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Abstract 

Human behavior threatens to ruin irrevocably our long-term existence; the downhill 
slide is steep and seemingly soon will be incurable. Shifting from unsustainable 
development would require substantial and far-reaching changes in lifestyles and living 
standards. As stakeholders (customers, consumers, shareholders, suppliers, 
distributors, employees, and local communities), through different kinds of dialogue 
we can influence organizations’ performance by applying pressure on them to change 
unsustainable behaviors. This doctoral thesis is concerned with the dialogue occurring 
in the interface between service organizations, under pressure to change their 
behavior, and their stakeholders, and the link between stakeholder dialogue and 
organizations’ performance management. The overall aim of the thesis is to describe 
and understand how stakeholder dialogue can contribute to the value-creation process 
of a sustainable service.  
 
The theoretical frame of reference finds its inspiration in research on management 
accounting, service management, and sustainable development/corporate social 
responsibility. In this way, it attempts to bridge the gap between business and ethics. 
Theoretically, the thesis is a melting pot of ideas on stakeholder value creation. Herein, 
the customer focus of service research expands to a stakeholder focus, and the 
management approach of the quality movement, more specifically total responsibility 
management, develops the thinking of performance management beyond the 
functionalistic tradition. The thesis also applies a triple bottom line (economic, social, 
and environmental) approach. The thesis is a compilation of five different studies that 
follow an interpretative case study approach. The empirical framework stems from the 
public and private sectors through studies of Swedish public organizations (the 
Swedish Road Administration and Sveaskog), parts of the Swedish public transport 
industry, and Swedbank. 
 
The thesis contributes to an understanding of what sustainable service is and the 
complexity of the transformation process of an organization towards sustainability. 
Further, it reflects on the role of stakeholder dialogue in a sustainable service. Finally, 
the thesis contributes to an understanding of how sustainable service matches with 
performance management by developing a sustainable performance management 
framework. The framework is a total quality value-creation concept that avoids 
reducing the complexity of the studied problem by solving it in three parallel, 
continuous processes or dimensions coupled with each other: the descriptive, 
instrumental, and normative dimensions. The descriptive dimension involves a social, 
ethical, and political documentary contextualization through sustainability reports 
purposed for stakeholder communication. The instrumental dimension contains a 
traditional set of management controls and techniques supported by triple bottom line 
performance measurement. The normative dimension is founded in sustainability- and 
triple bottom line-thinking, values-based leadership, and a feedback and learning 
process dedicated to genuine stakeholder dialogue. 

 



 



Preface 

The journey of exploration that later became this thesis began almost twenty 
years ago in the small family business. The core objective of a small family 
business is to secure long-term support for the family. This can of course be 
done in many different ways. Our business approach was slightly old-fashioned, 
straightforward, honest and, given its small scale, prosperous. In accordance 
with the service-centered view (Vargo and Lusch, 2004a), the vision was to 
create value for everyone who held a stake in our business—to walk lightly on 
earth (Newton, 2003:8) and keep a good reputation. The customers were 
understood to be actors in a stakeholder network, able to appear in many 
different roles (Rowley, 1997). Without ever using terms such as sustainability, 
there was a tacit understanding of the interrelationship between the five 
dimensions of Kemp (2005)1. Deep respect and gratitude for every lesson 
learned about how to sustain a family business. 
 
In 2002, I was recruited by Bo Enquist of the Service Research Center (CTF), 
Karlstad University, as project assistant in a banking-related research project, 
The value base as a reference point for value creating activities. Equipped with the 
understanding of how to sustain a family business, and a recently completed 
master’s degree in Service Management, I began to learn about Swedbank, its 
annual sustainability reports and other related banking documents, as well as 
conducting a number of interviews. 
 
Learning more about social and ethical accounting and sustainability soon became 
inevitable. People may recall that the former prime minister of Norway, Gro 
Harlem Brundtland, led a United Nations world commission on environment 
and development back in 1987. The work of the Brundtland commission was 
reported in Our Common Future and focused attention on the problems of global 
sustainability. At the time, in 1987, I did not notice this more than the average 
person. But fifteen years later, the concept of sustainability, often in 
conjunction with Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) statements or in annual 
sustainability reports, caught the attention as these statements became 
increasingly frequent. The Brundtland report is believed to have been ahead of 
its time, but over the years it has proved its relevance. 
 

                                                 
1 Ethical, social, natural philosophic, economic, and legal. 

 



I enthusiastically began to explore the concepts of social and ethical accounting, 
sustainability, and Swedbank’s annual sustainability reports, and these tasks kept 
me occupied for the first two months as a means of broadening my 
understanding of the depth of the research project. During the following two 
years, many mini case studies about Swedbank were conducted, but for one of 
the very first visits on my own to the coal mines (Kvale, 1996), that is, the 
empirical research field, I was sent to Spar Nord Bank, a bank in Denmark with 
its roots in the savings bank tradition. The year was still 2002. During the 
preparations for the visit to the bank’s headquarters in Aalborg, an interesting 
connection between Spar Nord Bank and social and ethical accounting was 
discovered in the works of Zadek et al. (1999). Chapter 5 in their work is a case 
study about Spar Nord Bank written by Peter Pruzan. Judging from references 
to empirical works, I conclude that his case study was conducted between 1990 
and 1994. Among frequently used words and phrases in the case study are the 
following: ethical accounting, shared values, identification of stakeholders, 
dialogue, value-based management, and stakeholder values. Pruzan closes the 
chapter by asking if ethical accounting pays at Spar Nord Bank. Every 
enthusiastic detail in his case description raised my expectations to the sky. It all 
confirmed my preunderstanding, my beliefs gained in the family business, and 
what had been learned about the concepts of social and ethical accounting, 
about sustainability, and from sustainability reports etc. Excitement. 
 
