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Abstract 

In the past, business practices have largely been based on a linear way of thinking 

where emphasis has been put on a “take, make and dispose” mind set. In today’s 

business environment this kind of mind set needs to be challenged. As a larger strain 

is put on the environment and we as people are consuming more resources than the 

world can replenish, a new type of business practices and mind set needs to be 

implemented. Industries needs to adopt sustainability practices where environmental 

aspects are not being overlooked in favour of economic benefit, one where the 

interplay between the two creates both environmental and economic wins. The study 

is focusing on the Swedish heavy construction equipment industry. The purpose of 

this study is conducting a case study which explores what kind of sustainability mind 

set companies in the Swedish heavy construction equipment industry have during 

their acquisition process, and if they perceive tensions between environmental and 

economic criteria when selecting machinery during the acquisition process. The 

research has been based on a theoretical framework where three main theories were 

selected which shows that sustainability efforts can be of economic benefit to a 

company. The study has a qualitative approach where five industry actors have been 

interviewed in order to get an overview to how the subject of sustainability is viewed 

and implemented into their business practices. The outcome of the study shows that 

company size and regulatory frameworks have a major impact of the perception and 

implementation of sustainability practices. The study shows that working with 

sustainability can lead to an economic benefit for companies and how environmental 

aspects affect their business environment. 
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1. Introduction 

We are currently at a crossroad where we must choose between continuing our 

current business practices or adopting more sustainable ways of moving forward. 

Industries are often motivated solely by economic profit, which is a mindset that in 

today’s world, with the environmental challenges we are facing, needs to be 

questioned. In many ways this is something that people have been discussing 

extensively for many years, but are companies implementing these practices at a level 

that will make a difference that benefits the environment? Sustainability efforts are 

one of the most important practices for businesses and policy makers to consider at 

this point in time. The research on sustainability goes back to the early 1960’s (IISD 

2012). In recent years the discussion of its urgency has become more of a hot topic 

than ever with many actors involved. An increase in population leads to an increase 

in consumption and production which will lead to more pollution and strain on the 

environment in the form of landfills and excessive waste (Rockström 2013). There is 

a plethora of definitions of sustainability and sustainable development. However, the 

World Commission on Environment and Developments (WCED) (1987) defines 

sustainability development as “satisfaction of present needs without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. Today, most of the efforts 

are geared towards reducing waste and managing pollution. However, some studies 

also show that extending the utility and lifetime of products is another approach that 

has a large impact on the environment (European Parliament 2016). There are many 

concepts that aims to tackle this pressing issue and it has become a hot topic 

amongst scholars. One such topic is the widely adopted concept of a circular 

economy. The concept of circular economy is commonly referred to as reuse, 

remanufacture and recycling of materials and goods (Korhonen et al 2017a).  

 

This is in contrast to the classic linear economic system that emphasises “take, make 

and dispose” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2018). It is said that the world is 

currently using approximately one and a half time the amount of resources that are 

readily available in order for production and consumption to keep up with demand 

(Butler et al 2015). This process is waste-generating and contributes to the 

degradation of the environment by extracting materials from natural resources which 

often become unusable waste at the end of the product lifetime. The concept of 
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circular economy is increasingly being adopted by policymakers such as the 

European Commission, WEEE (Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment), RoHS 

(Restriction of Hazardous Substances), ELV (End-of life vehicle directives), EPR 

(Extended Producers Responsibility) and private advocates such as the Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation (Korhonen et al 2017a). These current and upcoming 

legislations makes it evident that we are at a period of change in the way that we 

acquire, use, utilize and manufacture goods.  

 

While the environment is the most pressing subject, the concept of circular economy 

is also beneficial from a social and economic standpoint. Studies show that 

companies can cumulatively save approximately 1000 billion USD on material 

savings in manufacture processes (Korhonen et al. 2017b).  The European 

Parliament also argue that a 1% increase of value that is added by a longer product 

lifetime and financial consumption can have an aggregated effect of up to 

approximately 7.9 billion EUR of total economic growth (European Parliament 

2016). 

 

The global heavy construction equipment industry was in 2016 valued at 55.9 billion 

USD and that number is expected to more than double to approximately 112.52 

billion USD by 2025 (Grand View Research 2018). This is closely related to the 

construction industry which has been constantly evolving and have increased from a 

value of 267 billion USD in 2010 to a value of approximately 400 billion USD in 

2016 (Grand View Research 2018). The heavy construction equipment sector refers 

to any vehicle, machinery or equipment that is used throughout a construction 

project. When reading reports on the heavy construction equipment industry, little is 

mentioned in regard to sustainability and efforts to better its environmental impacts. 

As seen in the last decade more and more industries are increasingly trying to go 

more environmentally friendly; cars and buses are going electric, houses are getting 

smarter and people seem to generally be more aware of the environment and its 

fragility than a decade ago. However, looking at for example construction sites and 

road building projects, it seems to be “same old, same old” with large diesel-

consuming pieces of heavy machinery. Perhaps, just like the aeroplane industry, 

going electric is currently a non-viable solution and changes may instead have to be 
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made in the way heavy construction equipment is traded in the marketplace and how 

sustainable business systems can be implemented. Previous studies have shown that 

the focus when acquiring machinery has been on material selection, productivity and 

design features (Kim et al 2012). Also, the main environmental focus on construction 

project has been on the ‘use’ phase, i.e. the characteristics and performance of the 

finished product, and not the environmental impact of the machinery themselves, 

even though the pollution in connection to the construction equipment accounts for 

more than 50% of the total pollution of a construction project (Guggemos & 

Horvath 2006).  

1.1. Basis of the study 

Previous studies showed that environmental aspects, such as greenhouse gas 

emissions and fossil fuel consumption, ranks far below aspects such as machine 

productivity and ownership cost (Waris, M et al. 2014). This shows that 

environmental aspects are not widely appreciated in the industry. However, those 

studies have been made on the selection criteria of construction equipment on the 

Asian market and not on the Swedish market. When researching the subject, little 

seems to be known on what factors that drives the acquisition of heavy construction 

equipment on the Swedish market. However, one can expect that there are different 

values that drives the acquisition criteria on the Swedish market compared to the 

Asian heavy construction equipment market as laws and regulations are different 

making it difficult to make a direct comparison between the two. The Swedish 

marketplace is largely becoming more regulated in terms of sustainability efforts and 

companies of a certain size are required to compose a yearly report of their efforts to 

contribute to sustainable development (KPMG 2016). The Swedish marketplace has 

been named as the 5th best environmentally performing economy in the world by 

the Environmental Performance Index (2018a). The index is based on how well the 

economy conforms to the UN 2015 sustainable development goals (Environmental 

Performance Index 2018b).  

 

The overall turnover by the construction sector in Sweden have been valued at 500 

billion SEK annually in the last years (Sveriges Byggindustrier 2018). Net sales have 

increased by 266 billion from 2007 (Sveriges Byggindustrier 2017). As there are no 
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such numbers for the Swedish heavy construction equipment market, these numbers 

can be used as a benchmark to understand increasing need for heavy construction 

equipment has increased as the construction sector continues to grow. This growing 

demand also calls for sustainable systems to reach environmental goals.  

1.2. Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study is to see which criteria that govern trading on the heavy 

construction equipment market, how sustainability is viewed and implemented by 

industry actors and if firms can see a benefit from communicating such values. The 

design of the research is a case study where the case is the Swedish heavy 

construction equipment industry. In this thesis we chose not to focus on the inputs 

and outputs of material, but instead the environmental and economic tensions that 

arises when evaluation acquisition criteria. This research will be conducted through 

interviews with different actors on Swedish heavy construction equipment market. 

From that premise, the following research questions will be studied: 

 

1. How do actors in the Swedish heavy construction equipment market view 

sustainability? 

2. What are the tensions between economic and environmental criteria seen by 

companies in the heavy construction equipment industry during the 

acquisition process? 

3. How do companies act in order to meet environmental demand? 

 

This paper examines the research questions formulated above using a qualitative 

method with semi-structured interviews with five different respondents in managerial 

positions. Based on the responses some preliminary deductions are made from the 

standpoints of the research questions. Any findings may give insight into how heavy 

construction equipment companies handle the tension between different criteria as 

well as how they view sustainability and incorporate sustainability into their practices.  
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2. Theory 

In this section important theory related to this study will be reviewed. Focus lies 

mainly on sustainable branding, corporate social responsibility and circular economy. 

