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Abstract

Adopting sustainability practices into business model has become quite applicable for
organizations to do. There are adding up more demands relating to working more sustainable to
help save and improve the planet and society. One known opportunity to solve the sustainability
problems is with technology and digitalization. For those reasons the IT sector is in an interesting
position of how they choose to embrace the trend of sustainability practices.

Through a qualitative method, with 8 semi-structured interviews, this study investigates how the
trend of sustainability are influencing the Norwegian IT sector. The study interviewed executives
from big IT organizations that all belong to the GoForlT network, and how have a known focus
on sustainability. Along with the data from the interviews were also documents used as
supplemental data.

The results are presented in framework for sustainability practices by Jacobsen et al. (2020) who
have categorized four levels of sustainability practices: Inspire and inform, productize, co-
creation, and system building. These categories ranges over different scopes within the
organizational structure. The first level of inspire and inform are for internal actions and here
the main focus were the training and education of their employees to learn about sustainability
and gain an internal motivation to work with the subject. The second level of productize were
between customer and organization, and external perspective regarding helping customer with
digitalization and sustainability practices. The focus around co-creation regards the value chain
that the organization belong to. They feel pressure from customers, stakeholder, and partners,
as well as a market pressure to keep up with the trend. The final category is system building and
focus on engaging and changing the industry level. They explained how the conversation of
sustainable development have become more relevant in the last years, as more people are
familiar with the concepts and its importance. They seek out these perspectives from other actors
in the industry such as partner, competitors, and academia to get insight into how others work
with sustainability.

In conclusion the IT industry is changing at a fast paste to keep up with the trend of sustainability.
The industry varies in maturity both from the organizations side and the customer side. As digital
transformation and technology are seen as solutions of sustainability challenges, the IT industry
have somewhat of an expectation around them to able to support with that. The topic of
sustainability is also a driver for collaboration between different actors to tackle sustainability
problems and share experiences with each other across the industry.
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1. Introduction

As a response to a growing environmental crisis and inequalities in global development,
adopting sustainable development is becoming a trend for companies(Waas et al., 2011;
Lichtenthaler, 2021). The first mention of sustainable development was in the Our Common
Future report from 1987, which states that “sustainable development meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”
(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987.p.40). The concept of
sustainability can be represented through several different labels such as corporate social
responsibility (Lee & Kotler, 2013; Borglund et al., 2017) and the triple bottom line (Elkington,
2002) that sought to help organizations address sustainability. One of the big concepts is the
UN's sustainable development goals (SDGs) which address issues such as climate change,
social injustices, poverty, and hunger. The SDGs contain 17 goals and 169 sub-goal and are
about achieving sustainable development along three dimensions: economical, social, and
environmentally (United Nations, n.d.). In the spring of 2021, were “Mal med mening” (Eng:
“Goals with purpose”) published as an action plan from the Norwegian government for how
Norway can achieve the SDGs within 2030. This plan was adapted to be relevant for Norway's
situation, and this national strategy supplements the global indicators with national
measurement points for both public and private sectors to work toward (Meld. St. 40, (2020-
2021), p.12-13). The Confederation of Norwegian Enterprises (NHO) also expresses the
potential for the private sector with sustainability. Interest in sustainable investments is high,
and new standards and reporting requirements enable investors to compare companies and
industries. It can make sustainability a real competitive advantage. (NHO, n.d.). Thereis a lot
of potential for organizations to adopt sustainability practices. Jacobsen et al. suggest four
main categories of sustainability practices including inspiring and informing, productize, co-
creating, and system building (Jacobsen et al., 2020).

One big element to help solve sustainability problems is with use of technology and
digitalization. Sustainability and digitalization will play a dominant role in shaping economies
and the business activities of companies for years to come (Lichtenthaler, 2020). An example
of that is how the European Commission has budgeted about 1.8 trillion to rebuild Europe
post-COVID-19. The agreement demands a greener, more digital, and more resilient Europe
than before (European Commission, n.d.). According to this plan, both sustainability and
digitalization will play a key role in the rebuilding of Europe (European Commission, n.d.).

1.1 Research question

In this study, | want to investigate how sustainability has been integrated into Norwegian IT
organizations with a focus on their sustainability and practices, and how technology and
digitalization are related to sustainable development. My research question is:

How does the trend of sustainable development influence the behavior of the Norwegian IT
sector?