The visit to Spar Nord Bank took place on a cloudless day in the middle of the 
summer. I was scheduled to interview three managers of the bank with the 
general purpose of learning more about the process of change within the bank 
in its becoming more stakeholder oriented and values driven (Pruzan, 1998). 
During the following three hours, it was discovered that the bank had chosen a 
far more instrumental and functionalistic path for its process of change than 
that foreseen by Pruzan around 1994. In 2002, the motto of the bank staff 
was—Think yourself!—but only within the stipulated frame of reference of the 
CEO of the bank who wanted it to become a business bank and not continue 
as a savings bank. From my point of view, the concepts of ethical accounting, 
shared values, stakeholders dialogue, value-based management, and stakeholder 
values had not been used to their full potential. The answer to the question—
whether ethical accounting pays—was perhaps “yes”, but not as convincingly as 
anticipated. In the process, the bank had overlooked the dynamism and energy 
that was believed to be inherent in the concepts. Disappointment. 

 



When we build frameworks that guide our thoughts, we build walls that have to 
be scaled when we need to think beyond. This often involves breaking these 
walls and rebuilding others. (Mohanty, 2003:20) 

A short vacation was planned for the days after the meeting at Spar Nord Bank 
and, as the weather was still marvelous, the days were spent sunbathing with my 
wife at the sand dunes on the Danish west coast, reflecting on what had 
happened at the bank. Under a bright sunny sky, it was decided that if ever 
getting the opportunity, the doctoral thesis should be used to let the tacit and 
explicit knowledge of how to sustain an service organization through dialogue 
with its stakeholders, interact with each other (Bjurklo and Kardemark, 2003; 
Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) as a means to try to create a research contribution.  
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1. Introduction  

This chapter describes, examines and discusses the problems of empirical and 
theoretical aspects of the thesis. Further, it establishes the overall aim and 
research questions, and briefly presents the contributors to and general 
contributions of the appended papers.  
 
 

1.1 Human behavior and long-term existence 

Human behavior threatens long-term human existence. According to reports of 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), it is necessary to 
reduce global carbon dioxide emissions substantially. Greenpeace claims that 
global carbon dioxide emissions must be reduced by 50% before the year 2050 
to avoid a global warming catastrophe. In addition, because developed 
countries including Sweden are among the worst polluters, their carbon 
emissions must be reduced by 80–90% before 2050. This obviously calls for 
substantial and far-reaching changes in lifestyle and living standards.  
 
In 2002, the United Nations World Summit on Sustainable Development 
(WSSD) was held in Johannesburg, South Africa. The participating countries 
(including Sweden) signed a treaty that among other provisions declared that 
the UN community would change unsustainable patterns of consumption and 
production. The most generally accepted definition is that of the Brundtland 
report, Our Common Future, supported by the United Nations, which states that 
sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (WCED, 1987:43).  
 
At an individual level, it is easy to understand what is necessary. Individuals 
must reflect upon their urge to consume, their eating habits, their lifestyles, and 
waste reduction and recycling. Consumerist ideals must be questioned. 
Individual consumers hold a stake in the organizations from which they 
purchase goods and services. Supported or perhaps even led by media and 
nongovernment organizations such as Greenpeace and various fair trade 
organizations, consumers have increasingly begun to question whether goods 
and services are produced responsibly and with respect to aspects such as 
human rights, labor standards, environment, and corruption. When 
stakeholders exercise their right to criticize and boycott questionable 
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organizations (Micheletti, 2003) they apply pressure to change unsustainable 
behavior.  
 
At the global level, instigating sustainable development has become a complex 
political issue not only with economic, environmental and social dimensions 
but also with an intricate north–south fairness and ethical predicament. The 
United Nations community attempts to resolve this through both voluntary and 
regulative means. The WSSD treaty signed in Johannesburg underlined the 
urgency of sustainable value creation by encouraging the development of 
corporate environmental and social responsibility and accountability. This 
includes action at all levels to: 

...encourage industry to improve social and environmental performance through 
voluntary initiatives, including environmental management systems, codes of 
conduct, certification and public reporting on environmental and social issues... 
(WSSD, 2002:6). 

I interpret “at all levels” as referring to both the national and the organizational 
levels. The focus of the present thesis is not to further verify global warming or 
solve the how question at the national level. Instead, the efforts will be spent on 
the dialogue occurring between service organizations, under pressure to change 
unsustainable behavior, and their stakeholders (customers etc.) and link 
between stakeholder dialogue and organizational performance management.  
 
From this description, the relevant keywords are stakeholder, dialogue, 
sustainability, service, organization, and performance management. Before 
outlining the overall aim I prefer to present a review the of the research fields 
as this helps to identify the need for theory development and suitable research 
questions. The following subsections not only describe the components of 
previous research and outline how sustainability/corporate social responsibility, 
service management and management accounting and control can contribute to 
the value-creation process of a sustainable service but also describe factors that 
need to be explored. I argue that the lowest common denominator that links 
these concepts together is the organization’s stakeholders. As expected, it is 
possible to find other ways to link these complex and far-reaching concepts, 
but it seems reasonable to argue for the benefits of a stakeholder approach.  
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1.2 Research background: What has already been studied, what is 
lacking? 