These theories are viewed as important as they give an overview to how companies 

can view and incorporate sustainability practices into their business model. 

2.1. Sustainable Branding 

As the world and its inhabitants are becoming more conscious of how they affect the 

planet the sustainability aspect is the main reason of businesses changing from a 

linear economy to a circular economy. As sustainability has been characterized as a 

new business megatrend, it explains the importance of adopting sustainability to the 

strategy of a company (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou 2014). Companies in B2B 

relationship in any type of market are under pressure to provide their customers with 

more sustainable products to meet the demands of their consumers which enables 

companies to compete in their current market. By incorporating sustainability in the 

B2B equation, companies can leverage these partnerships for a competitive 

advantage and drive these types of sustainability issues through their organizations 

(Apte & Sheth 2016). The sustainability effort can improve the performance of a 

firm compared to a firm that chooses not to acknowledge this trend. Therefore, 

integrating sustainability efforts into branding can help companies appeal to 

customers with environmental concerns, which ultimately leads to a competitive 

advantage over competitors who chooses not to do so (Kumar & 

Christodoulopoulou 2014). A consumer’s choice of products or services is a 

metaphor of companies purchasing the consumer’s votes (Apte & Sheth 2016). 

Figuratively, companies are buying “votes” which can be seen as products or 

services. The consumer is interested in what these products and services stands for 

(Apte & Sheth 2016). Apte and Sheth (2016) explains that a consumer’s “vote” 

reflects on their personal set of values and convictions. Being associated with 

sustainability can help transform the brand image of a company, which in the end 

can be beneficial. The integrated sustainability approach needs to communicate 

sustainability values through marketing efforts, this can be done through advertising, 

promotion or packaging of products (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou 2014). Some of 

these values might be of environmental concerns, ethical concerns on the part of 
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company behaviour or societal conditions, or any cause that a consumer feels 

connected to. If a company and its brand incorporate these sets of values into their 

business model it can create a competitive advantage over competitors by 

communicating such values (Apte & Sheth 2016). Being acknowledge as a sustainable 

brand have its benefits which can also lead to increased publicity through rankings 

like Best Global Green Brands which is published by Interbrand and similar 

publications which ranks the most sustainable companies in the world (Kumar & 

Christodoulopoulou 2014). This type of publicity helps with changing the brand 

image among consumers on the market. A changed perception of the company can 

lead to additional advantages. By promoting the sustainability approach there is a 

possibility for firms to engage with customers and ask them to be a part of the value 

creation which comes from the sustainability practices which have been adopted by a 

company (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou 2014).  

2.2. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

A way for companies to promote their contribution to sustainability is working with 

corporate social responsibility. CSR is defined as “the continuing commitment by 

business to behave ethically and contribute to economic development while 

improving the quality of the life of the workforce and their families as well as of the 

local community and society at large” (Hermann 2008). A firm’s work with CSR 

activities are noted by the stakeholders and affects the company’s image and 

reputation. A company’s reputation is based on how they are experienced and 

perceived by stakeholders. Hermann (2008) offers a checklist of qualities a company 

with good reputation have: 

• are in general more financially successful, 

• have a better corporate brand image, 

• have easier access to capital, 

• attract, motivate and maintain (talented) employees more easily, 

• acquire new customers more easily, 

• can take higher prices for their products and services, 

• face higher acceptance of newly launched products, 

• deter competitors from market entry, 

• work as “social insurance” for weathering a crisis in the future. 
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The definition of Corporate Reputation is “the collective expectations (emotional 

and rational) that various audiences, specifically stakeholders have of a corporation’s 

products, services and activities surrounding its business, social and financial 

performance” (Hermann 2008). Serving the stakeholders interests is a vital part of a 

company’s reputation. This means that working with CSR activities is vital to keep a 

good reputation as a company. However, since there are different stakeholders with 

different interest, the problem is making everyone happy and content with the 

activities the company engages in (Hermann 2008). 

2.3. Circular Economy 

A more recently developed view on sustainability is Circular Economy which is a 

relatively new economic system that comes relevant when looking at how companies 

needs to act in relation to an increasingly deteriorating environment (Korhonen et al 

2017a). The circular economy is mainly a concept surrounding how products are 

traded in closed cycles or ‘loops’ promoting product or material life extensions 

(Korhonen et al 2017a). It is widely referred to as reuse, recycling and maintaining 

value. However, circular economy is a broader concept with many viewpoints that 

are rooted in sustainability and increased utility of materials and goods.   

The current research done on circular Economy is not perceived to have a real 

scientific connection as the concept have mostly been developed and practiced by 

policy-makers, businesses, business consultants, business associations, business 

foundations etc. (Korhonen et al 2017b). Korhonen, et al. (2017b) tries to make a 

new, and more scientific definition of circular economy: 

 

Circular economy is an economy constructed from societal production-

consumption systems that maximizes the service produced from the linear 

nature-society-nature material and energy throughout flow. This is done by 

using cyclical materials flows, renewable energy sources and cascading-type 

energy flows. Successful circular economy contributes to all the three 

dimensions of sustainable development. Circular economy limits the 

throughput flow to a level that nature tolerates and utilises ecosystem cycles in 

economic cycles by respecting their natural reproduction rates. (Korhonen et al 

2017b) 
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The European Commission have defined circular economy as follows: 

 

In a circular economy the value of products and materials is maintained for as 

long as possible; waste and resource use are minimised, and resources are kept 

within the economy when a product has reached the end of its life, to be used 

again and again to create further value. (R2PI 2018) 

 

What this means is that the concept of circular economy is viewed as a set of 

mechanisms to promote a sustainable way of thinking when it comes to achieving a 

sustainable production and consumption (Korhonen et al 2017a). Utilization of 

manufactured goods also makes up a central part in the circular economy concept, 

lots of goods are not fully utilized before they are going to waste or landfills. 

Extending the lifetime and utility of products is a way to maximize the use before the 

manufactured good goes to waste, and hence increase environmental, social and 

economic benefits of the product (Hannon et al 2016).  

 

New business concepts of circular economy include leasing and renting services. This 

is an interesting aspect of a circular economy where you share the functions of a 

product between several users (Korhonen et al 2017a). One example of these types 

of services is Zipcar where a company owns several cars that users can rent for a 

certain amount of time (Zipcar 2018). In Finland the average usage rate of a car is 

less than 10%, this types of “sharing economy” business model provides a counter 

effect to that and increases the rate of usage of products like cars, but also provides 

an alternative to the linear thinking where a product is produced, used and later 

disposed (Korhonen et al 2017a).  

 

As shown in figure. 1, the circular economy is a set of flows containing inputs and 

outputs of materials, goods and energy. The idea is to reduce inputs in the form of 

new raw materials to the flow and to reduce the amounts of waste produced by the 

system (Korhonen 2004). As seen in figure 1, the outcome of the Circular economy 

results in an economic, environmental and social benefit situation (Korhonen et al 

2017a). Korhonen et al. (2017a) refers to this as a win-win-win situation as it benefits 

all three aspects of a sustainable economy; an economic, social and environmental 
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win. Korhonen et al. (2017a) argues that it is difficult to obtain a fully circular flow 

amongst these circular economy dimensions, where one can potentially diminish 

another dimension and create tensions. 

 

Figure 1: Circular economy dimensions (Korhonen et al 2017a). 

2.3.1. The Barriers and Enablers of Circular Economy 

CSR Europe started a project called the R2PI – transition from linear to circular. The 

project is funded by the EU and was launched in November 2016 (R2PI 2018). The 

mission of the R2PI project is to create a sustainable business model and guidelines 

with the purpose of helping companies to change from a linear economic system to a 

circular one (R2PI 2018). The R2PI released a stakeholder views report which 

focused on the barriers and enablers of circular economy. In this report several 

companies on the European market and their attitude towards a circular economy 

have been studied (R2PI 2018). In this following section both barriers and enablers 

which have been identified by companies in this study will be highlighted. 
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At a company level the following barriers and enablers to change from a linear to a 

circular economy have been identified: 

Barriers of a circular economy: 

Resistance to change 

Companies are largely seen to be resistant to change, there’s an unwillingness to take 

risks and commit to new business model. This combined with the current model 

might not be geared towards a circular business model (R2PI 2018). 