In this study, | interview executives working with sustainability in the Norwegian IT sector.
The organizations interviewed work with delivering digitalization and technology and will
present a perspective on how they perceive the importance of sustainability and
digitalization. The goal of the project is to get an understanding of how sustainability is
influencing organizations that have a known focus on both technology and digitalization.
What motivated them to start working with it and how does it fit in their organizational scope.
Is there an action plan that is more used than others? Finally, to see how they connect
sustainability to digitalization. The findings will be discussed in relation to the Jacobsen et al.
framework from the perspective of IT organizations.

1.2 Disposition
This paper is divided into 6 chapters. The first is the introduction to which this part belongs.

Chapter 2 is theory and background on the main perspectives; sustainability (2.1) where
Jacobsens et al (2020) framework will be used to map out how sustainability is represented
in the organizations. And the second perspective is about digitalization (2.2) and
digitainability(2.3) for how sustainability and digitalization is combined.

Chapter 3 explains the research approach and methodology that is used in this study. The
research perspective (3.1), paradigm (3.2), and research design (3.3) are explained. Research
design includes a description of how selecting sampling, data collecting, and data analysis was
executed. Finally in chapter 3, are quality criteria (3.4) and limitations (3.5).

Chapter 4 presents the findings from the data collection. This chapter is structured after the
topics presented in the interview guide.

Chapter 5 is the discussion. That follows the structure of Jacobsen's framework for
sustainability practices in organizations. The framework presents four categories for
sustainability practices: inspiring and informing(5.1), productize(5.2), co-creating(5.3), and
system building(5.4).

Chapter 6 summarizes the results to a conclusion and discusses the implication for research
(6.1), and the implication for practice(6.2), as well as suggests future studies(6.3).



2. Theory

In this chapter | will present the relevant theory for this research. First, | will present
sustainability, and how it has impacted organizational strategies and visions, as well as
introduce the framework in which | will discuss the findings. The second part introduces
digitalization and what part it plays along with sustainability, and the theoretical concept of
digitainability.

2.1 Sustainability

The topic of sustainability has been discussed for decades. An article from 1987 found that
most definitions of sustainability were focused on human survival and varied in terms of social
or cultural perspective. Things from the quality of life to an economic perspective, and
biological perspective where the emphasis is on ecosystems and species survival (Brown et
al., 1987).

Brundtland's report definition of sustainable development is repeated in a lot of research
(Zhang & Zhu, 2020; Nourry, 2008; Bonnet et al., 2021, Estevez et al., 2013; Purvis et al., 2019).
However, the definition is also seen as vague as it can be difficult to establish specific criteria
to judge and accordingly select indicators to measure sustainable development (Zhang & Zhu,
2020). Sustainable development (SD) is about seeing a holistic and integrated approach to
development, taking into account the impact of the initiatives on different sectors and their
effect on future generations (Estevez et al.,, 2013. p, 92). A leading idea for achieving
sustainable development for organizations is through three dimensions social, economic, and
environmental (Kates et al.,2005; Strange & Bayley, 2008). The social dimension concerns
people and societal aspects such as human rights, diversity, inclusion, and labor relations
(Henisz et al., 2019; Boffo & Patalano, 2020), the environmental dimension is about how to
preserve the planet and focus on for example climate change, energy use, and waste and
resource management (Boffo & Patalano, 2020), and the economical dimension focus on the
money flow, taxes, employment, (Slaper & Hall, 2011). These three are often represented
with circles intertangling with each other with sustainability in the middle. Elkington (2002)
introduced this concept of a triple bottom line (TBL) which incorporates social,
environmental, and financial as parts for measuring performance (Elkington, 2002). Instead
of just profit being the baseline motivator, the corporations needed to operationalize
corporate social responsibility, and additional care for the planet and environment around
them. Another famous version of this concept that is also adopted by organizations is ESG,
Environment, Social and Governance. Similar to TBL, ESG involves the social and
environmental aspects, but instead of it being economic, the third dimension is about
corporate governance which concerns aspects such as management structure, transparency,
accountability, and compliance (Boffo & Patalano, 2020). As sustainability is an emerging
megatrend, the way that organizations react to the challenge of sustainability will greatly
affect their competitiveness in the market (Lubin & Esty, 2010). A study from 2020 reviewed
4,900 Europe-based funds with investments all over the world. The result showed that on
average, strategies that incorporate ESG outperform their non-ESG equivalents at every kind
of timescale (Lienau, 2020).