In my view, research on this topic besides that on stakeholders and dialogue 
involves three research fields: service research, management accounting and control and 
sustainability/corporate social responsibility. Relatively unstructured searches in the 
Business Source Premier1, Emerald, and ISI Web of Science on academic journals 
databases reveal that the proper keywords related to these research fields vary 
considerably between the databases. A more structured search of each database 
for suitable keywords shows thousands of hits, but when trying to combine the 
keywords two and two the amount of hits is reduced to between a handful and 
a few hundred. Many of the hits—particularly when using service*—are related 
to empirical contexts such as health care and banking, rather than a theoretical 
context such as service research. There are clear overlaps between the database 
hits, especially between Business Source Premier and Emerald.  
 
When combining all the keywords, the databases indicate that little if any 
research has been previously undertaken with the special focus of this thesis. 
Thus, it seems relevant to develop a theory that can support the action called 
for in the WSSD (2002) treaty. 
 
What can therefore be learned from others about sustainability/corporate social 
responsibility, stakeholder approach and dialogue (customers, employees, 
owners, managers, NGOs, etc.), management accounting and control, or 
service research? The following subsections review previous research and seek 
research gaps that need to be filled.  
 
 

1.2.1 The stakeholder approach: Stakeholder dialogue 

With a stakeholder approach, the objective of an organization is, in contrast to 
conventional thought, to create value for multiple stakeholders (Post et al., 
2002). Freidman and Miles (2006) display 55 more or less related stakeholder 
definitions by 75 authors. According to Freidman and Miles (2006), the 

                                                 
1 This is one of the most commonly used business research databases. It provides full texts for more 
than 2300 journals. Business Source Premier provides full text back to 1965 and searchable cited 
references as far back as 1998. Journal ranking studies show that it, in comparison with other 
databases, is competitive in terms of full text coverage in all disciplines of business, including 
marketing, management, accounting, finance and economics. 
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definition of Freeman (1984) is the most widely accepted. It has been adopted 
by 16 of 75 authors (Berman et al., 1999; Frooman, 1999; Jones and Wicks, 
1999; Rowley, 1997; etc.). Being comfortable with the definition of Freeman 
(1984:46), I also define a stakeholder as any group or individual who can affect or is 
affected by the achievement of the organizational objectives. Among the most common 
groups of stakeholders are the following: shareholders, customers, suppliers, 
distributors, employees and local communities (Freidman and Miles, 2006). 
 
The stakeholder concept is driven by a commitment to core values that are constantly 
renewed and sustained through organizational learning (Post et al., 2002:244), i.e., in 
dialogue with the key stakeholders. To maintain the organization it is essential 
to build strong relationships with them (Mahoney, 1994; Ambler and Wilson, 
1995). In practice, this requires both a shift in mind-set and practical initiatives 
to become integrated into daily operations. One of the issues of daily 
operational value creation of a service organization is quality. According to the 
sustainable service-centered view the perception of quality is understood as the 
value-in-use (Edvardsson et al., 2005:113) of stakeholders2. The perception of 
quality will change over time. It is through meaningful dialogue with its 
stakeholders that an organization is able to find means to equilibrate 
contradicting expectations about its performance.  
 
The stakeholder definition of Freeman (1984) implies that an organization is 
involved in a series of relationships with its stakeholders and that each 
stakeholder (group) has its own unique set of expectations and needs (Crane 
and Livesey, 2003). That expectations and needs change over time suggests a 
need for continuous communication. It has become increasingly important that 
stakeholders and organizations become involved in an ongoing dialogue about 
their abilities and expectations of each other. This can also be seen as a learning 
process. 
 
The purpose of stakeholder dialogue (Waddock and Bodwell, 2004) is to 
provide both internal and external stakeholders with information about the 
organization’s present performance and future intentions.  

Stakeholder dialogue can be seen as a means of accounting for an organizations 
performance but also a route for deepening shared values between the 
organization and stakeholder groups (Zadek and Hummels, 1998:1375). 

                                                 
2 This is further developed in subsection 1.2.4. 
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Therefore, it is also important that an organization reflects on what kind of 
dialogue is suitable (Crane and Livesey, 2003): One-way communication as a 
telegraph (Kristensson Uggla, 1995) with a transmitter and a receiver, or two-
way dialogue (Kristensson Uggla, 1995)—a genuine ongoing and interactive 
negotiation or cocreation of shared values or meaning. This is not a question of 
either/or but is better understood as a continuum and a matter of finding the 
dialogue model that balances benefits and risks involved in the dialogue.  
 
 

1.2.2 Sustainability and sustainable development 

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs WCED (1987:43). A 
fundamental issue is that the foundation of the WCED committee when issuing 
the above definition was not organizational/industrial or consumerist. Its 
concerns were natural philosophic—earth cannot carry the burden of a growing 
population driven by consumerist ideals (Kemp, 2005). Therefore, the 
committee mainly focused on sustaining human existence.  
 