  

Perceived lack of consumer demand 

There is an absence of understanding of the concept of circular economy among 

consumers, therefore there is no knowledge about potential benefits a circular 

economy might bring. Furthermore, circular products are usually more expensive 

compared to linear goods (R2PI 2018). 

  

The financing of new business models 

The change of business transformation is costly. The implementation of a circular 

economy system would require funds for business innovation and other investments 

which are required to implement a circular economy system (R2PI 2018). 

Enablers of a circular economy: 

High-level commitment, with long-term business perspectives 

Moving from a linear economy system to a circular one requires detrimental changes 

within a company, regarding their strategy and structure and that’s where the 

commitment of top-management is key. If the top-management views circular 

economy as an opportunity, they are the ones who have the opportunity to make the 

change as they are the ones in charge of long-term planning and investments (R2PI 

2018). 

 
The personal drive and attitudes of staff in an organization 

Companies who engage in circular economy are companies who put high value on 

social goals and ethics. These challenges are highly motivating for employees and 

enables the company to attract talented staff who are committed to the cause (R2PI 

2018). 
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The promise of enhanced competitiveness 

Consumer awareness of sustainability is growing, this provides a change for 

innovative and forward-looking companies to gain competitive advantages over less 

innovative companies. Circular economy could potentially be seen as a competitive 

advantage over a company using a linear economy system (R2PI 2018). 

 

2.4. Theoretical summary 

All the theories in this thesis are based on sustainability and explains how it can be 

economically beneficial to work with sustainability practices. The theories also imply 

that working with sustainability includes certain sets of values in order to make a real 

difference. Sustainability branding and CSR are largely based on how a company can 

benefit from being viewed as a sustainable company by customers and other 

stakeholders. Circular economy indicates that certain practices can be implemented in 

order to create both economic and environmental wins simultaneously. Circular 

economy also shows that there are different barriers and enablers that companies 

face when trying to incorporate these practices.   
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3. Methodology 

The purpose of this study is to see which criteria that govern trading on the heavy 

construction equipment market, how sustainability values are viewed and 

implemented by industry actors and if firms can see a benefit from communicating 

such values. 

3.1. Scientific approach 

There are two different methods to approach gathering of empirical data, 

quantitative and qualitative. The differences in these two ways of researching is that a 

quantitative approach analyses numbers and a qualitative approach focuses on 

obtaining a deeper understanding of a chosen topic (Bryman & Bell 2011). For this 

case study the latter option was chosen as it was more uncertain and difficult to reach 

out to a large number of industry actors with a quantitative approach. Also, a 

qualitative study was chosen as it was fairly complex research questions that are more 

easily explained in a thorough oral interview, also giving the chance for follow-up 

questions and for deeper explanations. The design of the research will be in the form 

of a case study with the Swedish heavy construction equipment industry as the case. 

Different actors within the industry were interviewed regarding their view on certain 

research questions that the study is based on. A case study commonly follows a 

qualitative approach with semi-structured interviews in order to get a more detailed 

breakdown of a case (Bryman & Bell 2011).  

 

There are two different major types of qualitative interviews, unstructured and semi-

structured both are considered quite flexible processes (Bryman & Bell 2011). In a 

semi-structured interview, the researchers have decided beforehand what topics and 

questions to be discussed in an interview guide (Bryman & Bell 2011). In this study a 

semi-structured interview was used as it needed to give a deeper understanding to 

certain research questions, while still giving room for further discussions on the 

topic. The questions were asked and worded similarly to all respondents, which 

according to Bryman and Bell (2011) is important to base all interviews on the same 

foundation. 
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As this type of qualitative study has not previously been made in this format in the 

Swedish heavy industry, there is very little previous data to be obtained. This means 

that this study has an abductive approach, which is a combination of inductive and 

deductive approaches. In a deductive approach, researchers gather theory on a 

subject and then creates its own hypothesis and then applies that hypothesis on a 

practical subject (Bryman & Bell 2011). In an inductive approach, it is the opposite 

way, where you start with a hypothesis which is tested practically and then on the 

way you find theory that fits and can back this type of research (Bryman & Bell 

2011).  

3.2. Sampling 

As it was not possible to interview all companies in the Swedish heavy equipment 

industry, a convenience sample was used. According to Bryman and Bell (2011), a 

convenience sample is a sample that is available and reachable by the researcher, for 

example a group of managers in an industry. Five companies were selected for the 

study. The companies were selected with the assistance from an industry actor with 

connections to companies in the heavy construction equipment sector in order to get 

variety of different company sizes, respondent backgrounds and business areas. All 

companies had a clear connection to purchasing heavy construction equipment to 

use in their businesses. All companies in the study had some sort of rental business 

and two of the respondents had a combination of rental and trading businesses. 

Table 1 shows the information on each of the respondents with basic background 

information on both the interviewee and the company that they represent. Table 2 

later shows how the companies have been categorized in terms of small-, medium-, 

or large-sized companies.  
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Table 1: Respondent background 
 

Interviewee 

1 

Interviewee 

2 

Interviewee 

3 

Interviewee 

4 

Interviewee 

5 

Company 

name 

Educated 

Rentals 

Government 

Rentals 

Small-scale 

Trader 

Nordic 

Rentals 

Domestic 

Rentals 

Position 

within the 

company 

CEO Head of Sales CEO & 

Owner 

Depot 

Manager 

Purchasing 

Manager 

Type of 

company 

Trading & 

Rentals 

Rental 

Company 

Trading & 

Rentals 

Rental 

Company 

Rental 

Company 
 

Number of 

employees 

65 70 14 <1000 98 

Company age 

(years) 

35  4 20 40 30 

Industry 

experience 

(years) 

11 43 20 40 25 

Level of 

education 

MSc  High School High School High School High School 

 

Table 2: Company size criteria 
 

Small company Medium company Large company 

Number of employees 10 - 49 50 - 249 > 250 

3.3. Data collection and interview framework  

Data has been collected by interviewing five different companies within the heavy 

construction equipment industry. The respondents were all in managerial and 
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decision-making positions of their companies respectively. By the choice of doing 

interviews, all data received is primary data which comes directly from the source. 

The interviews have been of a semi-structured approach, where some questions from 

an interview guide have been used and then potential follow-up questions have been 

asked. Along with the pre-decided question the technique of probing has been used. 

Probing questions are an instant follow up question of what has been said in order to 

get more elaborate answers (Bryman & Bell 2011). All five interviews were done over 

the phone. One benefit of doing telephone interviews is that it is much cheaper to do 

phone interviews but also more effective in regard to sensitive questions, as a 

respondent might be more comfortable answering a sensitive question over the 

phone (Bryman & Bell 2011). The phone interviews were recorded with permission 

of the participants on two encrypted recording devices to ensure that at least one of 

the two recordings were useable.  

3.4. Data analysis 

Before conducting the interviews, an interview guideline was created. The questions 

in the guideline are based on the research questions of this study which are based on 

the theory, this to ensure that potential data collected provides answers to the 

research questions. The guideline was also used to ensure that the same or similar 

questions were asked to all different participants to increase the reliability of the 

study. A quick explanation of the main subject, sustainability, was provided only 

briefly in order to make the study as unbiased as possible. The interview guide was 

divided into two sections, one section with basic information about the interviewee 

and the company in question, such as industry experience and the respondent’s 

position in the company. This was done in order to categorize the different 

companies and respondents into for example company size and level of education. 

The second part of the interview was questions regarding views on sustainability, 

how the company in question work with sustainability and tensions between different 

criteria such as economic, environmental and social criteria and how they relate to 

each other. The interview guide is attached as appendix 1.  

 

The data that was collected from the interviews was then transcribed, analysed and 

summarized in order to get the most important parts of the interviews in relation to 
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the research questions. The responses to the first section of the interviews were then 

put into a table in order to get an easy overview of the different respondent’s 

background and company information which can be seen in table 1. From the 

second part of the interview certain quotes and answers were extracted in order show 

how the interviewees responded in relation to the research questions.  

