interviews. Analysis
was done independently by two authors, reading and listening to interviews and capturing
themes relevant to the research questions, data that was unique or interesting, and
information that was missing from the data (Bryman 2012, 580). The independent results
were then combined into common themes to explore further in the remaining interviews.
Once all interviews were completed, a content analysis approach was taken to analyze the
data. The language of the interviews was examined to classify the interview data into an
efficient number of categories representing similar meanings (Hsieh and Shannon 2005;
Taylor-Powell and Renner 2003). Initially the interview transcripts were read and re-read
several times in order to assess the quality of the data. The data was grouped by interview
question to look at the essence of the responses by all participants in order to identify
similarities and differences. The data was then separated by organization type for
independent coding by all authors. The key thoughts or concepts were highlighted within the
responses in order to derive codes. Notes were taken throughout the analysis period to
supplement the author’s thinking and rationale.

14

Codes were then sorted into categories based on how the different codes were related.
Inductive category development was used, which allowed the categories to emerge from the
coded data (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). These categories provided a way to organize and
group the codes into meaningful clusters (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). The popular strategic
planning tool strengths-weaknesses-opportunities-threats (SWOT) was used for clustering
during the analysis process to assist with later interpretation of the results (Coman and Ronen
2009). Peer debriefing and re-coding was done to ensure the meaning of the data was not lost
in the coding process. Categories were developed by two authors through an iterative
process. Sub-categories were created where appropriate. Appendix D provides a sample of
the raw data and codes for a sub-set of our participants.
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3 Results
Data from the fourteen semi-structured interviews is organized according to categories that
emerged related to the research questions. The data is not separated by research questions as
the categories often overlap internal strengths and opportunities and external weaknesses and
threats. These are discussed in detail in Section 4. Table 3.1 below shows the participants
background information.
Table 3.1. Research Participants
Interviewee Name

Organization Type

Title

Pamela Ravasio

Trade Association

CSR
&
Manager

Joel Svedlund

Brand & Manufacturer

Designer/Sustainability
Manager

Sweden

Lennart Ekberg

Brand

Director of Sustainability

Sweden

Nikki Hodgson

Trade Association

Corporate Responsibility
Coordinator

U.S.

Greg Foweraker

Brand

Managing Director

Canada

Aiko Bode

Brands

Chief Sustainability Officer

Sweden

Katrin Bauer

Brand

Corporate
Manager

Germany

Maria Frykman Forsberg

Brand

Founder and CEO

Sweden

Amy Roberts

Brand & Retailer

Director of Sustainability

Canada

Cira Riedel

Brand*

Founder and CEO

Switzerland

Mark Held

Trade Association

Secretary General

U.K.

Peter J. Hollenstein

Brand

Corporate
Manager

Switzerland

Jon Nash & Luis Brown

Brand & Manufacturer

Environmental Manager /
Environment Strategist and
Adviser

U.K.

Hilke Patzwall

Brand

CSR Manager

Germany
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Sustainability

Country

Responsibility

Responsibility

U.K.

3.1 Cooperation in the Outdoor Industry
In most interviews, the research participants confirmed that cooperation is prevalent in the
outdoor industry. The participants mentioned that cooperation in the outdoor industry is
considered important and that many brands work together with their competitors: “We are
also working with our colleagues, as we like to call them, but you can say competitors as
well” (Svedlund 2014). Certain participants referred to a “spirit of togetherness” as being a
distinguishing characteristic of the outdoor industry, especially when compared to other
industries (Hollenstein 2014; Svedlund 2014). A theme that repeatedly emerged in the data is
that “the people in the industry share both their successes and their challenges and their
failures” (Roberts 2014). Two participants referred to cooperation in the outdoor industry as
being based on a team mindset: “This cooperation...is rooted in the fairness...of
sportsmanship” (Bauer 2014).
“Mountaineers are very well team players...you really need to trust each other on
a mountain, and [you] really need to work together...and that also transfers to
business relationships.” (Hollenstein 2014)
Cooperation in the outdoor industry, as the data showed, occurs for three main reasons.
Firstly, many research participants highlighted that cooperation between outdoor brands takes
place in order to work together on sustainability issues:
“What is really, really great and special...and which really differentiates this
industry from other industries...is that competitors really work together on
sustainability issues. [They] look for common solutions and so on...”
(Patzwall 2014)
Similarly, Lennart Ekberg pointed out that “in (his) opinion sustainability is a team sport”
(Ekberg 2014), and Cira Riedel reaffirmed: “(…) sustainability is a team sport and that’s
definitely true” (Riedel 2014).
Secondly, the analyzed data revealed that certain brands in the outdoor industry cooperate to
exchange experiences and information (Patzwall 2014; Hollenstein 2014; Bauer 2014, Riedel
2014; Hodgson 2014; Roberts 2014):
“So there’s an exchange with the other brands on these topics...if one brand
really starts to work on a topic, typically the other brands will join in sooner or
later.” (Hollenstein 2014)
Thirdly, a small number of participants stated that cooperation between brands in the outdoor
industry occurs due to limited financial resources of small to medium-sized companies within
the industry (Bauer 2014; Frykman Forsberg 2014). Katrin Bauer explained:
“I think it helps to get things done, when you're not that big, you don't have...
much financial resources, you don't have the personal resources, and then it just
helps if you actually can work together with others, learn from their experience,
or just sit down together and find a solution together.” (Bauer 2014)
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3.1.1

Industry Associations and Sustainability Working Groups

The findings presented here relate to the role OIA and EOG SWGs play in providing a
platform for cooperation and communication between brands. Some participants mentioned
the SWGs as the main forum for cooperation in the industry (Patzwall 2014; Hodgson 2014;
Hollenstein 2014). Three other participants stated they have worked directly with other
brands on an informal basis before the SWGs existed on topics such as co-development and
innovation (Patzwall 2014; Svedlund 2014; Ekberg 2014). During interviews, the OIA was
described as a facilitator of collaboration in the outdoor industry: “OIA's approach is to listen
to what the members want, and then help them… provide the forum for collaboration for
members to get there” (Roberts 2014). Moreover, two participants stated that similarly the
EOG makes it possible for outdoor brands to have a dialogue around sustainability topics
(Ekberg 2014; Held 2014):
“On a dialog level, I think, EOG has an extremely important role to play...They
have absolutely known that this is extremely important for the industry and have
taken different steps on discussion levels to have dialogues with, for instance,
NGOs.” (Ekberg 2014)
During the research, it was found that brands that are members of the OIA are provided three
levels of engagement on sustainability initiatives. The first basic way is being informed
through the SWG newsletter and they are welcomed to attend the meetings. The next level is
where members can become more engaged in the SWG through regular monthly or
bimonthly meetings, and become active on the shared communication platforms. Finally
there are voting members of the SWG who pay membership fees which enables them to vote
via consensus on the development of new sustainability tools and resources (Hodgson 2014).
The industry associations create a common thread on sustainability (Brown 2014), by
developing open-source scalable tools (Roberts 2014). There is a gentlemen’s agreement
between the EOG and OIA to not replicate sustainability efforts (Ravasio 2014).
With regards to the SWGs around chemicals management, down feathers, or end of life,
some participants claimed that these groups enable cooperation between outdoor brands on
sustainability related issues (Hollenstein 2014; Patzwall 2014):
“Outdoor business, I think, has found a quite good way to approach
sustainability by these different working groups. [They] really support
collaboration between the brands.” (Patzwall 2014)
Nevertheless, a few participants mentioned that the SWGs role in enabling cooperation was
limited (Hollenstein 2014; Brown & Nash 2014): “So far, we have these working groups but
the initiative and coordination had to come from individual brands, mostly” (Anonymous
2014). Another research participant expressed learning the hard way where cooperation for
sustainability doesn’t work well by using a blanket approach rather than project-based groups
formed around specific challenges.

“What you need is, you need to be able to recognize whether it is a challenge to
be able to form group, to deal with that challenge, and once that challenge is
dealt with, to disband that group and move on to other challenges. Rather than
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keeping the group going with a tight bond and sort of sitting around thinking,
‘What are we supposed to be doing here? What are we here for?’” (Held 2014)
Three participants noted that there were challenges around sustainability efforts, and that they
were political in nature. These challenges related to the lack of authority within the industry
association and the differing pace and priorities of brands on sustainability issues (Riedel
2014; Brown 2014; Held 2014).
“The EOG isn´t kind of going to come up with a regime that everyone signs up to,
that´s committing everybody to get rid of PFCs. I mean it´s been very clear that
they´re not going to do that. And there´s no mechanism really, we´re all
independent actors and we’ve got to make our own choices.” (Brown 2014)

3.2 External Pressures (EU)
European outdoor brands in particular face pressure from NGOs, media and regulations on
sustainability related topics. According to some participants the pressure from NGOs and the
media is a lot more prevalent and harsh in Europe compared to the outdoor industry in North
America (Held 2014, Bauer 2014). Mark Held from the EOG described:
The German brands feel the Greenpeace action very, very acutely. Greenpeace
has a massive media sway in the German market, and therefore for Greenpeace
to come around and criticize any of their brands, gets an awful lot of coverage;
whereas, if Greenpeace comes out and criticizes the U.S. brand, it doesn’t get
much coverage in the U.S...”(Held 2014)
Similar to the pressure from the media and NGOs, regulations are also typically driven out of
Europe, and European brands face more scrutiny (Patzwall 2014). The attacks from those
NGOs or regulations lead to reactive behavior that can slow down the pace of the industry’s
sustainability efforts:
“When you’re reacting to being kicked or being hit with a big stick, your primary
objective is to stop somebody hitting you with a stick, not how you stop them or
whether the way you stop them is sustainable…It’s not attention on the purely
sustainability side of things which I kind of regret in a way. It’s the way life is, so
I can’t say it’s bad or I can’t say it’s good, but I do regret the case because I
think it slightly slowed the pace.” (Held 2014)

3.3 Community based
Even though three of the interviewed research participants clearly expressed that values, as
well as characteristics, across the outdoor industry vary and thus are difficult to be
generalized for an entire industry (Patzwall 2014; Brown & Nash 2014; Riedel 2014),
another finding indicates that the outdoor industry is a well-connected community.
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“The outdoor industry is very small, it´s very community based, it operates very
heavily or relies very heavily I think on personal relationships. I think that´s a
huge, just a huge advantage in terms of any pre-competitive collaboration.”
(Hodgson 2014)
The community environment is stated as one reason why many people working in the
industry stay in the industry for many years (Bauer 2014; Ravasio 2014; Held 2014; Hodgson
2014). Moreover, several participants referred to the outdoor industry as being well
connected (Ravasio 2014; Foweraker 2014; Hodgson 2014). “It’s an industry that is overall
very well connected and people know each other very well, surprisingly well actually”
(Ravasio 2014).
One research participant explained that he “enjoy(s) working in a tribe” (Foweraker 2014)
and continues:“If it was just about the money it would be a different story, but for me it's
about soul” (Foweraker 2014).
What has been mentioned in relation with the community aspect of the outdoor industry is
the value of trust which has been stressed by several research participants (Hollenstein 2014;
Bauer 2014; Roberts 2014; Svedlund 2014). To express it the words of Amy Roberts from
Mountain Equipment Co-op (MEC):
“There’s a lot of trust that’s in the industry, and I think that's a pretty strong
value within the industry; there´s this value of trust and collaboration, and that
you can count on other people to do what they say they're going to do.”
(Roberts 2014)
According to some participants, this trust is developed because of the team mindset existing
within the industry, as well as the fact that people in the industry have known each other for
many years (Svedlund 2014; Bauer 2014).