Many of the critics of the WCED definition question how needs are defined 
and by whom, and how the definition conceptualizes technological 
development that allows future generations to use different resources 
(Mohanty, 2003). I argue that it is dubious to use technology as an excuse for 
continued consumerism. Other critics question how the definition deals with 
issues of fairness and allocation of resources. Discussion about the impact of 
power and conflict (about allocation of resources) is also claimed to be lacking 
(Eckerberg et al., 2003). These are relevant considerations but beyond the scope 
of this thesis. I explain the tense debate about understanding sustainability, 
given that it is extraordinarily complex and flexible and that despite all efforts it 
will remain imprecise (Eckerberg et al., 2003). Lélé (1991) argues that as the 
meaning of sustainable development is not clear and broadly accepted there is a 
risk that it will be dismissed as a fad or co-opted by forces opposed to the 
change needed: 

…if SD is to be really "sustained" as a development paradigm, two apparently 
divergent efforts are called for: making SD more precise in its conceptual 
underpinnings, while allowing more flexible and diversity of approaches in 
developing strategies that might lead to a society living in harmony with the 
environment and itself (Lélé, 1991:618). 
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Having followed the initial debate on defining sustainability or sustainable 
development (Beckerman, 1994, 1995, 1999; Daly, 1995; Jacobs, 1995; etc.) and 
the resistance to and criticism of the WCED definition (Jacobs, 1999), I believe 
that the disagreements are rooted in the fact the discussion participants debate 
from different standpoints and have different perspectives on the concept. For 
instance, when arguing for the necessity to cease consumption of finite 
resources it is not unexpected that one finds counterarguments from those with 
a stake in the consumerist perspective. The debaters hold contrasting stakes in 
sustainable development. The WCED report recognizes a broad stakeholder 
approach and invites a continuous debate on the issue but insists on the 
position that sustainability requires fundamental change: 

Interpretations will vary, but must share certain general features and must flow 
from a consensus on the basic concept of sustainable development and on a 
broad strategic framework for achieving it. Development involves a progressive 
transformation of economy and society (WCED, 1987:43). 

My purpose is not to go deeper into the debate and the distinctions of 
sustainability, though it is interesting, but to show that defining sustainability 
and sustainable development is controversial. For the service organization, I 
argue that sustainability is reached when a social structure can be maintained profitably 
and indefinitely, without degrading the systems on which it depends (Newton, 2003:5). 
Sustainable development provides the framework to integrate the environmental, social 
and economic dimensions of human activity at every level from local to global (Roome, 
1998:3). For a sustainable organization, an integrated approach to economic, 
environmental and social issues is likely to lead to enduring shareholder value 
(Lazlo, 2003). Through a comparison of the Dow Jones Sustainability Group 
Index and the Dow Jones Global Index, Cerin and Dobers (2001) have shown 
this claim to be only partially true. According to their analysis, it is uncertain 
whether the focus on economic, environmental and social issues makes a 
difference or if the reason why sustainability-indexed organizations outperform 
DJGI companies is better sought elsewhere. This framework is, however, not 
static but on the contrary a dynamic ever-changing process (Eckerberg, 2003) 
that constantly needs to be evaluated and redefined (Roome, 1998). 
 
The Triple Bottom Line concept  
The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) is a sustainability concept that emphasizes the 
importance of finding/keeping equilibrium between the basic interests of 
economic prosperity, social equity and environmental regeneration. While 
Figure 1 may indicate this, social equity and environmental regeneration shall 
not be seen as subordinates to economic prosperity (Roome, 1998).  
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Figure 1: A Triple Bottom Line model 

The TBL approach  has been criticized for being vague, for lacking concrete 
content and for lacking the toolbox necessary for the expected management 
and stakeholder reporting purposes (Norman and MacDonald, 2004:256): The 
concept of a Triple Bottom Line in fact turns out to be a “Good old-fashioned Single Bottom 
Line plus Vague Commitments to Social and Environmental Concerns”. Much of the 
critique of Norman and MacDonald (2004) concerns the difficulty of 
consistently measuring environmental and above all social performance. In my 
opinion, the criticism is exaggerated and to a large extent unfair, and attacks the 
wrong target. The difficulties of measuring environmental and social 
performance still exist without the TBL concept. This view is also supported by 
Pava (2007:109), who argues that although the TBL is not a panacea, it puts the 
notion of accountability back into accounting. TBL is, thus, not to be understood as a 
set of management accounting tools but as a reminder that sustainable 
stakeholder-driven organizational performance is multidimensional (Pava, 
2007).  
 
The next subsection is intended to discuss the link between sustainability and 
corporate social responsibility. 
 
 

1.2.3 Corporate social responsibility 

McWilliams and Siegel (2001:117) define corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
as the actions that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the firm and that 
which is required by law but the concept of CSR is ambiguous and has many facets 
(Vogel, 2005). There has been an intense debate on its role in business 
(Freidman, 1970; Grant, 1991; Frankental, 2001; Henderson, 2001; etc. versus 
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Carroll, 1991; Andriof et al., 2002; Kotler and Lee, 2005; etc.). To some extent 
this debate is reminiscent of the discussion on sustainability. What is true, false, 
right or wrong perhaps depends on one’s world view?  
 
The contradictory world views of CSR are discussed by Vogel (2005), who 
attempts to expand the concept of CSR beyond the Friedmanian (1970) 
shareholder profitability approach. The discussion in Vogel (2005) concerns 
how to sustain business by creating a market of virtue; as such, he most certainly 
involves not only profitability but also environmental and social concerns. 
When approaching CSR from this perspective I conclude that this is not a 
matter of isolating business from ethics (Freeman, 1994) but instead of having a 
holistic integrated understanding of business and its many consequences. In 
fact, I argue that the sustainability movement has more to learn from CSR than 
vice versa. In the sustainability debate there is a tendency to pay more attention 
to environmental than to social issues. CSR has further developed an 
understanding of social issues and through the close relation with ethics, social 
issues have become closely integrated with environmental concerns—CSR is 
linked to the deeds of organizations/people in organizations. Waddock (2006) 
supports this view under the TQM paraphrase: Total Responsibility 
Management (TRM). Organizations have a total responsibility for all 
implications of their actions. In other words, I argue that every aspect of an 
organization’s performance has economic, environmental and social 
implications for which it is responsible. 
 