The research on sustainability has been generated quickly over the past decades and now
comprises a range specific to industries, technologies, localities, and legislation (Jacobsen,
2020, p.2). Jacobsen et al. (2020) proposed a framework for how sustainability practices are
structured in a company. They aimed to understand the different categories of sustainability
practices that firms adopt and the potentials and challenges associated with them. Jacobsen
et al. clustered their findings of sustainability practices into four overall thematic categories.
The categories are named inspired and inform, productize, co-create, and system building
(Jacobsen et al., 2020). The model also includes potential and challenges for each category.

The category inspire and inform covers the part of training and motivating internal parts of
the organization to become more familiar with sustainability. Examples of this can be
arranging workshops, presentations, and encouraging conversations about the subject. It can
also include seeking training or consulting from external sources to increase insight and
understanding of the potential of sustainability practices. These practices do not necessarily
mean that sustainability is a part of the business model, as it focuses on developing
knowledge and culture internally. This step is crucial for most organizations to be able to begin
implementing sustainability practices (Jacobsen et al., 2020, p. 8-9).

The second category is productize which focuses on the organization's design and production.
That involves making more sustainable product design, optimizing recycling of product waste,
and working towards more sustainable packaging and delivery/return systems. At this level,
the organization works toward increasing sustainability practices in the business and creating
sustainable value for the customer (Jacobsen et al., 2020, p. 9).

The third category is co-create focusing on creating value for the organization and its
stakeholders. It can involve co-designing products with actors across the industry, sharing
knowledge, and establishing a circularity-focused business approach (Jacobsen et al., 2020, p.
9-10).

The fourth category, system building, is explained as activities where the organization
supports the change of the relevant environments and communities. Compared to the co-
creating level, this has a broader scope with a looser defined interaction between the
organization and other actors. Organizations that use system building initiatives have
sustainability as a core purpose (Jacobsen et al., 2020, p. 10-11).
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Figure 1: Framework of sustainability practices (Jacobsen et al. 2020)

The study concludes with the framework shown above to illustrate different categories and
maturity that sustainability practices can have on organizations. The scope is meant to show
an increasing intention to use sustainability practices, meaning that the organizations start
with inspire and inform, to productize, then co-create and then to system building. These
steps are to represent the level of maturity of sustainability practices in the organization. The
authors also express that this framework will not fit all purposes, and that the need of the
organization will determine the level they choose to start at. They express that a thorough
understanding of the industry in which the organizations operate is necessary (Jacobsen et
al., 2020, p.16-17). An example of this is how agile the culture is with their processes and
procedures that have an impact on how efficiently they can adopt new practices.

2.2 Digitalization

The world we live in is increasingly immersed in the digital, with the Internet, global
communications, and digital networks, in what may be called a digital society. The digital, in
the form of technologies, is already present in multiple dimensions of our daily life, with
specificities that shape social relationships ((Lienau, 2020). Organizational strategies have
widely acknowledged the need for transformation along with the new technological
opportunities resulting from the variety of digital solutions, advanced data analytics, and
artificial intelligence applications (Lichtenthaler, 2020).

The use of digital technologies to change a business model and provide new revenue and
value-producing opportunities. In an organizational setting, digitalization can be defined as
“[...] a sociotechnical process aiming to convert and modify organizational processes into a
digital form” (Danielsen et al., 2022, p.160). Digitalization is about improving the processes,
services, and products in an organization. Adopting information and communication



technologies will alter the business model and can be enhancing or disruptive. When
implemented well, digitalization can improve efficiency, reduce cost and error rates and
increase good cooperation. The benefits of digitalization have increased the competitiveness
among organizations, industries, and the public sector (Danielsen et al., 2022).

Digitalization requires restructuring processes, more agility, new standards and policies
regarding privacy, and training and education of employees and potential customers (Almeida
et al., 2020; Royakkers et al., 2018). COVID19 made the whole organization and stakeholders
get involved with taking in the use of digital tools. A survey from McKinsey Global showed
that reactions to COVID19 have sped up the adoption of digital technologies over several
years (McKinsey, 2020). They were forced to change and implement systems regardless of
previous situations and knowledge.