3.3.1

Characteristics of People

The people who make up this previously described community have been attributed many
diverse characteristics by numerous interviewees. Primarily, it was stated that people in the
industry are active outdoor enthusiasts who spend a lot of time in nature (Hollenstein 2014;
Patzwall 2014; Roberts 2014; Held 2014). Amy Roberts from MEC even declared:
“I feel like a lot of people who choose to work in the outdoor industry did so
because being outside, recreating and seeking adventure is a core part of who
they are. They chose this industry because its part of their personal mission
too…They don't just checkout from their work values when they go home at night,
its part of who they are.” (Roberts 2014)
Maria Frykman Forsberg from Isbjörn of Sweden added along those lines: “A lot of those
people are actually true believers and lovers of the outdoors themselves. So in that
perspective, yeah they believe in what they’re doing” (Frykman Forsberg 2014). Another
interviewee expressed that for her the people in the outdoor industry are real, and elaborates
further:
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“I feel much more at home in the outdoor industry in that sense. It is more sort of
down-to-earth, normal people with the good values and growing their own
veggies, going hiking on the weekends, and taking their kids camping.”
(Riedel 2014)
Last but not least, people working in the outdoor industry have been described as reasonable,
grounded, hardworking, socially-minded and aware, and as genuinely caring about
environmental issues (Hollenstein 2014; Brown 2014; Riedel 2014).

3.4 Connection & Reliance on Nature
The shared sense of community within the outdoor industry outlined above can be partially
attributed to people´s shared love for nature and outdoor activities:
“I think for outdoor companies nature is very important as it is for most people
working here at Mammut because we tend to spend a lot of time in the outdoors
and most of us here are really nature lovers. So we have a, I would say, very
intrinsic motivation to protect the environment.” (Hollenstein 2014)
Maria Frykman Forsberg from Isbjörn of Sweden elaborates on this by stating:
“Outdoor industry involves people who are really in-love with the outdoors, and
that way they also have a certain or special love for the outdoors and that
naturally comes along that you want to take care of the outdoors: you want it to
be preserved, you want it to stay as it is or even better.”
(Frykman Forsberg 2014)
Several research participants talked about how the outdoor industry is linked to nature in a
special way (Riedel 2014; Patzwall 2014; Held 2014; Svedlund 2014). One participant
expressed that the outdoor industry is different because it deeply relies on nature (Riedel
2014). Yet another participant stated:
“So, I see it as quite a positive side from our industry. I think if you were making
chemical flocculants or if you’re making mattresses or widgets for telephones, it
doesn’t really have quite that connection to the outdoor world as in the natural
environment. You’re a long way removed; whereas, we are never totally removed
from the outdoor world and the natural environment because it’s part and parcel
of what we do.” (Held 2014)
According to the data, the reasons for this connection to nature are twofold. On the one hand,
participants see the outdoor industry as connected to nature because it is their business:
outdoor products connect people to nature (Svedlund 2014; Patzwall 2014). On the other
hand, there are findings indicating that people in the outdoor industry share a love for nature
(Brown & Nash 2014; Hollenstein 2014; Frykman Forsberg 2014). As research participants
introduced themselves at the beginning of interviews and described how they became
involved in the outdoor industry, the majority mentioned a passion for nature and outdoor
activities:
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“[Employees of the industry] are much more connected to nature. I mean almost
everybody does something in the outdoors and they love to be in nature. And
people that are connected to that sort of energy, they are different...they seem to
shine from the inside, and are very unique and real. That's what I appreciated
about the outdoor industry in the first place.” (Riedel 2014)
In addition to that, participants not only expressed their emotional attachment to nature, but
also that there is, to a certain degree, a shared value within the industry to protect the natural
environment:
“I think the industry is unique and I think that all the companies who are in
outdoor to some degree or another have a shared value around preserving wild
places, and wanting to preserve the natural environment because that's why we're
selling these products. And so I think that shared value gives people who have
very different ideas about how to get there, the same end goal, and that's really
powerful.” (Roberts 2014)

3.5 Sustainability Objectives & Goals
3.5.1

Definition

When asked the question of what sustainability means, the participant´s understandings of
sustainability varied. One participant stated that for her sustainability is about “risk
mitigation, increasing efficiency and product quality” (Hodgson 2014) whereas another
research participant referred to sustainability with the concept of the triple bottom line:
“We typically follow the Triple Bottom Line concept. We want to be socially and
environmentally responsible but also have to consider the financial bottom line.”
(Hollenstein 2014)
Moreover, two out of fourteen participants pointed out that their understanding was based on
the Brundtland definition of sustainability (Svedlund 2014; Bode 2014). Three participants
connected sustainability with minimizing negative business impacts (Foweraker 2014; Held
2014; Patzwall 2014). The General Secretary of the EOG stated, for example:
“If you accept that a business is there, then your focus should be on ensuring you
minimize the negative impacts of businesses. And that´s how I would define
sustainability.” (Held 2014)
Finally, another pattern could be identified in relation to how participants in the sample
looked upon sustainability. Three research participants articulated that in their understanding,
sustainability is a process and a goal to work toward rather than a fixed state (Patzwall 2014;
Hodgson 2014; Bode 2014). One participant expressed this in the following way:
“However, since sustainability is a process, it's a development, it's not a status,
you will never reach the status of I am now sustainable, but you are always on
your way.” (Anonymous 2014)
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3.5.2

Common Objectives and Goals

One participant stated that what aids in leading the SWGs is using common sense as well as
clearly explained goals and objectives (Held 2014). The data shows that there is a lack of
common policy statements and tangible actions among outdoor brands with regards to
sustainability:
“What’s been missing from my standpoint in EOGs and the entire EOG work on
sustainability is a vision that’s really lived up to, and clear goals and common
positions for the European Outdoor Industry.” (Patzwall 2014)
Even though at certain times brands do cooperate to develop policies together, that may not
translate into tangible outcomes, as the following statement of a participant demonstrates:
“We develop policies together, or like statements. If it's just a statement, it
doesn’t mean much to me. It has to be followed up by action, and that is much
harder.” (Bauer 2014)
One reason given why there is no such common objective is that brands still carry competing
interests: “So it is really about defining what the objectives are, it is a part, but I suppose it´s
also that all the brands, they´ve got you know competing interest” (Brown 2014). It was
found that not all brands are on the same level when it comes to understanding sustainability
(Hodgson 2014; Ravasio 2014; Bode 2014). According to Aiko Bode from Fenix Outdoor,
this hinders collaborative efforts between brands for sustainability:
“Some companies are not quite sure whether they know exactly what we are
talking about, while we are- you and I are- talking about something that still
needs to be defined for them. So that limits the ability to collaborate as well.”
(Bode 2014)
Similarly, two representatives of the Industry Associations, OIA and EOG, explained that
every brand has their own definitions of sustainability and that consequently, there is no
shared understanding of what sustainability means in the industry (Ravasio 2014; Hodgson
2014).

3.6 Sustainability Strategies
How outdoor brands approach sustainability was often mentioned by research participants in
connection with the need to be a profitable business selling high quality products: “We want
to offer our consumers the best products with the least environmental and social impact. It’s
basically the overall vision” (Hollenstein 2014). Thus, one interviewee stated that
sustainability initiatives are not undertaken out of altruistic motives, but that a brand
inherently needs to be financially viable and competitive (Roberts 2014). Moreover, one
interviewee raised the concern that sustainability distracts consumers from a product’s
performance (Brown 2014) whereas another participant highlighted that “we have to make
sure that the profits are right as well, which discussions could slow down the progress in
certain issues” (Hollenstein 2014). Thus, there needs to be a certain balance between
business and the sustainability work (Roberts 2014; Brown 2014; Foweraker 2014). Although
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several interviewees talked about the high costs that sustainability initiatives could cause for
an outdoor brand (Hollenstein 2014; Brown 2014), a few respondents also highlighted the
ability to compete and stand out because they aim to sell sustainable products (Foweraker
2014; Brown 2014).
Another main finding of this study is, how individual outdoor brands approach sustainability
varies across the industry, as three research participants pointed out (Roberts 2014; Patzwall
2014; Bode 2014). One participant, for instance, declared that the sustainability strategy of
Fenix Outdoor was “home brew home grown” (Bode 2014). Similarly, Amy Roberts from
MEC explained that every brand in the outdoor industry has their own approaches for how to
move toward sustainability:
“Everyone can have a different approach, but everyone can still get together and
understand how we're doing in comparison to one another.... because we’re
using the same measurement language.” (Roberts 2014)
However, two participants stated that sustainability is embedded into their brand’s overall
business strategy (Bode 2014; Patzwall 2014). Aiko Bode from Fenix Outdoor, for instance,
made clear that for Fenix Outdoor sustainability has “showstopper qualities” by stating: “We
don't want to be the ones who do sustainability at a sideshow, but rather make it an integral
part...” (Bode 2014). Hilke Patzwall from Vaude expressed that “(sustainability) is very
much incorporated...sustainability and CSR are among our main company values” (Patzwall
2014).
Six participants were asked about how sustainability initiatives were chosen or prioritized.
No common means of prioritizing was identified. Some brands discussed the need to
understand where they can make the biggest impact and where they have power to make
change (Roberts 2014; Held 2014; Hollenstein 2014). One participant discussed choosing
initiatives that are smaller and can be built upon each other strategically (Roberts 2014). Yet
another participant highlighted the importance and relevance of current environmental issues
to determine which initiatives are chosen (Hodgson 2014).
From an industry-wide perspective, the OIA and EOG have approached sustainability by
standardizing policies on social and environmental responsibilities, tools development and
mapping of the supply chain over the last 7 years (Hodgson 2014). In the past two years, the
SWGs mainly focused on defining sustainability as a group:
“…that really is the work of a year or two and folks really sitting down and
thinking you know how we want to define this and how we want to communicate
that. So making sure that we´re aligned around language and that we´re
translating everything in the same way.” (Hodgson 2014)
The OIA surveyed the SWG members and found that sustainability for brands is about:
product quality, supply chain integrity and resilience, brand reputation, getting ahead of
regulations, mitigating risk, and empowering communication between brands and suppliers
(OIA 2014c). Currently, the OIA focuses on developing metrics for sustainability and
communicating their work to the members to engage more brands:
“…(goal) number one right now is making the business case and translating
sustainability and saying that this isn’t just...getting away from the language like
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around ‘green’ or that it’s an add-on, but saying that it’s if you are operating a
business, you should be engaged in this work... this is part of an effective business
plan and an effective strategy..” (Hodgson 2014)