Although I believe it was necessary to discuss sustainability and CSR as two 
disconnected concepts, in the remainder of the thesis I would like to bridge the 
gap between them. Hart (1997:76) states that the responsibility for ensuring a 
sustainable world falls largely on the shoulders of the world's enterprises and that it makes 
good business sense to pursue strategies for a sustainable world. This statement connects 
to the core of the Newtonian (2003) definition of sustainability described in 
chapter 1.2.2. Further support for bridging the gap comes from Lazlo (2003) 
who, with the excuse of lack of definition consensus, uses Corporate (Social) 
Responsibility (CSR) and sustainability interchangeably and stipulates that: 

…the central idea is caring for the stakeholders and assessing the impact of 
products, services and the conduct of companies on the well-being of these 
stakeholders (Lazlo, 2003:6). 

Lazlo (2003) seems, however, to be stuck in a loop of “lack of strong 
definition” arguments. Rowley (1997) provides a better reason for bridging the 
gap by arguing that stakeholders can appear in different roles. Both concepts 
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are stakeholder-driven. At the macro-level, stakeholders dedicated to 
sustainability appear and act in the role of values-based citizens. When they 
meet private corporations they act as customers/consumers dedicated to 
sustainability. CSR can thus be seen as a market-driven but values-based concept 
(Lazlo, 2003:17). Carroll (1991:43) integrates CSR with a stakeholder 
perspective, stating that there is a natural fit between the idea of CSR and an 
organization’s stakeholders. This is also supported by Waddock (2006:210) who 
argues that companies with stakeholder and environmental policies are charged 
with managing responsibly. This also supports my initial assumption that the 
stakeholder approach is the center of the web that I intend to weave. 
 
How will the promotion of sustainability influence the service organization, 
what is sustainable service, what kind of organizational change does 
sustainability call for? The next subsection will try to develop the relation 
between sustainable service organizations and their stakeholders, and discuss 
how value through sustainable service is created. 
 
 

1.2.4 Value creation in stakeholder-oriented sustainable service  

According to the service-centered view (Vargo and Lusch, 2004a) and the 
conventional business approach to it, the value-creation process is about a value 
outcome as perceived by the customer (Grönroos, 2001). Hence, value creation 
solves customers’ problems (Edvardsson et al., 2005) or perhaps corresponds 
to and satisfies their needs and expectations. The service organization makes 
value propositions but the value is coproduced with the customer (Vargo and 
Lusch, 2004a). Value creation is a function of realizing customer benefits 
(Vargo and Lusch, 2004b) and as such, this perspective emphasizes the 
customers’ value-in-use (Edvardsson et al., 2005:113). The evaluation of service 
quality depends on customers’ definitions (Reeves and Bednar, 1994) and 
experience of it (Edvardsson et al., 2005). 
 
Grönroos (2001) expands the definition of the customer concept in talking 
about external (the actual customer) and internal (the employees) customers. 
Further, he implies that the value-creation process depends on both categories 
of customers experiencing value. I understand the stakeholder concept and 
sustainability/CSR as a modus operandi of service management, and management 
accounting and control. Given this view, I argue that the conventional 
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customer concept and value creation of service organizations, in line with the 
Grönsroos’ (2001) ideas, can be expanded to include all internal and external 
stakeholders who can affect or are affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives 
(Freeman, 1984:46). This view seems to receive support from Zadek (2001), 
who argues that win–win business solutions are not only about technical quality 
of products and services; more important is the corporation’s ability to build a 
sense of shared values with the stakeholders. This gives me confidence to argue 
for an expanded stakeholder-oriented value-creation process and the promotion 
of a stakeholder value-in-use view.  
 
So far this has been a review of how stakeholders and sustainability/CSR relate 
to the value-creation process of a sustainable service. A question that arises is: 
how may the stakeholder dialogue influence the value-creation process of a 
sustainable service? Another question is: how will the stakeholder dialogue 
influence the performance of the organization? In the next subsection I develop 
the links between sustainability, service and performance management.  
 

1.2.5 Sustainable service-performance management   

The central issue of management accounting and control/performance 
management is achieving the organization’s purposes. Sustainable development 
calls for integration of economic, social and environmental consequences 
(Roome, 1998) of the organization’s performance as well as stakeholders’ view 
of the performance.  
 
Otley (2003) reviews the evolution of management accounting and control, 
finding that the concept was originally associated with economic rationality, 
cybernetics and internal control. The stakeholder of interest was the 
shareholder. Management thinking was functionalist and inspired by the 
methodology of natural science. Managers believed themselves to be neutral, 
objective and value-free observers in the management control system 
(Macintosh, 1994). Puxty (1993) complements this view by arguing that the 
accounting necessary for management control is reductionistic, ahistorical, 
apolitical, acontextual and problem-centered. According to this view, the 
accounting necessary for sustainable development would eliminate 
environmental and social consequences because they are irrelevant to economic 
development. If considered at all they would be labeled constraints or problems 
that needed to be solved. Thus, the managerial view and the type of accounting 
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that dominates management control are not applicable to organizations that 
promote sustainability by being stakeholder-oriented. 
 