Digitalization is an essential enabler of transformation and needs to be appropriately
managed to maximize its benefits. Digitalization is not always a positive asset, as it can
enhance social divides or break ethical boundaries with privacy (Benetello, 2021; Piraité et
al., 2020). Gupta & Rhyner (2022) says that to achieve mindful digitalization, it is necessary to
“be aware of where we are in the digitalization process and how we plan to utilize it further,
considering it in a comprehensive sustainability context” (Gupta & Rhyner, 2022, p. 2). The
next part will look at digitalization and sustainability together.

2.3 Digitainability

The concept of digitainability covers the intricate relationship between sustainability and
digitalization (Benetello, 2021). Digitalization is recognized as a powerful transformative force
to achieve sustainable development and the two megatrends will overlap in shaping future
society (Lichtenthaler, 2020; Benetello, 2021). There are limitations in the literature on how
digitalization affects sustainable development (Gupta et al., 2020). It is necessary to explore
to what extent the opportunities offered by digitalization can be aligned with sustainable
development (Gupte & Rhyner, 2022). The digitainability strategy is relatively new but seems
many executives have become aware of the potential benefits (Lichtenthaler, 2021)

Gupta & Rhyner (2022) introduce a digitainability assessment framework that can be used for
a practical assessment of the impact of digitalization on sustainability (Gupta & Rhyner, 2022).
The framework uses the UN Sustainable Development goals as indicators of sustainability and
is used to measure the impact of digitalization interventions. The framework goes into detail
to cover the purpose and impact of digitalization interventions and is too specific for this
assignment. However, to execute such a digitainability assessment, they introduce some
more relevant critical dimensions that need to be taken into account: synergies and trade-
offs, context-dependency, and multi stakeholder structure.

The first critical dimension is to acknowledge how these goals interact and affect each other.
The progress depends on utilizing the different synergies while addressing the trade-offs
(Gupta & Rhyner, 2022, p.3). There is a need for a holistic view of how digitalization
interference can aid in achieving one goal while being in conflict with another. Digitalization
can create a great deal of negative ecological and societal imprints such as pollution, climate



crisis, social tensions, and inequality (Sanchez, 2019). The second critical dimension is context-
dependency. To understand the impact of digitalization on sustainable development, you
must understand the context for how it will be used. There needs to be an awareness of how
to balance preserving the different dimensions of sustainability and how to implement it in
practice. For example, using technologies to collect data from satellites about climate change
is more ethical than collecting data from hospital records to improve life quality (Gupta &
Rhyner, 2022, p.4). And the final criteria is to have multiple perspectives on the role of
digitalization and how it can advance sustainable development. This will require multi-
stakeholders to get involved in methodically applying technologies for the progress of
sustainability (Gupta & Rhyner, 2022, p.4).

For this study | will use the categories from the Jacobsen et al (2020) framework to see how
they apply for the IT organizations in this study. This will be a guideline for how organizations
work with sustainability practices, and this study will add a perspective from the IT sector to
see where their focus area lies. And see if the critical dimensions mentioned by Gupta &
Rhyner (2022) are reflected in the findings in this study.



3. Method

In this chapter the research approach, perspective, and design will be introduced. The
purpose of this chapter is to give the reader insight into how the research approach has been
used to answer the research question.

3.1 Research perspective

Qualitative studies give researchers opportunities to study cultural and social phenomena
(Myers & Avison, 2011) and are explained by researchers as examining a few events in depth
so that broader knowledge and understanding is gained about one phenomenon (Oates,
2006). So instead of a quantitative approach where you can generalize the results from a
bigger sample, the main objective of a qualitative approach is to gain a greater level of
understanding of a phenomenon. The goal of this study see how does the trend of sustainable
development influence the behavior of the Norwegian IT sector? To be able to draw a
conclusion that can answer the research question, | have conducted a qualitative approach
using interviews as the main source and documents as a supplement source.