3.6.1

Leadership

The majority of participants identified the role of leadership as a key ingredient for
successfully integrating sustainability into business operations as crucial. Nikki Hodgson
from OIA pointed out:
“Folks who are working for companies or for brands who have upper level
management support that, maybe it’s a Patagonia for example or Timberland,
where they’ve been pretty good about integrating this. It’s part of their brand
reputation, its part of their brand philosophy. They’ve got that support.”
(Hodgson 2014)
“It has to do with leadership, it has to do that the owners and the management
team of the company have to decide... this is the direction we have to go...followup this with strategies, with policies and things like that which makes it much
easier for the people working in various positions in the company to take the
decisions in this direction.” (Ekberg 2014)
Furthermore, not only was top management referred to with regards to integrating
sustainability, but more specifically, the owners themselves. Four out of fourteen
participants, expanded on how the integration of sustainability into business strategies is
connected to the owner’s values (Riedel 2014; Bode 2014; Bauer 2014; Brown & Nash
2014).
“The family has a big voice - whatever they say is part, is becoming part of the
policy of politics or the strategy of the company. So if the Nordin family is
committed to sustainability, as they are, that´s part of the strategy.” (Bode 2014)
Amy Roberts from MEC confirmed this finding as a brand which has sustainability
embedded into their business strategies:
“Our CEO – I’m really fortunate to have him and work for him, because he’s
definitely informed in this area. So he’s been a big supporter and his view is that
it has to be integrated into the business” (Roberts 2014).
Lack of management support and attention for sustainability initiatives in an outdoor brand,
as well as missing an emotional connection to sustainability from top management was
recognized as an obstacle for embedding sustainability (Ekberg 2014; Hodgson 2014;
Patzwall 2014; Svedlund 2014). Joel Svedlund from Klättermusen claimed: “If you don't
have the owner or CEO of the company interested in this subject (sustainability), it's really
tough for the company to go in that direction” (Svedlund 2014).
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3.6.2

Staff Involvement

According to the research participants, the involvement of staff was regarded as another
important aspect of how sustainability is embedded into business strategies of outdoor
brands. Nearly half of the research participants either directly or indirectly mentioned the
importance of involving staff members beyond the CSR departments. How staff members
were involved with sustainability ranged from internal trainings to employee surveys and
internal cooperation on sustainability between departments of an outdoor brand (Bauer 2014;
Bode 2014; Roberts 2014). Hilke Patzwall from Vaude explained, for instance:
“We always try to integrate CSR issues into employees’ everyday life. So we do
not have a separate CSR division or something. But instead, we have an
interdisciplinary CSR team where all people – apart from me – are part time CSR
Managers and the other part of their job time is whatever their job is. For
example, the Production Manager who travels to Asia production facilities a lot,
she’s also at the same time the one who’s in charge for social standards and
production.” (Patzwall 2014)
Finally, one outdoor brand explained that all staff members have sustainability attributes, or
Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) as part of their job description:
“(Our employees) would have certain sustainability attributes that they need to
have in their job or certain, you know KPIs they need to hit, but it's integrated
into their job...So I would say in a way it's everybody's job.” (Roberts 2014)

3.7 Size
When asked about internal sustainability hurdles, six participants discussed the challenges
related to the company’s size as well the outdoor industry’s size relative to other industries
(Svedlund 2014; Hodgson 2014; Foweraker 2014; Bode 2014; Bauer 2014; Riedel 2014).A
few research participants stated the largest hurdle for the outdoor industry on sustainability is
scale and influence (Bauer 2014; Held 2014; Roberts 2014):
“When you realize you're so small and you only have limited influence, for
example with your suppliers, it makes sense to cooperate to have a bigger
leverage on the supplier to promote change.” (Bauer 2014)
“I think the biggest hurdle is scale. So the industry is small, even as a collective
we're still small in the apparel and footwear world. And so it's scaling up,
different ways of doing business, when you're competing against brands who
either aren't going to make those choices or are unaware or haven't decided yet.”
(Roberts 2014)
Another challenge for small to medium-sized brands, as stated by several participants, was
limited financial and human resources:
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So we’re a small industry, we have a lot of small companies and some of them
really feel like they don’t have the resources, the financial or human resources to
address these issues.” (Hodgson 2014)
The Secretary General of the EOG confirmed this statement also for European outdoor
brands:
“Most of the brands are SMEs, small to medium-sized enterprises. Most of them
are under resourced, and therefore there is, relatively speaking, little time to
spend thinking about where the industry is going, what challenges there might be
on the horizon for the industry, take the sustainability and the corporate social
responsibility charge.” (Held 2014)
Three out of fourteen participants expressed that some sustainability tools or standards in the
outdoor industry are not easily accessible for small to medium-sized outdoor companies due
to their limited resource base (Ravasio 2014; Frykman Forsberg 2014; Riedel 2014):
“…for the Bluesign, that had been something that we wanted to join from the
start but we also understood that being a very small company, it’s hard to fulfill
all the requirements.” (Frykman Forsberg 2014)
“Because if you have the index...the Higg Index, in all the different dimensions
that it’s offered….there is a bit of leg work that needs to happen ...the concept of
it is accurate and might work for, I would say certain size of companies who have
all that automatized because of all that data can be extracted…” (Ravasio 2014)
Finally, two participants mentioned the potential obstacles of secrecy and heritage within
small outdoor brands (Bauer 2014; Bode 2014):
“…bigger companies play together much easier than the small ones can, because
there's still this family secrecy and also heritage behind where you see that, yeah,
this is a good buddy, but probably not tell him too much and let's do it our own
way otherwise they will copy. So there´s a little bit of a fear and they have to
overcome that and that is a matter of size, growth and maturity and that's not the
stage of the outdoor industry yet.” (Bode 2014)
Numerous interviewees also saw potential advantages to being a small size. For instance,
some pointed out that being a small company allows for innovation (Riedel 2014; Roberts
2014; Svedlund 2014), e.g. developing new business models:
“This is a look into the future, but we can bring a lot into the new business
models. I mean when we're talking about circular economy, and
dematerialization, we're talking a lot about rental, upgrade solutions for products
instead of selling new stuff all the time, and we are in the spot of (at least when
we're talking about textile industry), we're in the spot where we can do that
because we're building on long life products with quality and high price.”
(Svedlund 2014)
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Pamela Ravasio also confirmed:
“What is nice about small brands is [that] they tend to be a lot more innovative
than the big ones, there are ones that go out, try out stuff and just insist.”
(Ravasio 2014)