Otley (2003) continues his review of management accounting and control by 
explaining that later on, as the context in which organizations operate changed, 
the term performance management began to be used to reflect similar concerns 
about achieving purposes. The main difference between the terms concerns the 
managerial focus, which shifted from internal process control to value chain 
management (Otley, 2003). This reflects, among other things, a need to 
coordinate interorganizational value-creation processes. Further, interest in 
corporate governance and external control has increased. Accounting or 
financial control was complemented by nonaccounting to consider aspects of 
organizations’ business environment. The term performance management also 
reflects efforts to develop more complex performance management models 
such as the balanced scorecard (BSC) (Kaplan and Norton, 1992). The BSC 
extends the group of promoted stakeholders to include at least customers, 
owners and employees.  
 
Another performance management research stream applies a service-centered 
view of management accounting and control. I argue that the main contributors 
to this theoretical development are Kullvén (1994), Brignall and Ballantine 
(1996), Modell (1998), Ballantine et al. (1998), Brignall et al. (1999), and Ittner 
et al. (2003). Modell (1998) should be credited with the concept of service 
management control. In conclusion, the contributions of these researchers 
focus on expanding performance management by applying a service 
management perspective. In addition to arguing for the need to go beyond the 
economic dimension in terms of finding means to integrate nonfinancial 
information in managerial choices, the main contributions lie in emphasizing 
customer focus and acknowledging the link between service performance and 
customers’ perceived quality. These contributions are, of course, interesting but 
I argue that they are founded in a belief in rational choice and utility 
maximization. While their theories are intended to expand accounting or 
performance measurement, I claim that the foundation of the managerial 
choices made according their theories are still reductionistic (Puxty, 1993), 
functionalistic (Macintosh, 1994) and shareholder-oriented.  
 
General support for this claim comes from Ittner and Larcker (1998:221), who 
show that most adopters of the BSC concept continue to place greatest weight on 

 15



financial measures. Even though this is likely to be the case, it seems important to 
note that these empirical failures merely indicate that the BSC model is complex 
and a real challenge to implement to its full capacity in an already functioning 
organization. My point is that the BSC model has a dynamic capacity (Ax and 
Bjørnenak, 2005) but sustainable performance management calls for further 
development (Otley, 2003). 
 
In line with Pruzan (1998) I argue that sustainable service needs broader 
inclusive and interpretative management thinking capable of considering the 
three dimensions of sustainability: economic, environmental and social. Note 
that the social and environmental dimensions of sustainability are not 
subordinate to the economic dimension (Roome, 1998) but have equal status. 
The modus operandi of sustainability and the stakeholder view is that of an 
organic, lateral, relationship-driven and integrative managerial foundation that is 
contextualized and political in the sense that it actively participates in the 
discussion and negotiates the use of limited resources. This requires a shift 
from the control perspective to a values-based accounting and management 
perspective (Pruzan, 1998). I argue for the benefit of an open and dynamic 
perspective that includes operational activities, the links between control system 
design and values driven strategy, and contextualization (Otley, 1999). 
 
The question is: what lies beyond the performance management as discussed 
above? How do sustainability and stakeholder dialogue influence service 
management and performance management and vice versa? How can this 
dynamic contextualization be accomplished? 
 

1.3 Aim 

The overall aim of the thesis is to describe and understand how stakeholder 
dialogue can contribute to the value-creation process of a sustainable service.  
 
Most of the subsections 1.2.2 to 1.2.5 have ended with questions that together 
have generated the following three research questions:   
1. What is sustainable service and how can the general transformation process 

of becoming sustainable be understood? 
2. What is the role of stakeholder dialogue in sustainable service? 
3. How can the holistic and integrative approach to sustainable service and its 

stakeholders be combined with a performance management system? 
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1.4 Summary of appended papers 

As a preview of the remainder of the thesis, this section briefly presents the 
content of the appended papers. The papers are to be understood as a means to 
respond to the overall aim and the research questions. 
 

 1

 
Figure 2: Conceptual model of the interrelations and contributions of the appended papers 
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1.4.1 Study I: Public transport—Framing environmental management or 
sustainable development? 

An early version of this paper was presented at the 11th International 
Conference of the Hong Kong Society for Transportation Studies in Hong 
Kong 9–11 December 2006. A revised and enhanced version was presented at 
13th Annual International Sustainable Development Research Conference—
Critical Perspectives on Health, Climate Change and Corporate Responsibility, 
10–12 June 2007 in Västerås, Sweden.  
 
Johnson was the main author of the paper. Anderberg, the coauthor, wrote the 
case studies entitled public transport practice. The paper discusses the value-
creation process of sustainable public transport and contributes to the debate 
concerning the general transformation process of an organization toward 
sustainability. The empirical foundations are collected in four case studies. The 
case studies provide empirical understanding of the transformation process 
under way by studying its occurrence at three different levels. The first level 
concerns policy making at the Swedish government level. The second level 
concerns the correspondence with and conceptualization of these policies and 
is represented by UITP (the International Association of Public Transport), 
which unites the entire supply chain and all modes of public transport. This 
level is also represented by SLTF (the Swedish Public Transport Association), 
the trade organization of local and regional public transport in Sweden. The 
third level (service providers) concerns the members of the SLTF, the Swedish 
Public Transport Authorities (PTAs) and demonstrates the transformation 
process of the public transport practice using the two Swedish PTAs, SL 
(Stockholms Lokaltrafik) and VTAB (Värmlandstrafiken).   
 