3.5. Confidentiality 

The companies and their responses will be held anonymous in this study, which was 

also communicated to the respondents in the beginning of the interview in order to 

minimize the possibility that interviewees felt pressured to answer only in ways that 

does not potentially harm company reputation. As Bryman and Bell (2011) explains, 

it is the responsibility of the researchers to make sure that no information that can be 

of harm to the respondents is used. Bryman and Bell (2011) emphasises that sensitive 

information and confidentiality needs to be ‘honoured’, therefore all of the company 

names are made up in order to maintain the real company names anonymous.  

3.6. Reliability and validity 

With the choice of doing semi-structured interviews, it cannot be assumed that doing 

the same study would lead to the same conclusions, as personal interpretations of the 

answers might not be the same as if someone else asked the same questions. Another 

factor that might change the outcome of the study is the fact that an interviewee 

might formulate their answers to open questions differently when being asked by 

someone else. This might lead to a different interpretation of the answer, therefore a 

slightly different outcome of the study. As previously mentioned, the interview 

guideline was used to ensure that similar questions were asked to all respondents to 

increase the reliability of the study. Although being assured their answers would 

remain anonymous, the respondents may still have answered certain questions in a 

way that their company would approve of instead of giving their own opinion on the 

matter. The respondents were given as little information as possible prior to the 

interview to ensure against biases. For example, when interviewees were asked about 

their view on sustainability, the WCED’s definition of sustainability which is used in 

this thesis was given after the respondents shared their view on the concept.   
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3.7. Limitations of the study 

As the chosen method of interviews was phone interviews, things such as body 

language and other aspects that can only be observed when having face-to-face 

interviews cannot be accounted for (Bryman & Bell 2011). It is also important to 

account for the size of the sample when doing qualitative studies (Bryman & Bell 

2011). As it was not possible to reach all industry actors as it would be very time 

consuming, a sample of only five companies were selected, which potentially does 

not represent the view of the whole industry. Also, although having anonymous 

interviews some respondents may be reluctant to answer the interview questions 

truthfully as it may be uncertain of how the data is later used and whether or not it 

can harm the respondents and their company’s reputation. 
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4. Findings 

In this section the findings from the interviews will be presented. The findings 

chapter will go through the findings from each participant separately. Although the 

case is the industry as a whole, each company will be handled separately in order to 

later discuss and make conclusions by combining the findings from each company. 

Each participant and their company will be described briefly, to then move on to 

their respective company’s answers in relation to the research questions of this study.  

4.1. Educated Rentals 

Educated Rentals is a medium sized company with approximately 65 employees, who 

specializes in trading and renting out heavy construction equipment. It is based the 

south east of Sweden but with customers across the country. The company have 

been in the heavy construction equipment industry for over 35 years, making it one 

of the older companies in the study. The interview was done with the CEO of the 

company. The interviewee had a master of science degree in industrial engineering 

and management from a Swedish university. The interviewee had only about 7 years 

of operational experience in the industry, but approximately 11 years in total 

including being a member of the board for the company prior to getting involved in 

a managing position. 

4.1.1. View on sustainability 

The interviewee from Educated Rentals emphasised that sustainability is a circular 

concept [circular economy] with a holistic view, explaining that the consumption 

needs to be sustainable over time and not only meet present needs. The interviewee 

also agreed that the WCED (1987) definition of sustainability “satisfaction of present 

needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” is what he meant by his explanation. 

4.1.2. Perception of tensions 

The interviewee from Educated Rentals explained how there are slight issues on the 

Swedish market as there is a difference in what standards the machinery that operates 

within the densely populated areas needs to comply to, compared to those operating 

in the rural areas. However, the interviewee emphasised that the main issue was on a 
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global scale. The interviewee explained that although manufacturers were making 

machinery that complies well to our needs in northern Europe, they still manufacture 

machinery at a much lower standard for the South American, African and Asian 

markets. In those continents the purchasing criteria are largely based on a lower cost 

than on the environment. According to the interviewee this makes the system as a 

whole unsustainable and that it is highly unfortunate that the manufacturers and rural 

countries does not make more efforts to make the industry more sustainable 

worldwide - instead of only to highly regulated and richer countries. The interviewee 

says that it would be better if the developing countries were only one step behind us 

and not two or three steps behind as it is today. To picture this, the interviewee 

explained that there are different “stages” of engines in regards of emission. The 

stages refer to different emission standards (DieselNet 2016). In Sweden we are 

currently regulated to use stage IV, but we are in a transition period to start using 

stage V. However, in the developing countries stage I and II are still widely being 

used and accepted according to the interviewee. 

4.1.3. Sustainability efforts 

Educated Rentals mainly points out that they act within a regulatory framework that 

is constructed in a way to benefit the environment. They do so by having an up to 

date fleet of rental machinery that follows or exceeds regulations. The interviewee 

also says that they are having dialogs with one of the major machine manufacturers 

regarding an introduction of electric machinery on the Swedish market, as an effort 

to make a bigger leap than what is required. The interviewee also says that they make 

other efforts, such as waste disposal management, putting up solar panels for the 

office and that they will try to certify themselves as an environmental workplace by 

2020. 

 

We as a company are doing everything from small things like introducing a 

green bag at the office (the green bag is a way of recycling and separating food 

waste from other waste) to working with the municipality in a project to put up 

solar panel to produce green electricity. We are always looking into how we can 

contribute and do our part as company and be more sustainable. By 2020, we 

will hopefully be certified as an environmental workplace. (CEO, Educated 

Rentals) 
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4.2. Governmental Rentals 

Governmental Rentals is a medium size rental company with approximately 70 

employees which operates on a nationwide market with offices in some major cities 

and strategic locations in Sweden. They are one of the main suppliers of equipment 

and machinery to one of the main construction and road-building companies in 

Sweden. The company itself is a fairly new company that has been active for 4 years. 

However, it has been in the same industry for a longer time under different names 

and constellations. The interviewee is the head of sales with over forty years of 

experience in the industry. The interviewee did not have any higher education degree. 

4.2.1. View on sustainability 

Government Rental’s view on sustainability is largely based on the quality and 

durability of the product, rather than a sustainable way of doing business.  

 

When I hear the word sustainability, I think of a product that is durable and 

does not fall apart tomorrow. That’s my view on sustainability, products should 

be durable and of the right quality. (Head of sales, Government Rentals) 

 

When provided with the definition of sustainability from the WCDE, the interviewee 

discussed the thought process when acquiring new equipment and why they buy new 

equipment rather than used. The main view on sustainability from an environmental 

standpoint is based in following legislations on heavy construction equipment. Also, 

keeping up to date with their inventory is viewed as an important factor as their 

customers are also companies that are operating in the framework of governmental 

legislations, which means that the requirements are even tougher compared to 

providing equipment to a private company.  

4.2.2. Perception of tensions 

Government Rentals made little emphasis on the economic criteria when explaining 

how and why they acquire new machinery for rental purposes. The resale value was 

not in consideration at the point of purchase. However, the longevity and durability 

of the product was in focus in order to achieve a long economic lifetime of the 

product. The representative of Government Rentals explained how the market was 
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mainly led by legislations and frameworks that they were acting on. A big portion of 

their criteria when purchasing machinery was on making their rental machinery 

attractive to large, often governmental, companies that act within the larger cities in 

Sweden. The interviewee described that the rules and regulations to operate in the 

densely populated cities in Sweden is very strict compared to rural areas. He also 

emphasised that it was very costly to keep up with these regulations as they got 

stricter. The interviewee makes the comparison with the car and trucking industry, 

where manufacturers and users needs to constantly upgrade their vehicles due to 

newer regulations, stage I/II/III/IV/V, which is a costly process (DieselNet 2016).  

 

When asked about the manufacturers responsibility, the interviewee believed that the 

manufacturer have the main responsibility when it comes to products being able to 

meet the required guidelines, here he used the example of sound levels and emission 

standards within cities. It is up to the manufacturer to produce a vehicle that can be 

used within densely populated cities. According to the interviewee, there is nothing 

that the interviewee and his company can do about this except keeping up with the 

regulations. The interviewee emphasised that the sustainability demands are mainly 

rooted in the demands that are put on the consumer, in that sense from an 

environmental standpoint, the relationship with the consumer is also important. 