3.8 Regulation
The theme of regulation with regards to sustainability in the outdoor industry appeared in
many different contexts in the data. On one hand, some interviews clearly expressed their
support for a stricter legislative approach from policy makers (Vaude 2014; Foweraker 2014;
Brown & Nash 2014). Hilke Patzwall from Vaude declared, for instance,” [Vaude is] very
much in favor of regulation because that just gives a level playing field for everyone”
(Patzwall 2014).Luis Brown from Nikwax even favored speeding up the process of reaching
tighter regulations when it comes to chemical management within the outdoor industry
because in his eyes, many of the chemical issues and challenges are:
“…not particularly well addressed or legislated...So our ultimate goal would be
in some way to speed up the route towards proper regulation and even
legislation” (Brown 2014).
One participant viewed regulations as a driver for outdoor brands to comply with standards
that do not allow the use of hazardous chemicals such as PFCs for example:
“…a lot of the regulation gets driven out of Europe. So it could be getting rid of
certain kinds of chemicals, like fluorocarbons, or the product labeling legislation
that is coming out of France. It's driving a lot of European brands to get ready to
comply with that” (Roberts 2014).
Furthermore, regulation, as one participant strongly stated, should reward businesses that
operate sustainably: “There needs to be a more muscular activist legislative approach that is
pro-business but is pro-ecological footprint reduction” (Foweraker 2014).
However, one participant viewed regulation negatively because there is a potential danger to
abdicate responsibility, instead of initiating measures to move toward sustainability:
“Europeans have a tendency to assume that someone in the EU will
legislate on crucial issues. Whilst this is broadly true, the fact is that the EU has
a tendency to legislate after the event and is therefore behind the curve on critical
issues. So as legislation is generally behind what is necessary, there is a big
need for brands to engage and to do everything they can to both minimize the
impacts of the business activities in terms of the environment and people. It’s
about ensuring that brands do what is right.” (Held 2014)
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3.9 Sustainable consumption
Sustainable consumption emerged as a separate category in the data and is, according to the
participants, addressed in several ways. It has been shown in the data that consumer demand
for sustainable products is higher in Europe than in North America (Patzwall 2014; Brown
2014). Two participants stated that informing or educating consumers is possible through
information provided to consumers on brands’ websites, through media, or at retail (Nash
2014; Svedlund 2014). Another participant stated that there has been a lot of communication
to the consumer happening at Vaude:
“...we have had a lot of communication of and consumer communication on
sustainability topics. We really try to spread the word to convince consumers, to
inform consumers, even if that means, we have to say, ‘Look! You can buy this
jacket but it has PFC on it and please re-think if you really need this jacket.”
(Patzwall 2014)
Three participants explained that their customers trust the brand and will make a better choice
if they are offered sustainably manufactured products (Patzwall 2014; Ekberg 2014;
Svedlund 2014):
“We're producing the products to bring or help you out there. We can, through
the products and the communication around the products, teach you a lot about
both how to be in the surrounding environment and also how the products are
relating to a lot of this.” (Svedlund 2014)
Two participants mentioned the use of green labels for informing end-consumers at the retail
level (Ekberg 2014; Patzwall 2014). In this respect, Lennart Ekberg from Haglöfs explained
the reasoning behind this in the following way:
“We believe that when end-consumers stand in the shops and are choosing in
between two jackets about the same price, about the same fit, the same good
looking and things like that, and if they see that this yellow jacket with this “Take
Care” hang tag, which is produced in a...greener way. We think the vast majority
will choose that jacket instead of the other one. So this is our way ...promoting
end-consumers to buy more green products and always green products of
course.” (Ekberg 2014)
The majority of interviewees refer to the environmental standard Bluesign as the main
standard for chemicals management. However, brands have developed their own “green
labels” to ensure visibility of sustainable products for consumers:
“And Bluesign is not well-known among the end-consumers. I would say it´s not
known at all and it´s known among suppliers in retain chains in...a slightly larger
extent, but it´s still... Very few people know this in detail.” (Ekberg 2014)
Not only do outdoor brands become systems partners of Bluesign and mark their own
products with green hang tags, outdoor brands themselves can be rated in terms of their
sustainability performance which can impact consumer´s purchasing decisions.
GreenroomVoice, which participated in this study, is such a company that rates outdoor
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brands’ environmental and social performance with the help of their Transparency Tool as
the CEO, Cira Riedel, described:
“We started in 2008 to test our ECOrating on various board sports and outdoor
brands. Since then we have updated the ECOrating, together with the (HTW)
University of Chur, Switzerland, which now became the Transparency Tool. We
have weighted the indicators and relating questions according to Life Cycle
Assessments, exchanges with NGO’s and best practice examples from the
industry...Over the years we have gained some valuable insight into the industry
and in how the brands evolve – who does what and how.” (Riedel 2014)
Several of the participants specifically discussed their intentions and experiences with
designing their products in such a way that it extends the product’s life (Frykman Forsberg
2014; Brown 2014; Patzwall 2014). Luis Brown from Nikwax described:
“We´re trying to extend the life of existing products and if you care for a garment
or a boot in such a way that it lasts longer you get more use out of it, then that´s
more sustainable...we are looking at complicated products to get more wash out
of bottles than you would have gotten previously, to go further with the
material.” (Brown 2014)
One designer explained that this shift is a long process that requires a re-design of the
products to enable it to be recyclable and or reusable (Svedlund 2014). Two participants
mentioned the outdoor industry not only sells products but they also sell experiences (Bode
2014; Brown 2014). One brand expanded on their unique approach to products and services
as part of promoting sustainable consumption:
“Apart from experiencing the outdoors through our events, we also try to use our
retail chains not only to sell our products, but also have some pilots on renting
tents rather than buying a tent and to be able to try things out on site in the store
going to a deep freezer, so to speak in a freezing chain, with minus 60 degrees
Celsius and check whether the down jacket really holds true for what it says it
should hold true.... So yes we do offer these types of services including then in the
end repairs, replacements of lost stuff… it is a pretty complex approach we have
chosen and it's still developing.” (Bode 2014)
Nevertheless, during the interviews several research participants discussed challenges for
sustainable consumption. According to one participant, consumers are difficult to rely on
(Brown 2014) and, moreover, what can be a hurdle is that consumers often are not willing to
pay a higher price for a sustainable product (Bauer 2014). It was also noted that influencing
consumer behavior is an ongoing challenge and one participant stated that there is often a gap
between consumer opinion and consumer behavior (Patzwall 2014).
“We try to influence the consumer in all kinds of ways. And I think we have a
little effect...we have had some effect because otherwise, we wouldn’t even be
known as a sustainable company or brand. But at the same time, everyone knows
how difficult it is and what a big gap there is between consumer opinion and
consumer behavior....” (Patzwall 2014)
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3.10 Cross-industry cooperation
Working on sustainability issues across industries and sectors was mentioned by six
participants (Ravasio 2014; Held 2014; Bauer 2014; Riedel 2014; Patzwall 2014; Frykman
Forsberg 2014). A few participants indicated that there could be opportunities with more
cross-industry cooperation (Vaude 2014; Brown & Nash 2014):
“We certainly need—can use more collaboration between the industries. For
example, chemical industry, there was not much cooperation between the
industries before the Greenpeace Detox campaign… And this cooperation on this
specific subject ...is good but I think it’s still quite a lot in the beginning stage.”
(Patzwall 2014)
Similarly, one research participant said: “I think that perhaps more contact with…between
the EOG and...pressure groups could be useful” (Brown 2014).
Five out of fourteen research participants stated that there is cross-industry cooperation
happening with Bluesign and the Fair Wear Foundation (Held 2014; Ravasio 2014; Bauer
2014; Riedel 2014; Frykman Forsberg 2014). Two participants highlighted the benefits of
brands cooperating with Fair Wear Foundation and Bluesign (Held 2014; Ravasio 2014):
“And I think that by now about 12 brands, outdoor brands, of the EOG which
have signed up to the Fair Wear Foundation which gives the Fair Wear
Foundation for instance a very specific skill and knowledge about how the
industry works. But it also gives raise to such type of collaboration that suddenly
audits can be shared.... If suppliers need to change the list of improvements, can
be shared... So there is even by exchanging experiences through Fair Wear
Foundation certain mistakes just are not going to be replicated anymore.”
(Ravasio 2014)
These platforms also aid in the internal monitoring, which helps keep brands credible and
accountable with the standards (Ekberg 2014).