For the analysis of the process of transformation of the four case organizations 
from environmental management to sustainable development, an interpretation 
tool is constructed using the six frames of Roome (1998): mentality, decisions, 
organization, time, values and change. Roome (1998) in combination with 
Waddock (2006), Sahlin-Andersson (2006), Vargo and Lusch (2004a) etc. 
provides an understanding of the complexity of a change process toward 
sustainable service. We argue that the management approach frames the ability 
to promote sustainable development. Further, that it is difficult to manage the 
three TBL dimensions (economic, environmental and social) separately. 
Moreover, that the closer the transformation process is to its practical 
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realization in reality, the more pervasive is the traditional management view, 
which focuses on the outcomes of each dimension. 
 
 

1.4.2 Study II: Contractual governance for sustainable service 

The main author of this paper was Enquist but the authors (Enquist, Johnson 
and Camén) developed and discussed it together and thus equally contributed 
to the idea generation process. The paper was published in a special edition of 
Qualitative Research in Accounting and Management for papers from the Management 
Control Association’s Sixth International Conference, held in July 2004 at the 
Business School of Heriot-Watt University in Edinburgh, Scotland. The guest 
editors of this special edition, David Otley and Derek E. Purdy, accepted five 
papers of the 54 papers presented at the conference for publication. 
 
In this paper, the focus is on contractual governance as a part of performance 
management for a stakeholder network in a specific, government-controlled 
context: public transport. To contribute to more dynamic and sustainable 
public service, a more process-oriented approach to contractual governance is 
necessary.  
 
Public transport in Sweden underwent an initial wave of development, the 
production paradigm, and is now undergoing what is more a second wave of 
service, the service paradigm. A third wave of development is approaching: 
sustainability. We argue that contractual governance creates a more dynamic 
contractual relationship as a key element of performance management leading 
to more sustainable public service. We also argue that a proactive approach will 
positively affect all the stakeholders involved.   
 
 

1.4.3 Study III: Adoption of corporate social responsibility—
Incorporating a stakeholder perspective 

A draft of this paper was presented at the NFF conference in Reykjavik, 
Republic of Iceland, August 2003. Enquist and Johnson were the main authors 
while Skålén contributed the interpretation model. This research paper explores 
what effect CSR has had on the practice of organizations. If CSR approaches 
colonize  organizational practice it is likely that this will lead to a fundamental 
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shift from a shareholder to a social harmony strategy, i.e., that the current focus 
on shareholder needs in contemporary organizations will require balancing with 
the needs of other stakeholders.  
 
Study III is a case study of Swedbank, which we approach from the perspective 
of neoinstitutional and stakeholder theories; we find that CSR adoption is 
surprisingly high at Swedbank. Thus, we argue that CSR might change the 
practice of organizations toward social harmony. The paper offers new insight 
into the adoption of CSR in organizations and connects this issue to 
stakeholder theory. Additionally, framing the adoption of CSR from a 
neoinstitutional perspective is also novel. 
 
 

1.4.4 Study IV: Contract and performance measurement relationship in 
the light of service-dominant logic 

An early version of Study IV was presented at the public transport conference 
Transtec, in Athens, 1–5 September 2004. Since then the paper has been 
revised numerous times and of all five appended papers, the writing process of 
this paper was the most demanding. Enquist is considered the main author but 
the authors (Enquist, Camén and Johnson) have discussed the different barriers 
and gaps to bridge, and developed the paper together. 
 
The aim of this paper is to explore contract and performance measurement in 
the light of service-dominant logic. The study adopts an exploratory case-study 
approach to investigate the contract of three Swedish PTAs: Hallandstrafiken, 
Skånetrafiken, and SL. We develop a theoretical and conceptual framework 
based on service-dominant logic, the nature of contracts, and that of 
performance management. 
 
The paper makes two contributions. First, the empirical section contributes a 
descriptive analysis of current contract and performance measurements, 
concluding that the contracts presently in use by these organizations are more 
focused on operand resources than customer orientation. Second, the 
conceptual and theoretical discussions are expressed in a model about how 
contract and performance measurement could be conceptualized using service-
dominant logic. We argue that the challenge for the PTAs is to govern on the 
basis of values rather than rules; for the operators, the challenge is to dare to 

 20 



create more sustainable public transport services based on the value-in-use of 
all involved.    
 
 

1.4.5 Study V: Sustainable performance management—Featuring 
sustainability in public services 

An early version of the paper was presented at the 9th QMOD Conference in 
Liverpool, 9–11 August 2006. A revised and enhanced version was presented at 
the 10th QMOD in Helsingborg, 18–20 June 2007. It is a conceptual paper but 
also a comparative case study that explores the links between stakeholder 
dialogue, sustainability, value creation, quality improvement, and performance 
measurement in stakeholder-oriented public service organizations. The aim is to 
discuss how performance management can expand to fit the context of 
sustainability and to develop a tentative conceptual framework for what we 
refer to as sustainable performance management. It is an exploratory case study 
that uses three dimensions—descriptive, instrumental, and normative—to 
tentatively structure a conceptual framework for sustainable performance 
management inspired by the quality movement and Total Responsibility 
Management (TRM) (Waddock and Bodwell, 2004).  
 
The processes of two quite different public organizations are compared: the 
Swedish National Road Administration, the Swedish public authority 
responsible for such areas as road infrastructure and road safety, and Sveaskog, 
a forestry company owned by the Swedish government. They have both been 
assigned similar appropriation directions by the government—to become more 
customer-/stakeholder-oriented. Both organizations have developed programs 
for dialogue with customers/stakeholders as a means to collect information on 
expectations and points of view. The organizations have chosen different 
approaches for using and implementing these expectations in daily operations.  
 