4.2.3.  Sustainability efforts 

The environmental efforts of Government Rentals are based on a lean production 

approach in the sense that they try to eliminate all processes that does not add value 

to the customer. The interviewee mentions that at his depot they have an employee 

working with looking over the structure of how they work, to make the company as 

efficient as possible. This leads to a lot of rules regarding what employees are allowed 

to do and not to do. Government Rentals also holds environmental certifications 

with ISO 9001 and ISO 14001, which is seen in their marketing channels. The 

interviewee explains that the environmental marketing efforts and environmental 

branding is of importance to them and that it is of high importance to their 

customers, as they act under such regulations. However, the sustainability efforts are 

something that they recently engaged in and is developing further each year. These 

types of sustainability efforts are required of Government Rentals since they work 
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together with both governmentally owned companies and some of the biggest actors 

in the construction sector where the requirements are higher compared to working 

with smaller actors and non-governmental companies.  

4.3. Small-scale Trader 

Small-scale Trader is a small trading and rental company with 11 employees, who 

mainly emphasize on trading used equipment. The company is located in southern 

Sweden but operate on a nationwide basis. The interview was done with the CEO 

and owner of the company. The respondent has more than 20 years of experience 

working in the business. The interviewee did not have higher education degree. 

4.3.1. View on sustainability 

When the interviewee was first asked about his view on sustainability, he wasn’t 

familiar with the concept and therefore did not provide an answer of what he thinks 

about when he hears the word sustainability. When the interviewer explained the 

WCED definition of sustainability, the interviewee explained that investing in as new 

machinery as possible is a way for their company to decrease the environmental 

footprint, even though the company mostly trade used machinery. The interviewee 

mentions that sustainability is something that is not discussed frequently in the 

industry.  

4.3.2. Perception of tensions 

With Small-scale Trader it is hard to distinguish which criteria are the most important 

and how they relate to each other. The interviewee explains that the relationship with 

the seller is of high importance to Small-scale Trader but also that the products that 

the company buy and sell are following legislation. It is especially important when 

you are trading used machinery. The interviewee gives the example of a machine that 

is 4 or 5 years old, can’t be used in certain construction projects as it is too old and 

doesn’t comply with current guidelines. However, the interviewee mentions that the 

certifying of everything has gone too far. There are currently so many certifications 

and legislations that are required that you cannot do your job properly anymore and 

according to the interviewee they are not of any particular importance.  
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I think that certifying has gone too far. Of course, practices should sustainable, 

but when you listen to policy makers and looking at industry guidelines, it is 

ridiculous. Everything needs to be in the right place and no failures can be 

made. It has gone too far. (CEO & owner, Small-Scale Trader) 

4.3.3. Sustainability efforts 

The interviewee had a hard time to explain sustainability in the beginning of the 

interview. However, as the interview went along the interviewee’s interpretation of 

sustainability is certain mind set, a way of thinking. Examples of this could be having 

all your appointments on the same day instead of spreading them over the week so 

you won’t have to make the same trip twice. Another example of how Small-scale 

Trader tries to be more sustainable is that the store that they have are built out of old 

production facilities. The interviewee strongly believes in reuse of materials instead 

of buying everything new. 

4.4. Nordic Rentals 

Nordic Rentals is a large sized rental company with approximately 1000 employees. 

The company has been around for almost 40 years which means that they are 

recognized nationally. Nordic Rentals provide heavy construction equipment for 

both governmentally owned companies and private companies of all sizes. The 

interview was done with a depot manager in southern Sweden. The interviewee did 

not have higher education degree. 

4.4.1. View on sustainability 

The view on sustainability according to the interviewee from Nordic Rentals is based 

on both the quality of the product and that it meets quality demands and 

environmental standards. The interviewee explained that sustainability needs to be 

seen as “doing the right things” and that sustainability efforts needs to make a 

difference and not only be for show. The interviewee also emphasises that their 

sustainability efforts are also largely based on customer demands. However, they also 

think it is important to be one of the market leaders when it comes to implementing 

sustainability in their business model. 
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4.4.2. Perception of tensions 

When looking at economic and environmental cost in Nordic Rentals, the 

interviewee explained that they work with what they call TCO (total cost of 

ownership). In the TCO cost they include all aspects, such as purchasing cost, 

maintenance cost and environmental cost. The interviewee explains that they have a 

demand from investors to minimize costs and that economic criteria tend to take the 

upper hand. However, as they have environmental demands from customers that 

need to meet regulations, and by being a large company in the Swedish market - 

Nordic Rentals try to combine economic and environmental wins. For example, by 

doing co-transportation that benefits all parties. 

 

We have certain economic requirements from our investors to minimize costs, 

but at the same time our customers put a demand on us to meet environmental 

standards. These criteria co-exist, but unfortunately the economic criteria 

usually take the upper hand. (Depot manager, Nordic Rentals) 

4.4.3. Sustainability efforts 

Nordic Rentals expressively try to stay ahead of the curve when it comes to 

complying to environmental legislations of their rental machinery. They have strong 

policies in their offices and maintenance facilities. The interviewee explains that they 

have a manager who in charge of environment practises who is overseeing that 

policies are followed. They also have a process in place that employees need to be 

able to answer and justify to why they have made certain decisions in their business 

processes. In their machinery itself they use the newer models as they need to meet 

customer demand. In their machinery they also use environmental oils and a type of 

more environmental diesel. 

4.5. Domestic Rentals 

Domestic Rentals is medium sized rental company with almost 100 employees. The 

company have offices in several locations in Sweden and operate on nationwide 

basis. The company is well established on the market and has been in business for 30 

years. The interview was done with the purchasing manager of one of the offices in 
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the country. The respondent has 25 years of experience in this business. The 

interviewee did not have a higher education degree. 

4.5.1. View on sustainability 

The respondent was not familiar with the concept of sustainability and provided no 

explanation of his view on sustainability when asked. Initially interviewee 5, who is 

working as a purchaser could not see how sustainability was relevant to his work. But 

when provided with the WCED (1987) definition of sustainability, the respondent 

recalled that the only sustainability aspects that Domestic Rentals work with are the 

ones tied with the legislations which the company is required to follow. The 

respondent is critical to some of these legislation and believes that some of the more 

environmentally friendly material is not as good as the material previously used. The 

interviewee explained that sustainability is not something that is frequently discussed 

in the business. 

 

The business is rather old fashioned. We have a demand to use the latest and 

most environmentally friendly chemical products. [...] For example, we now use 

a more environmentally friendly paint when painting the machines. However, 

the more environmentally friendly paint is not of as high quality as it used to be, 

which has both good and bad aspects. Even though the paint is more 

environmentally friendly, I do not know if it is more sustainable to paint a 

machine twice. (Purchasing manager, Domestic Rentals) 

4.5.2. Perception of tensions 

For Domestic Rentals, the economic criteria are the most important to the company. 

They take priority over environmental criteria. When acquiring new machinery, it is 

the brand of the machine, the price or the delivery time that is most important. 

When it comes to environmental criteria, what is important is that machinery and 

equipment follow the legislation that is in place. This is especially important as the 

company’s main revenue come from the rental business, where requirements are 

higher compared to if you are a dealer who buys and sells equipment.  
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4.5.3. Sustainability efforts 

One way that Domestic Rentals tries to benefit the environment is through having a 

portion of their fleet being machinery that is powered by electricity. The interviewee 

gives the example that one third of their cranes are powered by electricity rather than 

fossil fuel to minimize their environmental footprint. Domestic Rentals see it as the 

manufacturers responsibility to provide material and machinery that is sustainable, 

rather than their own. They have certain requirements on the machinery they acquire 

and are pushing for manufacturers to provide more electrical driven vehicles.  
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5. Discussion 

In this section we analyse how the empirical material collected from the five different 

interviews that were conducted and how the data correlates with the theory used in 

this study. The different topics covered in this section are based on the research 

questions: 

1. How do actors in the Swedish heavy construction equipment market view 

sustainability? 

2. What are the tensions between economic and environmental criteria seen by 

companies in the heavy construction equipment industry during the 

acquisition process? 