3.11 Supply Chain
When inquiring about the challenges for the outdoor industry with regards to sustainability,
half of the respondents regarded issues around the supply chain as a major obstacle. One
participant stated, “The supply chain is all encompassing, that is the single largest
challenge” (Foweraker 2014). Transparency and traceability are key challenges for the
outdoor industry with globalization and fragmentation of supply chains (Hollenstein 2014;
Brown 2014). The participants indicated three areas of concern within the supply chain. The
first aspect that was repeatedly mentioned was living wages for factory workers: “Think
about the living wage issue…that is something that we don't have a solution for yet” (Bauer
2014).
The second area concerns overlapping standards regarding down and the treatment of
animals:
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There are so many standards, actually now we have a lot of policies and
standards, but it's not implemented yet, so animals don't have a better life at the
moment.” (Bauer 2014)
The third area is related to hazardous substances used in the supply chain. A current concern
involves PFCs:
“We still don’t have a solution for the PFC issue yet because all the alternative
solutions that are available at the moment have a negative impact on the
performance of our products.” (Hollenstein 2014)
Related to this, is the challenge of the outdoor products currently and largely being based on
fossil fuels, as one participant noted:
“…the creation of closed loops is a challenge we have to face because our
products are mainly based on petroleum, which is a non-renewable resource. So
we really to make sure that our products are being recycled the products so that
these resources enter back in a close loop, that they can be reused.”
(Hollenstein 2014)
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4 Discussion
This section discusses some of the key themes that emerged from the results. As noted in
Section 3.4.2, a SWOT inspired FSSD analysis is used to summarize the answers to the
research questions. The strengths, limitations, and validity of the research are then presented
followed by recommendations and potential areas of further research.
A key characteristic of the outdoor industry and outdoor brands is the small size. The
industry itself is small compared to the textile, chemical, and sports industries. Many of the
brands within the outdoor industry are small to medium-sized family owned brands,
particularly in Europe. This has an impact on the way the people in the industry operate and
interact on sustainability related issues. The size of the industry as well as the size of brands
themselves can provide freedom, flexibility, and speed for decision-making processes
(Loucks 2010). Challenges such as a fair living wage, down feathers, animal rights, and
persistent chemicals including PFCs, are complex issues for a small industry to tackle. These
supply chain issues remain a challenge for the industry, particularly due to its inability to
influence suppliers alone. It is, however, important to acknowledge the effort and attention
that the industry has given to these issues. As the participants stated, the outdoor industry is
dependent on these chemicals and raw materials for their products, although some brands
have begun to shift towards more sustainable materials.
One of the successful ways the industry as a whole has been managing these challenges is
through cooperative efforts. It is somewhat logical, as the industry is quite small, and
consists of many SMEs with limited financial and human resources, that they would work
together on the complex issues of sustainability. There is an overall trend focusing collective
efforts to seek greater transparency in the supply chain. Additionally, industry groups such as
the OIA are well suited to establishing standardized metrics and defining best management
practices for environmental and social compliance (Golden, Subramian and Zimmerman
2011). The OIA focuses on tool development and supply chain management to allow brands
to understand their baseline and make improvements (Hodgson 2014). Industry-wide tools
and metrics may motivate other brands by seeing and marking their successes, progress, and
return on investment.
Cooperation is a means for the brands to find solutions to common challenges, and to create
leveraging impacts on suppliers, policy makers, and other institutions larger than the brands
and the industry. The SWGs of the OIA and EOG play an integral role for the industry in
regards to sustainability and cooperation. The trade associations serve as a facilitator of the
SWGs where information is exchanged, benchmarking data is provided, and brands are made
aware of changing legislation (Roberts 2014). Information exchange is inherently beneficial
for all; however, for small brands it can be difficult due to their heritage and the need to ‘go
beyond their shadows’ (Bode 2014). This can be partially attributed to protecting the brand’s
unique business value, however it does also relate to various levels of commitment and the
lack of a common understanding of sustainability from different brands. In order for
cooperation to be effective, all parties need to start from the same understanding of
sustainability and agree upon common goals and objectives. Industry-wide cooperation is a
strength in the sense that it encourages collaboration between brands and innovation to tap
into divergent insights to solve shared challenges. It allows brands to constructively explore
their differences and search for solutions that go beyond their own limited vision of what is
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possible (Hartman 1999). However, for many complex challenges, a more multi-disciplinary
approach is required.
Cross-industry cooperation is particularly effective for complex challenges that involve
many players, such as global supply chains. The OIA is recognized as a cross-industry
collaboration, working with government, NGOs, and other related industries (Rigby and
Tager 2008). The OIA, for example, works closely with the Sustainable Apparel Coalition
(SAC) on supply chain issues and created the basis for what is known now as the Higg Index.
The SAC represents more than 40% of the apparel and footwear industry worldwide and is an
example where the outdoor industry is managing the challenge of being small by gaining
influence in collaborating cross-industry (Hodgson 2014). The partner organizations to the
OIA are quite diverse and also include NGOs and government organizations such as Zero
Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals (ZDNC), UNEP and the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EP) (OIA 2014). Brands also mentioned the collaborative benefits of partnering
with Fair Wear Foundation (FWF) and the concrete actions that follow that cooperation. The
success the outdoor industry has experienced with cross-industry cooperation can be regarded
as a strength as it is commonly regarded in literature that sustainability cannot be addressed
alone, due to the complexity and synthetic thinking required (Capra 1985, 477). For the
future success of the cross-industry initiatives of the SAC and OIA, in literature it has been
suggested that there are key factors that need to be addressed including communication on
common metrics, a framework for transparency, and consistent reporting with a centralized
national registry (Golden, Subramian and Zimmerman 2011). This reinforces the opportunity
for a common language or framework to further facilitate these cooperative efforts. It should
be noted that cross-industry cooperation is primarily limited to the OIA, and challenges were
expressed around who the EOG represents and who qualifies as an interested party. Because
of this, there is further opportunity for the outdoor industry to cooperate on a cross-industry
basis.
The industry was noted as being highly community based, with a strong sense of the trust
that is built in long relationships between people who stay in the industry for much of their
careers. However, in order to maintain trust, motivation within these cooperative efforts
needs to be revisited regularly with discussion around shared goals. Cooperation in the
industry can be seen as the result of the industry being small and community based, which is
potentially unique in the sense that, although values across an industry cannot be generalized,
most people have a deep rooted passion and ‘mission in life’ related to the outdoors (Roberts
2014). This can be related to the industry’s connection and reliance on nature as well as
individual’s love for outdoor activities and desire to protect and preserve nature. This is
viewed as an internal strength of brands, and perhaps of the industry in general. As noted in
Section 1.3.1, there is literature supporting the theory that outdoor adventure may lead to
being more environmentally conscious. When common values are shared around an
appreciation and desire to protect nature, there may be an opportunity to capitalize on this
and translate it into sustainable business practices.
The people in the industry contribute to the success of the cooperative efforts around
sustainability and were commonly referred to as real, enthusiastic, down to earth, sensible,
hard-working, and the outdoor industry “is part of who they are” (Brown 2014; Held 2014;
Riedel 2014; Roberts 2014). One participant related the industry to his tribe, which is
understandable considering many people stay in the industry for many years (Foweraker
2014). It was clear during the interview process that many of the participants knew each other
well and were used to working together on common challenges.
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Despite cooperation within the outdoor industry being greater than in many industries,
sustainability does not appear to have a clear, concise, commonly understood definition,
which is challenging with individual brands and distinct business interests. Without a shared
understanding of sustainability, it is difficult to cooperate without boundary conditions. This
has been noted by interview participants as inhibiting sustainability initiatives, and is
recognized by the authors as a priority for the industry in the future (Hodgson 2014).
Although there are industry-wide efforts to create common sustainability objectives and
goals sustainability efforts are still very much driven by individual brands and the decisionmaking that occurs within the brands. The outdoor industry is not yet a “club” as one
participant mentioned where projects are defined together (Bode 2014). The outdoor industry
is relatively young and needs maturity in order for many of the smaller brands to build the
trust necessary for the industry as a whole to have agreement on objectives and goals around
sustainability. Until then, the strategies will be largely specific to individual brands, however
influenced by the cooperative efforts lead by the industry associations. As the data showed as
well, the way of prioritization of the sustainability initiatives among the brands varied
significantly. Each brand considers various influences and impacts with different levels of
importance and relevance when prioritizing, which could be due to a lack of a guiding
framework, or again the lack of a shared goal and objective industry-wide.
Lack of motivation at the management level can inhibit sustainability integration within the
brands individually and may also affect cooperative efforts across the industry. Management
support is thus a key ingredient for the industry as a whole to move forward on sustainability.
Regardless of these challenges, currently, it seems that these cooperative initiatives are
successful enablers for sustainability, though they have the potential to be greater and
stronger with more clearly defined goals and objectives. As a result, on the Strategic level,
the overall industry approach to sustainability could be improved. It should be acknowledged
that there is movement in the industry associations to focus more efforts on these decisional
statements and actions around sustainability after spending many years with the Tools and
Actions level from a strategic sustainable development (SSD) perspective. The need to focus
on defining what success and sustainability means in the outdoor industry has been
recognized by the OIA, and would be recommended as a priority from a SSD perspective.
Success for the industry to-date has been largely defined by mapping the supply chain,
which has been identified as a core challenge for the outdoor industry. There are many
platforms that now provide brands with scalable tools and best management practices to
begin to understand their baseline and take steps towards improvement. These tools need
regular updating and are not perfect; however they involve a standardized approach for
sustainability in the outdoor industry. Without strategic guidance, these tools may remain less
effective than their potential. A holistic framework could enable tools to be used with a
greater understanding of what would be most effective in each individual case. The industry
faces external pressure from NGOs, the media, and regulations. A clear direction and
tangible actions for the industry as a whole could make these challenges less daunting for
individual brands. However, the research did find that the strength of two brands was the
integration of sustainability into the overall business strategies. It was noted to be beneficial
for employee engagement with diverse input and involvement from a variety of departments.
This shows that two brands in the sample employ some aspects of a SSD approach.
The outdoor industry, like many other businesses, faces the challenge of operating within the
current market economy where profit is directly linked to growth, which in turn is related
to consumption. This challenge is not unique to the outdoor industry where individual
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businesses are driven by self-interest and, therefore have different approaches to gaining a
competitive advantage, which may include varying understandings on sustainability. In niche
markets, sustainability could be considered a profit-related differentiator. However, some
interview participants noted that they were more interested in the altruistic benefit for society,
by spreading sustainability rather than retaining their unique business differentiator (Brown
2014). Contrary to this, it was also found that a deeply rooted value of sustainability should
not be confused with the efforts and motives to make a profit, which is the primary focus for
most brands and is essential to keep them in existence. In this sense, it is understandable that
their products need to continue to be of high quality and performance, reliable, and
profitable. This then creates a distinct challenge when the products currently rely on nonrenewable resources and man-made chemicals. To be financially viable, the outdoor industry
cannot sacrifice the performance, quality, or profitability of its products. A fear and
deterrence for brands to move in the direction of sustainability stems from the profit-growth
economy: “…and then there is always a concern that at some point that the sustainability
message actually detracts from the performance message” (Brown 2014). There is an
opportunity for brands to cooperate internally and externally in finding new innovative
renewable sources of materials, while maintaining quality and closing the loop for a
product’s end of life. This is a complex challenge for all brands, though some brands have
started to work with this idea. From a SSD perspective, it is recommended that sustainability
is used as the competitive advantage, as some brands have already discovered. When
sustainability is integrated into the overall business strategy, the brand does not have to make
a decision between sustainability or profit, as ultimately sustainability has “showstopper”
qualities (Bode 2014).
External opportunities that could help advance the industry in a sustainable direction were
found in the research. Interestingly, four participants advocated for stricter regulations,
noting strict regulations push brands in the right direction and are fundamentally important,
and there is a need for a “more level playing field” (Brown 2014; Foweraker 2014). Bob
Willard identifies regulations as one of three drivers that push businesses to adopt
environmental and socially responsible practices, however, regulations are considered a
reactive rather than proactive approach (Willard 2005, 65). Stricter regulations may increase
competition for sustainability-minded brands by raising the bar for brands that are lagging
behind. However, regulations do not necessarily promote good practice, but rather defend
against bad practice (Willard 2005, 65). Even with cooperative efforts, a governance
approach to sustainability will be limited as businesses will still operate within the same
business model, where uninhibited growth is unsustainable (Dauvergne and Lister 2007).
This relates back to the opportunity for the outdoor industry to participate in changing the
game itself, not only changing the rules of the game (Dauvergne and Lister 2007, 44).
Increased social pressure and more responsible consumerism could be combined with stricter
regulations to aid in moving the outdoor industry strategically toward sustainability.
This lends to an opportunity identified in the data to shift the current business model for
growth away from consumption. Although the outdoor industry serves a niche market, and
customers are generally more aware of sustainability-related issues than the general public,
the industry exists in a non-regenerative economy. Rather than the “take-make-waste” model,
a business model beneficial for the environment is “borrow-use-return” (Willard 2012, 19).
This includes responsible consumption where the demand for products and associated waste
are reduced and consumers make better informed choices of products based on the ecological
and social footprints (Willard 2012, 18). Aspects of responsible or sustainable consumption
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found in the research include consumer education through green labeling, extending the life
of products, and acknowledgement of the complexity of consumer opinion versus behavior.
Two participants have chosen green labeling to give the consumers the choice of making
sustainable choices, rather than relying on brand reputation alone; they have used
comprehensive and thorough criteria for their labels (Ekberg 2014; Patzwall 2014). As
brands are generally small and marketing budgets may be limited, the brands need to rely on
consumer loyalty, trust, and maintaining interest through education as there may be a
potential risk of losing profit when consumers are disinterested (Golden, Subramian and
Zimmerman 2011). Extending the life of products, mentioned by three research participants,
is regarded as a strength from a SSD perspective as it is a creative solution to moving
towards a more sustainable approach to consumption. The complexity of influencing
consumers is highlighted in the data with contrasting viewpoints on consumer behavior. On
one hand, an opportunity was found for the industry to commit to more sustainable products,
as consumers are relatively well educated and willing to pay for quality and performance
(Bode 2014). While on the other hand, one participant expressed that in her experience,
consumers were unwilling to pay higher costs for sustainable products (Bauer 2014). This
raises the question of how do outdoor consumers regard sustainability in relation to outdoor
experiences which may present a barrier for the outdoor industry but also an opportunity to
educate consumers and go beyond the normal business model. The outdoor industry has the
advantage of inherently providing outdoor experiences with their products, which one
participant mentioned as a key aspect of their business (Bode 2014). This, along with the
founding values, size, and cooperative nature of the industry may be advantageous in terms
of providing the innovation necessary to shift away from the current consumption-based
economic model. The shift will be complex and lengthy, and the outdoor industry cannot
address these challenges and changes alone. All businesses will need to play a role in shifting
the current economic model towards sustainable consumption as businesses have been and
will continue to be significant drivers of the global economy (Slater and Narver 1994).
Brands could make this commitment, for example, by using more renewable, recyclable, and
durable materials, as well as significantly expanding the service aspect of products marketed
to consumers. In order to determine the best course of action for a brand on the complex topic
of sustainable consumption, an overriding framework like the FSSD may provide the
guidance needed to focus efforts, and provide a step-by-step approach to reach the vision of
sustainable consumption.
Supply chains in the outdoor industry are global; however different countries have varying
environmental and social regulations. A unifying framework such as the FSSD could provide
outdoor brands in North America and Europe a common thread, which was referred to as the
role of the OIA in North America, for example (Brown 2014). On a smaller level, such a
framework ensures that the decision-making tools chosen by outdoor brands are used from a
systems perspective.

4.1 Strategic Sustainable Development Summary Analysis
A SWOT analysis was used to organize and interpret the results. It was useful as it provides
an understanding of an organization’s internal capabilities as well as any external trends or
stakeholders that threaten the outdoor brands’ transition toward sustainability. The research
questions are answered through the SWOT analysis and are related to the step-by-step
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strategic planning process within the FSSD which was discussed in Section 1.4. Figure 4.1
illustrates the internal strengths and weaknesses (S/W) of the industry as well as the external
opportunities and threats (O/T) related to the ABCD strategic planning process.