3.2 Paradigm

The philosophical paradigm for this project is Interpretivism, which allows the researcher to
interpret social settings (Oates, 2006). The core concept of interpretivism is to work with
these subjective meanings already there in a social context; to acknowledge their existence,
and to reconstruct and use them as building blocks in theories (Goldkuhl, 2011, p 138). For
qgualitative data analysis, interpretivism is a preferred paradigm as it focuses on the
interpretation of social behavior and people's opinions (Bryman, 2016, p. 27-28).

3.3 Research design

A research design can be explained as a framework for the collection and analysis of the
research data. The choice of research design indicates how you will prioritize different factors
in your research process (Bryman, 2016, p. 40).

The design for this study is cross-sectional or survey design. Cross-sectional parts can be
guestionnaires and interviews but are also used for observation, content analysis, or official
statistics (Bryman, 2016, p. 52). The key elements of this research design are to gather
samples of cases at a single point in time to collect quantitative or qualitative data, which can
be examined to find patterns (Bryman, 2016, p. 53). This research design is appropriate as it
allows me to gather the respondent's opinions on the subject for a time constricted study. In
this chapter, | will present how the sample was selected, how the data was collected, and how
the data were analyzed.



3.3.1 Selecting sample

The criteria for the selection of informants for this research are representatives from IT
companies with a known sustainability strategy. The desired representatives were executives
working directly with the company's sustainability strategy or who had a specific interest in
sustainability measures in their company. These criteria were established along with my
advisor from the University of Agder.

These informants for this study consisted of representatives from IT companies that have a
known focus on sustainability. These companies focus on IT consulting, developing software,
developing hardware, security, and cloud services. They present their vision and goals for
social, governance, and or environmental sustainability on their websites.

This research project has purposive sampling as | search out the companies that are likely to
have relevant data that meets the purpose of the research question (Oates, 2006, p. 98). The
companies were found through the GoForIT network which the University of Agder is a part
of. This network collaborates with discussing, developing, and influencing the education in IT,
technology, and innovation in a sustainable direction (IKT-Norge, n.d.). They were contacted
through email addresses provided by my advisory. The email included an introduction of the
study and what topics of information | was looking for in the interview, and they were also
given an information letter about privacy according to NDS guidelines. The recipient was
asked if they themselves were interested or if they knew someone better internally in the
organization to ask.

Role

1 Lead for Sustainability

2 Sustainability manager

3 Chief Finance Officer

4 Press Manager

5 Sustainability Manager

6 Chief Strategy & Communication Officer

7 Chief Research Officer

8 Acting Managing Director

Table 1: Interview ID and role

All the companies were larger organizations with 500 employees or more. Most of the
companies were interdisciplinary in their field. Their products and services include producing
software and/or hardware, consulting clients on projects involving digital transformations
and digitalization, and providing training within IT disciplinaries, such as cyber security and
innovation.



Organization types

IT consulting

Technology production

Cyber security

Table 2: Organization type

3.3.2 Data collection

The qualitative data has been collected through interviews with companies from the
Norwegian IT sector. The interviews were focused on chosen topics related to the research
guestion, and the questions asked were directly associated with the chosen topics. The topics
were: (1) How they define and their scope of sustainability strategy, (2) how they use
sustainability internally and externally, (3) why they use sustainability, and (4) how they see
sustainability related to digitalization and IT.

Topic

Theory

Areas of questioning

Intro

Role
Background
Responsibility

Sustainability definition and
scope

UN, Brundtland

Jacobsen et al., 2020

Definition
Vision/goals
Maturity

How they use sustainability

Alter, 2013

Jacobsen et al., 2020

Internally:
Training
Administration
Culture

Externally:
Products/services
Customers
Partners

Why they use sustainability

FN, Mal med mening, EU,
ISO,

Alter, 2013

Inspiration

Environmental pressure

Sustainability and
digitalization

Lichtentahler, 2021
Gupta et al., 2020

Sustainable digitalization

Digitalization to solve
sustainability problems

Table 3: Interview topics and theory

10



| used the Jacobsens et al. model when designing the interview guide, particularly to create
guestions on the topics of (1) How they define and their scope of sustainability strategy, and
(2) how they use sustainability internally and externally. The different levels that the model
represents is a way of measuring scope or sustainable maturity of the organization, however
Another model that inspired the interview setup was Alters Work System Framework and its
nine elements to describe a work syst