3. How do companies act in order to meet environmental demand? 

5.1. View on sustainability 

Naturally, people will view sustainability in different ways. Only by analysing 

previous research, there are many different explanations and definition of 

sustainability as a concept. The definition by WCED “satisfaction of present needs 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(1987) is what was used as a reference point in this study. In the interviews there 

were different responses when the interviewees were asked what sustainability meant 

to them. It became evident that some respondents viewed sustainability as a sort of 

product durability and product quality, while others viewed it as environmental 

efforts in combination with a sustainable business model. Some respondents could 

not give a direct answer to what sustainability was to them. However, most 

respondents promptly answered that sustainability means product quality and 

durability and that the product, in this case heavy construction equipment, will 

sustain over time. Two of the companies, Small-scale Trader and Domestic Rentals, 

were not familiar with what the interviewer was referring to when asked what 

sustainability meant to them. As they indicate that they do not fully understand many 

aspects of a sustainability framework, it may be difficult for those companies to 

implement sustainability aspects from the top management as suggested by research 

(R2PI 2018). Two other companies, Government Rentals and Nordic Rentals, based 

their view on sustainability mainly to the quality and durability of the product itself. 

On the one hand, from a circular economy standpoint, product durability and 
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lifetime does also relate to a more circular economy (Korhonen et al 2017a). 

Nonetheless, the respondents did not indicate that they saw the connection between 

product lifetime and environmental benefit. One of the respondents, Educated 

Rentals, answered that sustainability is a circular concept and connects to benefiting 

environmental, economic and social aspects in society. Although this study only 

contains interviews with five companies of different sizes and business areas, four 

out of five respondents who are in the position to make crucial purchasing decisions 

do not have a university degree, which was an interesting insight to the study. 

However, as the sample being only five companies and only one respondent has a 

higher education degree, it may be too insignificant to make conclusions based on 

that. In a larger study with more respondents it could have made a better basis for 

making conclusions based on level of education. 

 

Company size also seemed to be a contributing factor to what extent the companies 

implemented sustainability in their practices. It was also very evident that companies 

that had a larger company size had more thorough explanations to what sustainability 

is to them. This is likely connected to that they have a higher internal and external 

demand on having environmental practices, and hence being more widely discussed 

than in smaller companies. The largest company in the study, Nordic Rentals, clearly 

explained that it was important to them to make a real difference and that they were 

trying to be market leaders in having a sustainable business model. A company who 

is market leaders in this aspect will have an advantage over competitors when it 

comes to attracting talented employees, as suggested by R2PI (2018). Companies that 

value social goals and ethics is a more attractive employer for people who are 

committed to the cause and will therefore be more motivated (R2PI 2018). This is in 

contrast to the answer by the smallest company in the study with only 11 employees, 

Small-scale Trader, where the respondent had difficulties to relate to what 

sustainability referred to. The respondents from Small-scale Trader and Domestic 

Rentals explained that sustainability is not frequently discussed in the industry, while 

the interviewee from largest company says that sustainability is widely and 

increasingly discussed and implemented in their day-to-day business. However, the 

medium sized companies in the study mostly viewed sustainability as complying to 

regulatory framework or having the newest machines as a way of justifying being 
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sustainable. This indicates that the view on sustainability will be different also based 

on the size of the company, as there seem to be a difference in the perception of 

sustainability in their business environment. 

5.2. Perception of tensions 

As one can understand, it may be uncommon to see that economic and 

environmental benefits can relate positively to each other. Often one is overlooked 

by the other. As emphasised by one of the respondents from Nordic Rentals, if there 

is no economic benefit - there is no point of doing it. When we think of business, we 

usually focus on making economic benefit, and making environmental benefit is 

often overlooked. Most companies in this study are not making the connection and 

seeing that an environmental win can be an economic one as well, which is explained 

by Korhonen et al. (2017a). Instead most of the respondents see it as the economic 

benefits needs to come first and the environmental benefits second. This can be seen 

with the answer from Domestic Rentals that says that when acquiring new 

machinery, it is either the price, brand or the delivery time that decides which 

machine or equipment that will be purchased. However, R2PI (2018) argues that also 

focusing on the environmental aspects of the product can attract other customers, 

creating economic benefits. The respondent from Small-scale Trader further 

explained that environmental regulations often comes in the way of doing their 

business. This corresponds with what R2PI (2018) lists as a barrier to change, that 

the transformation of how companies conduct business is costly, and therefore seen 

as something negative rather than positive. According to the interviewee from Small-

scale Trader, there are many regulations and certifications that does not really fill a 

meaningful purpose. This points to a resistance to change to a more sustainable way 

of doing business which is explained by R2PI (2018) as companies do not see the 

positives of a changed business model, but instead they view a change as something 

negative, expensive and non-beneficial. 

 

Two of the respondents, Educated Rentals and Nordic Rentals, explained how they 

are working with TCO (total cost of ownership) which includes all monetary costs 

that are related to the machine, such as purchasing price, maintenance cost and resale 

value. In this sense it does not take environmental cost into consideration as much as 
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economic cost. However, Nordic Rentals tries to include the environmental cost in 

other parts of their business operations, for example by using co-transportations and 

having a modern fleet of machinery. 

 

Educated Rentals discussed how regulations on the market are different depending 

on where the equipment or machinery is being used. For example, there is different 

regulation depending on if you are using a machine in densely populated or a rural 

area. So there are differences also in the local market, but Educated Rentals also 

explains that the more problematic tensions are on a global scale. For example, in the 

products, or the equipment and machinery that is being used on a local market in 

Sweden differs from products which are being used in other parts of the world. 

Different regulations govern the South American, African and Asian markets, and 

that is where the main tension lies. Those markets are far behind the Swedish and 

somewhat European market when it comes to sustainability and environmental 

regulations. The change needs to happen on global scale, or the problem will not be 

solved in its entirety, which should be the main goal. Educated Rentals acknowledge 

that those areas do not have the same economic power as we do in Europe and 

therefore, the regulations cannot be exactly the same, however, they need to further 

close the gap to the European standards for the problem to be properly dealt with. 

The respondent from Educated Rentals says that even if the countries in Europe are 

making major efforts, the problem needs to be solved on a global scale, not only on a 

local scale. The other four companies restricted their answers to the local Swedish 

market, indicating that they perhaps have difficulties to see their role on a global 

scale.  

 

As explained by Government Rentals, the constantly updating regulatory framework 

can also become very costly. As for example trucks and other machinery constantly 

needs to comply to new and stricter regulations. Moving from for example stage IV 

to stage V engine regulations means that the machinery that does not comply to the 

higher standard needs to be switched for a more efficient one.  Surely, this benefits 

the environment in the form of lower emissions, but it is also costly for the 

companies and it will add to the total number of machines in the market, as the old 

machines will largely remain and continue to be utilized.  
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5.3. Sustainability efforts 

All of the companies that participated in this research acknowledge how important it 

is that newly acquired machinery and equipment follow the current legislation that 

exists. Some of the companies go beyond that in their sustainability efforts, while 

some of the companies do not do more than is required of them. Following the 

current regulatory framework and legislation is according to these companies 

enough. 

 

It can be argued that the rental industry is seen as a part of a circular economy. 

Instead of owning their own machinery, many companies are renting machines and 

equipment, decreasing the demand for newly manufactured machinery and instead 

many companies share the same resources, which is more in line with a circular 

economy rather than a linear one which emphasizes on “take, make and dispose” 

(Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2018). The sharing of assets is one significant part of 

incorporating a circular economy way of operating into a business model (Korhonen 

et al 2017a). Four out of the five interviewed companies’ main source of income or 

main business model is renting out different sorts of heavy machinery and equipment 

to other companies and private customers. With that said, according to the 

respondents, the rental industry’s requirements on the machinery are much higher 

compared to requirements put on a dealer, who is buying and selling used machinery. 

That is the main reasons for why these companies acquire new equipment and 

machinery rather than used. Acquiring new equipment and machinery is a way to 

ensure that the products are up to date on current legislation and regulatory 

framework, based on the premise that manufacturers always improve the 

environmental performance of their products. One of the reasons for the higher 

requirements is that customers are the ones holding rental companies to a higher 

standard compared to customers of a company trading used machinery. This proves 

that a more sustainable business model and way of doing business increases a 

company’s competitiveness, which is described as an enabler of a circular economy 

by R2PI (2018). This is also contradictory to what R2PI describes as a barrier to a 

circular economy, the lack of consumer demand for a more sustainable business 

practices (R2PI 2018). In the rental industry it is the opposite, according to the 

respondents there is a high demand from customers for companies to act more 
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sustainable due to governmentally decided legislations which require companies’ 

equipment and machines to comply with the regulatory framework. This increases 

the demand for companies to improve their environmental performance. 