Stricter Regulations (O)
Cross-industry cooperation (S/O)
Sustainable consumption (niche market) (O)

Supply Chain (T)
Profit-growth model (T)
Sustainability definition/integration (S)

Individual ways to prioritize (S/W)

Cooperation (S)
Community based (S)
Connection/reliance on nature (S)
Size (S/W)
Sustainable consumption (product life extension &green labeling) (S)
Sustainable consumption (consumer disinterest) (T)
Unsustainable product materials (W)
Lacking industry wide sustainability objectives/goals/definitions (W)

Figure 4.1. SWOT Inspired ABCD Analysis of the Outdoor Industry.
Based on the findings of the research, the outdoor industry currently defines success
primarily based on existing threats, such as supply chain challenges and the existing nonregenerative economy in which it resides. The approach to sustainability within the OIA has
been largely focused on maintaining supply chain integrity, protecting brand reputation,
mitigating risk, and getting ahead of pending legislation (Hodgson 2014; OIA 2014c).
Although this provides the starting point for a common understanding of sustainability for
OIA brand members, it is lacking a set of guiding principles. These ‘rules of the game’ would
help guide future actions of the industry to achieve global sustainability, given the
complexity and interconnectedness of the issues. Furthermore, a shared vision of success
within these boundary conditions was not evident in the data, which would be advantageous
for the industry as a whole, with flexibility for individual brands with unique business
strategies and specific goals.
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As a result, the gap between the definition of success and the current reality of the industry is
not clearly defined and therefore, the opportunities identified are not necessarily creative
solutions to reach the vision of success. Although one individual brand did acknowledge in
some cases a step-by-step approach to prioritizing actions to move toward sustainability, a
more common theme was choosing actions based on where brands could make the biggest
impact. The means to prioritize with the desirable future in mind was not found in the data.
The results of this research can also be analyzed under the five levels of the FSSD as shown
in Table 4.1 in order to provide insight into answering the research questions and guidelines
for the outdoor industry to move society toward sustainability.
Table 4.1. Five Level FSSD Analysis of the Outdoor Industry

System

FSSD

Outdoor Industry SWOT

Business residing within society,
within the biosphere

STRENGTHS: Cooperation; Community based;
Connection & reliance on nature; Size; Sustainable
consumption (product life/green labeling); integrated
sustainability business strategies
WEAKNESSES: Size; Unsustainable product materials;
Lacking industry-wide objectives/goals/definitions
THREATS: Sustainable consumption
disinterest)

Success

Strategic

Actions

Tools

Businesses operating within the 8
Sustainability
Principles
and
operating within the business Vision
and Goals
Backcasting from Success; Three
Prioritization
Questions:
Right
Direction, Flexible Platform, Return
on Investment
Concrete actions that move the
business toward sustainability and
comply with the Strategic Guidelines
to meet Success
Tools that support the actions toward
sustainability

(consumer

STRENGTHS: Sustainability definition/integration
THREATS: Supply Chain; Profit-growth model
STRENGTHS: Cooperation (SWGs)

OPPORTUNITIES: Stricter Regulations; Crossindustry cooperation; Sustainable consumption (niche
market)
STRENGTHS: Sustainable consumption
labeling); Cooperation (Higg Index/SWGs)

(green

Similarly to the SWOT-inspired ABCD analysis, Table 4.1 shows that the Success level is
primarily defined by brands being driven by profitability and challenges faced within the
supply chain. On the Strategic level the industry approaches sustainability with cooperation
primarily through the SWGs within the trade associations. As mentioned above, one brand
does take a step-by-step approach to prioritizing actions using a similar strategy within the
FSSD, however, well-defined commonly accepted strategies moving towards a desirable
future were not identified in the data. The opportunity of cross-industry cooperation was
identified as an action that is occurring but is not widespread within the industry, and could
provide the means to identify creative solutions to the challenges faced. The Higg Index and
best management practices created by the SWGs, as well as the use of green labeling, were
found on the Tools level to be serving the industry in addressing sustainability. However,
without a concrete vision of the Success level, it is not clear how well the tools are serving
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the industry. Overall, based on the brands interviewed, the industry appears to be very active
on the Actions and Tools levels but somewhat lacking on the Success and Strategic levels.
The FSSD can help with choosing which measurable goals will benefit each individual brand
the most.

4.1.1

Research Questions

The key elements of this research answering both RQ1 and RQ2 are summarized herein.
RQ1: What are the strengths of the outdoor industry to move society toward
sustainability?
The characteristics of the outdoor industry that may serve as leverage to move society toward
sustainability are:
x
x
x
x

Trust and community based nature;
Well-connected;
People within the industry’s connection to nature; and
Industry’s unique reliance on nature.

Trust was identified as a common value among outdoor brands and is related to being
cooperative and well-connected. This is a strength for successful business relationships and
profitability. Trust has been shown to support communication around transactions, lowering
of interest costs, and lowering business risks (Colquitt, Scott, and LePine 2007). This element
of trust in the industry could be used as leverage to move toward a new business model and
create a new regenerative economy. The outdoor industry could capitalize on this uniqueness
and become a role model for business-at-large. Trust is identified as an essential part of
society and forms the basis for the five social sustainability principles mentioned in Section
1.4.2 where people are subject to systematic barriers in order to satisfy their individual needs
(Missimer 2013). This trust that is valuable in binding societies together is beneficial on a
business level for enabling conversations around developing a shared vision (Missimer
2013).
Another reason why the outdoor industry may be well-connected is with shared values
around a connection to nature. In this sense, the industry already has a commonly understood
purpose and therefore, is ahead in developing the ‘A’ Step of creating a vision. The shared
purpose around producing products that enable people to experience the outdoors, and the
values of protecting and experiencing the outdoors is well established in the outdoor industry.
These shared values around nature appear to impact how people in the industry view their
work. Participants referred to their work as part of their identity and part of their mission in
life. This can be viewed as creating a “flow zone” where people feel satisfied and are
achieving meaning in their lives (Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre 1989). As meaning is one of
the social Sustainability Principles, this is beneficial in keeping a work environment healthy
and people motivated and engaged. This unique strength of the industry where people tend to
stay in the industry for a large part of their careers can be used to benefit the transition toward
a more sustainable future as it is easier to build a strong vision when the people involved
remain the same and have this deeper connection amongst themselves.
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The outdoor industry’s relies on nature with products that encourage and enable activities in
the outdoors. Both consumers and people in the industry have for a shared value in spending
time enjoying nature. This common value could potentially contribute to building trusting
relationships between brands and consumers. Outdoor industry consumers are a niche market
in that they are willing to pay for performance and quality and this can be seen as an
advantage for the industry to try new and innovative ideas. The outdoor industry has a unique
opportunity with a consumer group that already recognizes the value in outdoor activities to
educate and make the connection between sustainability and outdoor experiences.
RQ2: What are the challenges the outdoor industry faces in moving toward
sustainability?
The outdoor industry faces numerous challenges in moving toward sustainability, particularly
around their global interconnected, complex supply chains and, ultimately operating within
an economy where profit and growth are inherently interlinked. However, the main challenge
the outdoor industry faces is a lack of a common understanding on sustainability. This
includes a foundational understanding of sustainability, as well as objectives and measureable
goals that foster creative tension to reach the solutions. By lacking the vision, it not only
inhibits creative solutions, but it slows down the strategic process. The reason for a vision is
intuitive according to Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt: “How can you be strategic if you don’t know
where you want to be?” (Robèrt 2009, 207). Related to a common understanding of success,
it is difficult for brands or the industry as a whole to be strategic in knowing which actions
and initiatives to start, which tools to use, and what will ensure they are moving in the right
direction if there is no common understanding of sustainability. The FSSD may aid brands
and the industry in being more proactive than reactive to future changes in consumer
behavior, legislation, and economic and environmental changes.

4.2 Strengths & Limitations
Strengths. Semi-structured interviews provided a common baseline for a consistent approach
as all three authors conducted some interviews separately, due to time constraints. This
research was well suited to semi-structured interviewing as it sought to understand the
complexity of the outdoor industry and therefore, allowed new themes to emerge during
interviewing. Open-ended questioning used in the interviews did not try to generalize across
the industry, but rather tried to understand the uniqueness of the brands, trade associations,
and challenges. The use of the SWOT analysis tool allowed for a simple and clear
understanding of the internal and external reality of brands in the outdoor industry.
Throughout the research process, the authors were cognizant of personal biases influencing
the formation of the research and interview questions as well as to what degree the FSSD
may affect the interpretation of the data. These biases were minimized in all situations where
possible. The authors examined each other’s work for personal assumptions and biases.
Limitations. The sample size was restricted to fourteen interviews and therefore the
conclusions are limited. As well, the conclusions may only be applicable to outdoor brands
within North America and Europe. Due to the lack of literature specifically in the area of the
outdoor industry and sustainability, the research undertaken was broad and open-ended.
Because of this, the research was unable to focus in on one particular area of interest. The
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criteria for participants were limited to individuals within the brands working with
sustainability on a daily basis, in order to learn from those with the best knowledge on the
subject in the industry. However, this did limit the holistic understanding of each participant
organization.

4.3 Validity
The researcher is the main instrument of data collection during qualitative research, which
inherently includes subjectivity and a degree of individual bias. The authors were fluent in
English and German, ranged in age from 22 to 42, and were from Germany, the U.S. and
Canada. Therefore, it must be noted that the research was conducted from a Western
perspective and may be influenced by the values and interests of each author, some of which
had a close connection to the outdoor industry. Another assumption of the research is in the
desire of businesses to move towards sustainability and the sample set included only outdoor
brands and trade associations with knowledge and interest in sustainability. This limits the
overall understanding of the industry as a whole. The authors are studying under the same
sustainability Master’s program that also creates a bias in the language around sustainability.
To increase the validity of the data, the interview questions were piloted to avoid leading or
incomprehensible questions and during most interviews two authors were present. To
minimize subjectivity during analysis, data was divided amongst authors and analyzed
independently. Verbatim transcription, peer debriefing and re-coding was also undertaken
during analysis to increase validity and minimize the loss of context. During analysis, data
was excluded if the interview questions were mistakenly leading. Data was also given a
lesser weighting if the responses were more from a speculative perspective rather than an
industry experience perspective. The interview results were unable to be validated with a
detailed document review due to time constraints. Rather, a selective document review was
undertaken and provided support to the results.

4.4 Recommendations
Overall, the outdoor industry has several unique characteristics that create opportunities to
move society at large toward sustainability. This research has identified several areas where
the industry has inherent strengths from a strategic sustainable development perspective and
gaps where a guiding process and principles may assist the industry in moving more
strategically toward a sustainable future. The following recommendations are based solely on
the results of this research.

4.4.1

Collectively Creating a Desired Future

The outdoor industry as a whole has the potential to be stronger as a collective with more
clearly defined objectives and goals around sustainability. As a result, from a strategic
sustainable development perspective, more emphasis is needed on both the Success and
Strategic levels reinforcing the need for a common language to further facilitate the existing
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sustainability cooperative efforts. In order to capitalize on the industry’s internal strengths
and build a common platform for success, a strategic planning process within both the EOG
and OIA is recommended with as many brands as possible to create a shared vision of
success.
Creating a common understanding and desirable vision for the outdoor industry is the first
step in the iterative step-by-step strategic planning process of the FSSD. This is referred to as
the ABCD process as outlined in Section 1.4.3. The FSSD is recommended to capitalize on
the industry’s uniqueness to leverage themselves and society to move towards a sustainable
future. Co-creation of a common vision increases the chances that a desirable future will be
commonly understood and it may positively influence people´s personal connection in
reaching this vision. This could begin with articulating the two components of a vision: core
ideology and envisioned future (Collins and Porras 1996). As shown in Figure 4.2, core
ideology consists of core values as well as a core purpose. Core values are timeless and
define what an organization stands for while core purpose is the reason for being and is
considered the soul of the organization (Collins and Porras 1996, 68).