 

Again, there is a strong correlation between company size and sustainability efforts. 

Where the big companies have employees whose job revolve around environmental 

practises and following certain processes, the smaller companies do not have access 

to similar resources. This could be a reason why big companies are ahead of smaller 

companies when it comes to sustainability efforts and do more than just what is 

required of them when it comes to following legislation.  

When asked about how important it is to be seen as a sustainable company, all 

participants in this study acknowledge how important it is to be seen as sustainable as 

a way to attract customers, which correlates with Hermann’s (2008) theory that a 

strong reputation can help attract customers. The participants of the study are aware 

that sustainability is somewhat of a trend in today’s business environment (Kumar & 

Christodoulopoulou 2014). This indicates that in this industry it is important to have 

brand that is connected with sustainability. According to Kumar & 

Christodoulopoulou (2014) being associated with sustainability can be beneficial, 

however, the sustainability approach needs to be integrated in the marketing efforts. 

Even though all companies recognize that being sustainable is valuable and a way to 

attract more customers, it is not something that is included in their marketing. Again, 

size of the company plays an important role in companies marketing their 

sustainability efforts. The bigger companies in this study put a lot of emphasis on this 

type of marketing and the smaller companies barely mention sustainability and 

environmental practices.   

 

Some of the companies who participated in this study are of the opinion that most of 

the sustainability efforts are up to the manufacturer and not to their responsibility. 

Certain participants do pressure these manufacturers to manufacture more 

sustainable products, which helps the companies who use or sell the products to 

reduce their environmental footprint. Educated Rentals and Domestic Rentals have 

identified that electrically powered machinery has high potential in the future and are 

looking into how they can start to swap some of their fossil fuel driven machinery 
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and equipment for more electrically powered machines. This correlates with what the 

car and trucking industry are doing at the moment. Most manufacturers are now 

extending their product line to include electrically driven vehicles, which points to a 

change in fuel systems.  
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6. Conclusion 

The purpose of this study is to get a deeper understanding of how actors in the heavy 

construction equipment industry view and incorporate sustainability practices. To 

obtain an answer to the purpose of the study, three research questions were 

formulated to create a basis of the study. Qualitative data was then collected in the 

form of semi-structured interviews with managers from five different industry actors 

in the Swedish market. In this chapter we will conclude the main findings in relation 

to the Swedish heavy construction equipment market’s view on sustainability, how 

industry actors perceive the tensions between economic and environmental selection 

criteria and also how they incorporate sustainability efforts in their business model. 

6.1. View on sustainability 

As seen in the study, there are many different ways that managers view sustainability. 

To some it is of high importance and implemented, while for others it is not a 

prioritized topic of consideration. As previously mentioned, the majority of the 

respondents connected sustainability directly to durability or the quality of the 

products itself, while only a few acknowledged that it could also relate to sustaining 

the environment. Most companies saw themselves as mere actors within a regulatory 

framework where laws and legislations are the main point of reference. Which was 

insightful that companies viewed sustainability based on what rules and regulation 

state rather than forming their own opinion on the matter. Some saw it as a 

hindrance in their daily work, while others did see it as an opportunity to benefit 

both their business, the customers and the environment. There was also an indication 

that a contributing factor to the understanding of what sustainability is and how to 

implement it in a business model was education. However, as mentioned earlier, only 

one out of the five respondents had a higher education degree, making it difficult to 

draw conclusions based on that premise.  

6.2. Perception of tensions 

One would think that implementing higher environmental standards and regulations 

is only a positive change. However, the study also shows that it can be a struggle for 

companies to comply with the environmental requirements and legislations that they 

need to comply with. One of the problems lie within the companies not being able to 
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see the interplay between economic and environmental benefits, where 

environmental and economic wins can be obtained simultaneously and be dependent 

on each other. Two out of the respondents expressively explained how it can be very 

costly to them, as smaller companies, to constantly upgrade their equipment to meet 

the demand. As explained by R2PI (2018) this will result in a resistance to change, 

affecting the likelihood of wanting to make sustainability sacrifices in a negative way. 

Furthermore, one could ask the question whether it is actually beneficial to pressure 

companies to upgrade and purchase new equipment, as the equipment they are 

currently using will be sold and used somewhere else where the regulations are lower.  

 

All the respondents that participated in the study did see it to be beneficial to be 

viewed as a sustainable company that cares about the environment. However, some 

expressed that it is something that they use in their communication with customers 

and supplier more than others. Surprisingly, as companies acknowledge this benefit 

and theory show that it can be economically beneficial to be seen as sustainable, only 

a few use it in their promotional activities. The bigger companies in this study have 

extensive information on their sustainability efforts available on their website. 

However, smaller companies have very limited information, or no information at all, 

provided to their customer about their sustainability practices. According to Kumar 

& Christodoulopoulou (2014) these types of efforts need to be included in a 

marketing message to be effective in attracting new customers and obtaining 

additional economic wins.  

6.3. Sustainability efforts 

The size of the company seemed to have a large impact on how the company acted. 

The bigger companies, mainly Government Rentals and Nordic Rentals, had more 

well developed systems when it came to how they managed their environmental 

practices. The respondents from these companies could explain more precisely how 

they were implementing such systems in each step of their practices such as in their 

office, repair workshops, transportations etcetera. The smaller companies struggled 

more to come up with how they were implementing sustainability in their daily work. 

This is however dependent on what kind of resources that a company have access to, 

but also the requirement from customers depending of the size of a company. It is 
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natural that a bigger company with a broader group of customers will have higher 

requirements compared to a smaller company with a smaller group of clients. This 

could be one reason why companies have a different approach to their work with 

sustainability and why it differs so much.  

 

In the study it is also evident that the role of rules and regulations play a major role in 

how companies act in order to make efforts that benefit the environment. It is seen 

that companies tend to base their responsibility on the current rules and regulations.  

In this case, policymakers have a major impact in regards to what efforts and to what 

extent companies choose to make such efforts. It is also clear that companies that 

already are struggling to comply to current regulations, will not go further than what 

is required of them in their sustainability practices. Also, as discussed by one of the 

respondents – implementing higher regulations may not have a positive impact as the 

outdated machines and equipment will be sold and used somewhere where 

regulations are less strict. 

6.4. Practical implications 

This study showed that customers of companies in the heavy construction 

equipment industry are one of the driving forces for these companies to improve 

their sustainability practices. Therefore, marketing improved sustainability practices 

and being recognised as a sustainable brand, could be beneficial to a company from 

both an economic standpoint and an environmental standpoint. By reading this study 

managers could potentially realise that economic and environmental criteria can co-

exist and therefore, bring additional economic value to a company by being more 

sustainable. In many cases in this study, the economic criteria usually govern the 

practices of a company and environmental criteria are pushed aside. This study 

shows that this must not be the case. Additionally, as can be seen in the study, 

smaller companies tend to take less responsibility and make less efforts to benefit the 

environment. Laws and regulations may, and probably will, be stricter in the future 

and smaller companies should be enticed to make larger efforts to become more 

sustainable so that they do not fall behind. Also, as the study shows that 

policymakers play a large part in how companies act – reading this study can make 
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them more aware of what impact the changing of regulations have on smaller firms 

who are operating with economic constraints.  

6.5. Limitations 

As previously mentioned in the methodology chapter, this study has been on a rather 

small scale. If time was not an issue, it would be interesting to see if the same 

conclusions could be drawn when involving more actors. However, as there is 

limited time and qualitative research methods are rather time consuming, this has not 

been possible. In a best case scenario, all interviews would have been conducted in 

person instead of over telephone to capture the body language of interviewees. 

However, since the companies involved in this study are located in different 

geographical locations all over Sweden this has not been possible. Also, as the 

method of sampling in this study was based on convenience, the variety of 

companies ended up being rather limited where four or out of five companies in the 

study are mainly in the rental business. A broader variety of company types and more 

participants with a higher degree of education would have been preferred when 

looking back at the study.  