Figure 4.2. Articulating a Vision (adapted from Collins and Porras 1996)
The core values reflected from the research participants, also recognized as unique leverage
for the industry to move society toward sustainability, are internal trust, a shared personal
connection to nature, and protection of nature. The core purpose found in the research is to
provide products to enable people to experience the outdoors. It is recommended that both
the core values and core purpose be confirmed and expanded with as many other brands as
possible. The industry associations could facilitate this process to build a strong industrywide core ideology. Brands then have the flexibility to build upon these to suit their
individual business strategies.
The envisioned future is the second part of a vision which contains Big, Hairy Audacious
Goals (BHAGs) which are measurable and typically achievable within a ten to thirty year
timeframe, and a vivid description of what it would be like to achieve those goals (Collins
and Porras 1996). This will create a common language around sustainability bound by the
Sustainability Principles which can make cooperation between players in the outdoor
industry easier. Each brand, while complying with the Sustainability Principles has the
flexibility to add their own individual aspects to the vision to stay competitive. In this way
the overall movement toward sustainability within the outdoor industry can be guaranteed,
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while the individual brands can choose their own path according to their individual strategic
plans. These guidelines are illustrated in Figure 4.3.
Risk
Right Direction

Flexible Platform
ROI - $

ROI –
Employee
Retention
ROI – Reputation

Figure 4.3. Outdoor Industry ABCD Guidelines.
(adapted by Hoffmanian Creative)
The outdoor industry has a distinct benefit of having people within the industry who already
share strong emotional connections to a sense of community which can lend to purpose
beyond profit (Bartlett 1994). Through the ABCD strategic planning process which is
iterative and can be started at any step, the outdoor industry can begin to tap into their
uniqueness and capitalize on it as a industry differentiator. The outdoor industry has a headstart in moving toward a purpose driven economy where businesses add value to individual
and collective well-being through products as the people in the industry already have a sense
of community and find opportunities for self-expression in their work (Townsend 2014).
It was shown in the research that outdoor brands have numerous ways in working toward
sustainability and the trade associations have proven to take a key role within this. This is
acknowledged as a strength and it is recommended that the OIA, EOG, and further crossindustry collaboration play key roles in the ‘C’ step of the ABCD planning process. In order
to prioritize these creative solutions (D-step), the ABCD provides three general prioritization
questions to ensure any chosen actions move in the right direction toward the vision of
success bound by the Sustainability Principles, are ecologically and technically flexible
platforms that do not lead to dead-ends and, that allow for sufficient financial Return On
Investment (ROI) as defined by the individual brands. This step allows for brands to find
their own route to the final destination based on their individual priorities. These three
prioritization questions are as follows:
x
x
x

Does this action lead in the right direction?
Is this action a flexible platform?
Does this action provide sufficient return on investment?
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We recommend each outdoor brand to develop their own prioritization questions tailored to
their specific needs. From our research, we propose the following additional questions:
x
x

Does this action bring sufficient return on investment in the form of employee
retention and brand reputation?
Does this action require too much risk as defined by the brand’s specific risk
management criteria?

4.5 Future Research
The outdoor industry is broad in scope and faces unique and complex challenges. Further
research that could provide value to the industry in the realm of strategic sustainable
development is outlined here. The authors acknowledge the scope of the research possible in
a five month time period and this is evident in the results, discussion and conclusions. What
was clear during the research was the critical role the outdoor industry could play in
transitioning society toward sustainability. The authors have the sincere desire that this
research provides a contribution to a limited field of study and will provide inspiration for
further exploration in the near future. Many of these areas of future research are related to the
limitations of this research outlined in Section 1.4.3 as well as newly discovered areas of
interest, which were not able to be explored. Some opportunities for future research include:
x

A broad and comprehensive survey to confirm the core purpose and core values of the
outdoor industry;

x

A study of consumer behavior versus disinterest in relation to the shared values of
people working in the industry and the consumers of the outdoor industry;

x

A internal study of people employed in the outdoor industry and how the outdoor
industry’s reliance on nature does or does not translate to environmental and social
pro-active behaviors;

x

A study within the outdoor industry looking at how a connection to nature can impact
a desire to preserve it; is there a relationship between the love for the outdoors and the
desire to protect it?

x

A study to further explore how the experiences provided by the products the outdoor
industry produces could influence consumers behavior towards sustainability;

x

A systems perspective analysis of comparable international 3rd party ecological
standards for outdoor products being produced globally;

x

A detailed analysis of the sustainability tools, standards, and/or working groups (e.g.
Higg Index, Bluesign, Fair Wear Foundation);

x

A detailed analysis of the success factors and barriers around cooperation in the
outdoor industry. The role of leadership and of the facilitating trade associations
could be more deeply examined. A suggested research question could be: “How much
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do trade associations such as the European Outdoor Group or the Outdoor Industry
Association contribute to the successful cooperation within the outdoor industry?”
x

A study of top management in the outdoor industry and the connection or
disconnection between personal environmental behaviors and sustainable business
strategies;

x

A study to assess cross-industry collaboration within the outdoor industry and specific
guidelines and recommendations on how to address any barriers and use it as a driver
toward sustainability; and

x

A study focused on consumer awareness within the outdoor industry, where
consumers obtain information and how they grow to trust specific outdoor brands in
terms of sustainability.
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5 Conclusions
The sustainability challenges that society faces are urgent and complex. Business plays a
critical role in both contributing to these challenges and in finding solutions. Throughout this
research it has been demonstrated that the both the strengths and challenges of brands in the
outdoor industry, are complex and interlinked. This research has shown that some brands in
the outdoor industry do take a SSD approach to sustainability. Most brands, however, have
some of the core values needed for a SSD approach although these are not yet fully
capitalized on to work toward sustainability.
The findings of this research highlight the industry's size and how its relationships, proximity
to nature, and shared characteristics of people working in the industry are used to collectively
work together on shared challenges. It was also noted that despite the industry being quite
cooperative and community-based, there are hurdles around shared objectives and goals in
regards to sustainability. This is partially attributed to the industry being made up of many
individual actors which each have their own business priorities and approaches. Nonetheless,
without a common direction, it is difficult for the efforts of the industry to be cooperative
where all players put aside their individual agendas and work for the overall improvement of
the entire industry. This may contribute to the outdoor industry, as a whole, lacking a
cohesive and clear strategy.
A challenge for the outdoor industry, like other businesses, relates to operating within the
current growth based economic model. This is also an opportunity for innovative solutions
which often come from SMEs. The outdoor industry has a unique opportunity with its
connection to the natural environment and the close knit, highly motivated and passionate
community of people working within the industry. The ability to influence and educate likeminded outdoor enthusiast consumers and connect them, not only with products, but also
with experiences is a key finding in this research. The implications of these results suggest
that the outdoor industry could lead this shift to a new business model benefiting the industry
as a whole, although the complexity of this shift is a challenge the outdoor industry alone
cannot solve alone. More cross-industry cooperation may help the industry capitalize on its
uniqueness and lead the transition toward a sustainable society.
Applying a SSD approach may assist brands in the outdoor industry to be more effective in
their cooperative efforts and their ability to address the challenges they face. The main
contribution of this research is to provide recommendations to outdoor brands on how to
participate and lead in the transition toward a sustainable society not only out of obligation to
nature, but also for internal business benefits and a competitive advantage within and outside
of the industry.
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Appendix A: Interview Partners
Interview
Type

Name of Interviewee

Organization

Type of Organization

Ownership

Size

Role

Location

Interview Date

Antony Upward

Edward James Consulting Ltd.

n/a

n/a

n/a

Sustainability Business Architect and
Principal

Canada

07.02.2014

Future Strategies

n/a

n/a

n/a

Founder and CEO

Canada

11.03.2014

Exploratory Sarah Blenkhorn

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

Göran Gennvi

Naturakademin

n/a

n/a

n/a

CEO

Sweden

24.03.2014

Pamela Ravasio

European Outdoor Group

Trade Association

NGO

n/a

CSR & Sustainability Manager

U.K.

24.03.2014

Joel Svedlund

Klättermusen AB

Brand & Manufacturer

Private

<50

Designer/Sustainability Manager

Sweden

26.03.2014

Sweden

03.04.2014

Lennart Ekberg

Haglöfs Scandinavia AB

Brand

Public

100-250

Director of Sustainability

Nikki Hodgson

Outdoor Industry Association

Trade Association

NGO

n/a

Corporate Responsibility Coordinator U.S.

04.04.2014

Greg Foweraker

Innate

Brand

Private

<10

Managing Director

04.04.2014

Aiko Bode

Fenix Outdoor AB Publ.

Brands

Public

750-1,000

Chief Sustainability Officer

Sweden

07.04.2014

Katrin Bauer

Deuter Sport GmbH

Brand

Private

50-100

Corporate Responsibility Manager

Germany

14.04.2014

Founder and CEO

Canada

Maria Frykman Forsberg

Isbjörn of Sweden

Brand

Private

<10

Sweden

15.04.2014

Amy Roberts

Mountain Equipment Co-op

Brand & Retailer

Co-op

1,500-2,000 Director of Sustainability

Canada

15.04.2014

Cira Riedel

GreenroomVoice

Brand*

Private

<10

Founder and CEO

Switzerland

15.04.2014

Mark Held

European Outdoor Group

Trade Association

NGO

n/a

Secretary General

U.K.

16.04.2014

Peter J. Hollenstein

Mammut Sports Group AG

Brand

Public

500-750

Corporate Responsibility Manager

Switzerland

17.04.2014

U.K.

22.04.2014

Germany

30.04.2014

Jon Nash & Luis Brown

Nikwax Ltd.