6.6. Suggested future studies 

One area that would be interesting for a future study is the one regarding updated 

regulations and how they affect companies and machinery that does not comply with 

new regulations in the Swedish market. As participants in this study have expressed 

issues over the constantly changing requirements that is put on companies in this 

market, which leads firms needing to purchase new equipment and machinery. The 

question is whether it is sustainable in the long term on a larger scale. For example, 

what happens to all the old machines that do not meet the requirements of an 

updated version of the regulatory framework. Is the changing regulatory framework 

as environmentally and economically viable as it promotes more newly manufactured 

machines? That is of course dependent on what happens to the equipment and 

machines when they are sold, or if it is in fact recycled. As was previously discussed 

in this study, one of the respondents argued that the issue of sustainability will not be 

solved without the whole world following the same guidelines and legislation, but 

with the current economic situation in countries outside Europe that is not possible. 
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Future studies could make a further comparison between the European market and a 

less regulated market to see the environmental impacts of different systems. Also, as 

seen in the study there is an indication that the manager with a higher education view 

and implement sustainability in their business model in a different way the those 

without. Managers could use this information in a recruitment process. Future 

research could study and see if there is a deeper correlation between higher education 

and view on sustainability. As seen in the model in Figure 1, there can be tensions 

between economic, environmental and social criteria. When conducting the 

interviews, questions regarding social criteria were asked but more difficult for the 

respondents to put in a context. Therefore, this study only focuses on environmental 

and economic criteria. Future studies could include how the social criteria correlates 

with economic and environmental criteria. 

  



 44 

References 

Apte, S. & Sheth, J.N. (2016). The sustainability edge. How to drive top-line growth with triple-bottom-line 
thinking. Roman-UTP Publishing: Toronto. 
 
Bryman, A. & Bell, E. (2011). Business research methods. Oxford : Oxford Univ. Press. 
 
Butler, D.B., Dixon, J., Capon, A.G. (2015). Health of People, Places and Planet. Moorebank: Anu Press. 
 
DieselNet. (2016). Emission Standards Europe: Nonroad Engines. 
https://www.dieselnet.com/standards/eu/nonroad.php#s1 [2018-12-20] 
 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation. (2018). Circular economy: Concept. 
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy/concept [2018-11-05] 
 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation. (2015). Delivering the circular economy: A toolkit for policy makers. Isle of 
Wight: UK. 
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/publications/EllenMacArthurFoundat
ion_PolicymakerToolkit.pdf [2018-11-05] 
 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation. (2012). Towards the circular economy. Volume 1. Isle of Wight: UK. 
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/publications/Ellen-MacArthur-
Foundation-Towards-the-Circular-Economy-vol.1.pdf [2018-11-05] 
 
European Parliament. (2016). A longer lifetime for products: Benefits for consumers and companies. 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/579000/IPOL_STU(2016)579000_E
N.pdf [2018-11-07] 
 
Gelbmann, U. & Hammerl, B. (2015). Integrative re-use systems as innovative business models for devising 
sustainable product service-systems. Journal of Cleaner Production. Volume 97. June 15. 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652614001711 [2018-11-05] 
 
Guggemos, A.A., Horvath, A., 2006. Decision-support tool for assessing the environmental effects of constructing 
commercial buildings. Architectural engineering. Vol 12 (2), 87–195. 
 
Grand View Research (2018).  Heavy construction equipment market size, industry report 2018-2025 
https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/heavy-construction-equipment-market [2018-
11-12] 
 
Hermann S.P. (2008). Stakeholder Based Measuring and Management of CSR and Its Impact on Corporate 
Reputation. Customer Retention to a Holistic Stakeholder Management System. Springer, Berlin: 
Heidelberg. 
 
The International Institute for Sustainable Development. (2012). Sustainable Development Timeline. 
https://www.iisd.org/pdf/2012/sd_timeline_2012.pdf [2018-11-05] 
 
Kim, B., Lee, H., Park, H., Kim, H., 2012. Greenhouse gas emissions from onsite equipment usage in road 
construction. Construction Engineering Management. Vol 138 (8), 982–990. 
 
Korhonen, J., Nuur, C., Feldmann, A., Birkie, S. (2017a). Journal of Cleaner Production: Circular 
Economy as an essentially contested concept. Volume 175. 20 February 2018. 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652617330706#bib23 [2018-11-05] 
 
  



 45 

Korhonen, J., Honkasalo, A., Seppälä, J. (2017b). Circular Economy: The concept and its limitations. 
Ecological Economics. January 2018. https://goo.gl/y7EZz6 [2018-11-05] 
 
 
Korhonen, J. (2004). Industrial ecology in the strategic sustainable development model: strategic applications of 
industrial ecology. Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol 12. Issues 8–10, 809–823. 

KPMG. (2016). Krav på hållbarhetsrapportering från och med 2017. 

https://home.kpmg.com/se/sv/home/nyheter-rapporter/2016/03/krav-pa-hallbarhetsrapportering-

fran-1-juli.html [2018-11-05] 

 
Kumar, V & Christodoulopoulos, A. (2013). Industrial Marketing Management: Sustainability and 
Branding: An integrated perspective. Volume 43. Issue 1. January 2014. 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0019850113001260 [2018-11-05] 
 
Lacy, P., Keeble, J., McNamara, R. (2014) Accenture Strategy: Circular advantage - An ASEAN 
perspective.  
https://adb-dutchcham.sg/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Circular-Advantage-An-Asean-
Perspective.pdf [2018-11-05] 
 
Magning, C., Rosenfield, J., Hannon, E. (2016). McKinsey & Company: Why circular economy is all about 
retaining value.  
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability-and-resource-productivity/our-
insights/why-the-circular-economy-is-all-about-retaining-value [2018-11-05] 
 
R2PI. (2018). Stakeholders view report: Enablers and Barriers of Circular Economy.  
https://www.csreurope.org/sites/default/files/uploads/LATEST_R2Pi%20report_scroll%20view%2
0FINAL%2007-08-2018.pdf [2018-11-05] 
 
Rockström, J. (2013). Omställningen till en hållbar utveckling. Volante: Stockholm. 
 
Stahel, W.R. (1994). The utilization-focused service economy: Resource efficiency and product-life extension. 
The Greening of industrial ecosystems. National Academy of Engineering: Washington DC. 
 
Sveriges Byggindustrier. (2017). Regionala branschnyckeltal 2017. 
https://www.sverigesbyggindustrier.se/UserFiles/Files/Marknad/Regionala_branschnyckeltal2017.pd
f [2018-11-13] 
 
Sveriges Byggindustrier. (2018). Statistik byggmarknad. 
https://www.sverigesbyggindustrier.se/byggmarknad/statistik-byggmarknad__7434 [2018-11-13] 
 
World Commission on Environment and Development. (1987). Brundtland Report: Our common future. 
Oxford University Press. UK 
 
Zipcar. (2018). The benefits of car sharing. 
https://www.zipcar.com/carsharing [2018-12-20] 
 

  



 46 

Appendix 1 

General information 
• Name of the company 
• Your position in the company 
• Size of the organization 
• Age of organization 
• What type of company are you 
• What’s your experience in the industry 
• Level of education 

 
When buying machinery, do you usually buy new or used machines?  
In case of used instead of new: 

• Is there any factor except price you take into consideration? 
In case of new instead of used: 

• What’s the reason for buy a new machine instead of a used one? 
 
How do you define sustainability? (Explain: Satisfaction of present needs without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs) 
Do you consider the heavy construction equipment industry a sustainable industry? 
 
Is it important to be seen as a sustainable company? 

• Is there a potential to increase the social value of your company? 
• Is there a possibility to attract new customers because of this? 

Is the environment something you take into consideration when buying machinery? 
• In what way? 

(What happens to machinery that you can’t use anymore?) 
 
Rank the following criteria in each segment, after that rank the three most important 
and the three least important. 

Economic criteria: 
 

Ownership cost 
 

Resale value 
 

Environmental criteria: 
 

Environmental statutory compliance 
 

Emissions (greenhouse effect etc) 
 

Social criteria: 
 

Relationship with dealer/supplier 
 

Operator preferences 
 

 
Are there any criteria that is important to you that we have missed? 