Brand & Manufacturer

Private

<200

Environmental Manager /
Environment Strategist and Adviser

Hilke Patzwall

VAUDE Sport GmbH & Co. KG

Brand

Private

250-500

CSR Manager

*Eco-rating transparency tool for the Outdoor Industry
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Appendix B: Interview Questions - Trade Associations
Introduction

Personal Drivers

Sustainability
(SYSTEM,
ACTIONS,
TOOLS)

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Appreciation for participation
Personal intros: our names and home country
Can we record this conversation?
How long have you been working in the outdoor industry?
What other roles have you taken within the Industry
Why have you been working in the outdoor industry for so long?
How would you want your grandchildren in 2060 to experience outdoor
adventure? How do you define outdoor adventure?
Can you describe your experience with outdoor adventure?
Is outdoor adventure necessary for the future, and if so why?
What’s your experience and knowledge on the work the EOG (and OIA)
is doing and how it relates to sustainability?
The OIA Recreation Economy report tracks annual spending across 10
broader categories (including off roading, motorcycling, hunting) - is
this the definition of the Industry OIA considers?
Do OIA and EOG work in parallel on sustainability?
If so, how do you ensure your actions are not overlapping and
complementary?
What percentage of brands in the Outdoor Industry are members of
either EOG or OIA?
What is the planning horizon for OIA, how many years ahead does OIA
consider?
Who other than yourself and Beth and the Sustainability Working
Group (SWG) are involved in sustainability within OIA?
Is sustainability a separate division (or is it embedded in all areas)?
What does sustainability mean to you/your organization?
How do the various working groups interact?
The Vision of the SWG mentions adopting global environmental and
social best practices - how is this determined?
How and why is the OIA expanding the idea of what Outdoor Activities
includes? How is this being received by the more traditional brands?
What factors does your organization (you) consider important for the
future of the industry?
Who is involved in sustainability within your organization?
Do the members of the SWG have a shared understanding of
‘sustainability’? Can you expand on this…
How are the tools like the Higg and Equipment Indices a step towards
sustainability? How is success measured?
What are some of the key challenges internally on sustainability?
Externally within the Industry at large?
What is the role of the SWG Advisory Council vs. other SWG members?
How is sustainability incorporated into your brand´s/ organization´s
vision?
How is the vision created?
What sort of timeframe do you look at?
How are sustainability initiatives chosen and how are they prioritized?
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SMEs (SYSTEM)

Collaboration
(SYSTEM,
SUCCESS,
STRATEGIC)

x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Closing
Questions

x
x
x

Do they build on each other?
What percentage of your members are publicly owned approximately?
What percentage of your members are based in North America
approximately?
Why is collaboration deemed important within the SWG?
How do the ‘action partnerships’ work?
Does the SWG partner, Ceres contribute to collaboration within the
Industry and if so, how?
Where does collaboration work best / with who (types of companies)?
and why?
Where does it not work?
What are some key ingredients?
Can we cite you on what you tell us in the conversation?
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Appendix C: Interview Questions to Outdoor Brands
Introduction

Personal Drivers

Nature of the
Outdoor Industry
(SYSTEM)

Sustainability
(SYSTEM, SUCCESS,
STRATEGIC, TOOLs)

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

SMEs (SYSTEM)

x
x
x

Appreciation for participation
Personal intros: our names and home country
Can we record this conversation?
How long have you been working in the outdoor industry?
What other roles have you taken within the Industry
Why have you been working in the outdoor industry for so long?
How would you want your grandchildren in 2060 to experience
outdoor adventure?
Can you describe your experience with outdoor adventure?
Is outdoor adventure necessary for the future, and if so why?
What are the unique characteristics of the outdoor industry?
Are there shared (values) in the outdoor industry?
What are the main similarities and differences between outdoor
brands in North America and Europe (in terms of ownership, size,
structure, sustainability approaches etc)?
What are the sustainability platforms or tools that your
brand/organization uses?
What factors does your brand/ organization consider important for
the future of the industry?
What motivates your brand/organization to work towards
sustainability?
What are some of the key challenges internally on sustainability?
And externally within the industry at large?
What does sustainability mean for you?
Besides you, who is involved in sustainability within your
organization?
Do you think you have a shared understanding of sustainability
with other brands?
How is success measured regarding sustainability?
What’s your knowledge and experience with the work the OIA is
doing on sustainability and collaboration?
Do you see the Outdoor Industry differently than other industries
in terms of sustainability?
Is it possible for the Outdoor Industry to be a role model for
sustainability? If yes, please explain how, what would need to
happen. And if not, what are the barriers?
How do legislation and regulations affect the Outdoor Industry’s
movement toward sustainability?
What is your brand´s/ organization´s approach to sustainable
consumption?
How many brands in the outdoor industry are SMEs? (in Sweden or
in Europe) & privately owned &<250 employees
What strengths do you witness in your brand/ organization and
other privately-owned companies?
What are some obstacles that you face as a smaller company in the
outdoor industry?
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Collaboration
(SUCCESS, STRATEGIC)

x
x
x
x
x

Closing Questions

x
x

Where does collaboration work best / with whom? and why?
Where does it not work?
What are some key ingredients?
How do brands in the outdoor industry interact on sustainability?
Is there a relationship between the key values of the Industry and
how the industry interacts?
Do you have any questions for us or anything you’d like to add?
Can we cite you on what you tell us in the conversation?
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Appendix D: Exemplified Coding Process
Question (group similar questions
together)

Answers

11

Tell me about your background

Studied linguistics, passion for outdoors, spedicially climbing, started at Berghaus 17 years, then worked for Mammut,
came back to Berghaus again, then moved to Lowe Alpine (director for sourcing & production & marketing) and now for
EOG and Outdoor Conservation Association) (which is in the UK, 7 employees)

11

what inspired the moves between the
companies?

11

How did the EOG form?

11

Is it based around just the fact that you
wanted collaboration or was it based
around like common challenges you had
or like what was…?

11

has it turned into what you could have
hoped for or…?

11

Yeah. I read-- I think it’s was on your
LinkedIn, are you doing a new consulting
project or is that the same? I saw it was
related with EOG but-How long have you been working with the
Outdoor Industry or is this your first?

Berghaus got baught by Pentland, then he couldn´t put up with it anymore and moved to Mammut. When things went better
at Berghaus again, he came back, but then after a littler while he went to Lowe Alpine cause he got a much bigger role
there.
"Representation of outdoor industry was traditionally national. Unfortunately, what had happened is the industry changed
from being national to being European global and the sort of, the collaborative work had fallen behind. So, we um,
myself and the CEO of Mountain Sports Group were having conversation and decided this was ridiculous. So, we simply
invited 21 of the CEOs of the brands together for a meeting to discuss it. Nineteen turned up and after that, we formed the
EOG."
"Oh, based around common challenges. An organization like us is um, has to be, has to choose what it’s going to be
involved in and ours are all non-competitive issues so participation, corporate social responsibility."And what else is there?
The results of the outreach. So we started the European Outdoor Conservation Association. So, market data, representation
in Brussels, all those things – they’re all of common interest to all the brands – and there’s no shortage of things to be
done. So in that stage literally, there was no common collaboration between either the nations or the brands, apart from in
their domestic sense.
Well, yes. I think it has. First of all, I was the Vice President and Ralph Schmidt the CEO of Mammut was the president, and I
had no intention of running it. And that sort of came about by default. But no, it’s grown. It’s always -- I suppose there’s a
truism Maria, if you’re doing something well, it creates more work. And sometimes that, even that pace has been frustrating.
The pace of an organization like us it’s always based on financial resources. You know where does the money come to
fund it? And the typical situation is that brand partners or business organizational partners, well, all believe
something’s a great idea, but when it comes to putting their hands to their pockets to fund it, then suddenly, they not
quite so enthusiastic.
His own company, but he runs everything on behalf of the EOG.

1
1

1

4

Emergent Categories (may want to assign
abbreviated code, few words, letters).

OI EU - traditionally national, OI EU - shift to
pan european and collaborative work fell
behind

EOG - formed common challenges/interests
of brands, EOG - provide market data to
brands, EU OI - no cross-national collab
before EOG

Pace of work of EOG depends on financial
resources coming from brand partners and
business organizational partners; Pace of
work of EOG can be frustrating due to
financial barriers

Ive been in CSR since 2006 and in textiles and CSR/ sustainability since about the end of 2009 and I´ve been around
textiles for a lot longer than that.
"outdoor industry that´s crossover. It does cross over into textiles into the innovative bits of textiles...European Outdoor OI - cross over textile innovation; OI - similar
Group I have to warn you I´m here precisely 2 weeks today. So it´s a position that didn´t exist previous... you look at the
discussions around sust in OI and textiles
whole social side of what production is, uh...lead times and all those kinds of things [affecting]?! sustainability, it´s the
same discussions as you have in textiles and fashion. It´s not peculiar to outdoor in any way."

what drew you to the European Outdoor
Group?

"The outdoor industry as such is interesting to me because it´s product that I know. I´ve been climbing, I´ve been skiing all Whywork in OI: personal familiarity with
my life... it's products that I know what I´m talking about... European Outdoor Group is an international association. We products, personal interest in outdoor
do work with our American peers, we do work with different brands all across the board."
activities; Why work at EOG: international
association.
So how long have you been working at the "I´ve been at the OIA for about a year."
OIA?
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EXTERNAL Challenges (Threats)
ID
Emergent Codes
14
Chall - supply chain
13
Brand Chall - products/supply chain
SC - supply chain all encompassing single largest
5
challenge

3

SC- supply chain

12

SC OI - alot of product transportation from Far East,

12
2

12

similar- matching shades of grey
Refer to final data sheets for answer quotes

Notes

challenge of the supply chain being the largest is common
sense and mentioned by most interviewees….if we talk about
it we should be specific as the supply chain is quite a broad
reference….
Supply Chain Challenges - KEY
AREAS:
- Living Wage
- DOWN
- PFCs (links to internal
challenge)

SC OI - PFC issue don't have a solution yet
(alternatives affect performance of products),
SC OI - suppliers rely on use of PFCs & fight to keep
status quo
SC OI - supply chain transparency - globalization and
fragmentation of supply chains
Industry Sust Chall - transparency in supply chain
Link to OIA/EOG
incl. materials traceability & efficiency (eco aspects)

14
7

SC-living wage unresolved how to solve

7

SC- Down (more than one standard)
Chall - suppliers supplying what they say they are
(credibility/honesty in supply chain)

13
14

14

11
11
11
11

global supply chain challenges commonly identified as large
complex challenges that cannot be solved alone….
global supply chain challenges commonly identified as large
complex challenges that cannot be solved alone….

EU to US - regulation pressure is >>
EU to US - EU brands > public/NGO/media
pressure (campaigning organizations) esp. german
brands
Firefighting issues from campaign groups speaks to the EOG
being reactive, and Mark is acknowledging this approach is
not effective nor desireable……this theme about the EOG
came up with Nikwax, Vaude…..

EOG - Chall - firefighting interest groups
EOG - NGO pressure Clean clothes campaign
pressure - media coverage Greenpeace attacks on OI Mentioned by MEC, Vaude, Nikwax
brands in Germany >> U.S.
EOG - interest groups valuable for change but
sometimes distracting from long term issues

5

This is supported in our intro by Senge and change for a
Sust - brand - price elasticity distortions in ecological regenerative economy, and disconnecting growth from
consumption
payback
Sust chall brands -market distortions true ecological
cost not reflected in price

7

SC - customer unwilling to pay higher costs for
sustainable products

7

SC- customer lack of interest in Sust initiatives brand

3

OI Sust brand - low consumer demand (5%) for sust
Consumer inf - reluctant for green hang tag but real
problem is consumers making a choice
Similar response to Nikwax
Consumer inf - difficult due to gap between
consumer opinion and behaviour

5

3
14

Challenge of external pressure
from NGOs, media, regulations NGO pressure then relates to
consumer pressure

59

Existing market economy is a
challenge as sustainable
businesses are not rewarded for
their behaviour (particularly in
N.America)

Consumers are not interested, or
unwilling to pay more
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