Managerial thinking frames an organization’s ability to accept stakeholders’ 
changing views about sustainable value creation and quality. The sustainable 
performance management framework suggests a close fit between the 
descriptive, instrumental, and normative dimensions but, because the 
framework is tentative, it requires further testing. 
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1.5 Structure of the thesis 

Chapter 1, with the intention of establishing an overall aim and research 
questions, describes, examines and summarizes problems in the empirical and 
theoretical aspects of the thesis. This is followed by a brief presentation of the 
appended papers, the authors’ contributions to the papers, and the general 
research contributions of each paper.  
 
Chapter 2 presents the research methodology and design (case study approach 
and data collection). With reference to the trustworthiness of the research, I 
conclude by reflecting on the actual research process and the methodological 
insights gained.  
 
In chapter 3, I discuss the contributions of the appended papers. The five 
papers are reviewed with the three research questions and the overall aim in 
mind, attempting to summarize the contributions and solve the puzzle about 
how stakeholder dialogue can contribute to the value-creation process of a sustainable service. 
In the second half of the chapter, I attempt to answer the research questions 
based on what has been learned from the appended papers.  
 
In chapter 4, I reflect on the answers to the research questions presented in 
chapter 3 and how it is believed that a stakeholder dialogue could contribute to 
the value creation process of a sustainable service. This reflection on the could-
dimension of the thesis takes as its starting point two short case narratives and 
concludes with a final reflection. At the very end of the chapter, I also discuss 
the managerial implications of this research and pose interesting questions for 
future research. 
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2 Research methodology and design 

In this chapter the research design will be presented, but it will first be 
necessary to present some of the preconditions upon which the design is 
founded.  
 
 

2.1 The research approach  

The key components of the overall aim of the thesis are to describe and 
understand. I have chosen a hermeneutic and interpretative research approach 
to address this aim. I have been occupied with obtaining understanding of the 
meaning of texts (Kvale, 1996)—transcribed interviews, text documents, 
reports, others’ theories as texts, and finally, my own and coauthored texts. 
When trying to obtain an understanding of the meaning of management 
accounting and control systems, Macintosh (1994:4) argues this approach 
attempts not only to get the organization to run more smoothly, but also to produce rich 
and deep understanding of how the organization’s actors understand, think about, 
interact with and use management accounting and control systems. The organization and 
its context are understood as a social construct, dialectic and hermeneutic 
(Macintosh, 1994).  
 
The approach is founded in the belief that the meaning of a part can only be 
understood if it is related to the whole (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000:53). 
Correspondingly, the wholeness can only be understood in reference to the 
parts. This situation of interdependency is called the hermeneutical circle, or more 
specifically, when discussing the whole and parts, objectivist hermeneutics. For 
objectivist hermeneutics, the focus is to understand underlying meaning, not to 
explain causal connections. Another approach to hermeneutics is the alethic3, 
which focuses on truth as an act of disclosure (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000).  
 
The alethic hermeneutic circle alternates between preunderstanding and 
understanding. In the alethic point of view, understanding is a basic way of 
existing for every human being (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000). I need and use 
both the objectivistic and alethic circles. At the paper level, I see parts and a 
whole, and at the compiled level, I see the paper-whole as part of a compiled 

                                                 
3 From the Greek alethia, uncoveredness. The revelation of something hidden. 
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whole. In a parallel process, preunderstanding becomes understanding, and 
that, in turn, becomes preunderstanding for the next level. Equipped with this 
view, I have begun to explore both empirical and theoretical aspects related to 
the overall aim of the thesis.  
 
The idea of hermeneutic circles has been accused of being vicious based on the 
following arguments: 

…if we "validate" our interpretations by appealing to other interpretations of the 
"parts", then we fail to break out of the circle of interpretations (Bernstein, 
1983:133).  

 
This seems somewhat reasonable. It can be considered important to separate 
the researcher’s own hermeneutical circle of knowledge progress and the 
progress of a concrete research report or paper. It is arguable that as a 
hermeneutical researcher you are in a state of continuous change, regarding 
your knowledge process and insight. Having a stringent view of the sense in the 
quote above, it seems impossible for a hermeneutical researcher to ever write 
anything and even more impossible to ever get something published. According 
to my view, almost everything is temporary: today’s knowledge is the best of 
today, but no one knows about tomorrow. Therefore, today’s summary of 
present knowledge, the most recently written paper, is the best of today. Having 
written the paper, in my view, the researcher and the text live separate lives. 
While the paper, in terms of knowledge or understanding, is more of a 
footprint or account that describes the knowledge process at a particular time, 
my own learning process continues to develop, perhaps in new directions. As a 
metaphor, I am therefore more attracted by a hermeneutical spiral where, for 
instance, the alethic dialectic between preunderstanding and understanding is 
seen as a hermeneutical spiral of explorative insight (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 
2000).   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 3: An alethic hermeneutical spiral. 
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Referring to the alethic hermeneutical spiral (see the figure 3), the 
understanding or explanations are, at most, a second level of understanding, 
because you cannot start a research process without having some kind of 
preunderstanding.  
 
The research approach carries an inherited challenge between closeness and 
distance. Closeness means that it takes time and effort to really understand the 
complexity of the research object, and to develop the diachronic and historical 
understanding required. Distance is essential for the interpretation phase, to be 
able to see the wholeness and the parts acting together (Alvesson and 
Sköldberg, 2000; Liedman, 1998).  
 
The organization is seen as an open, dynamic system (Macintosh, 1994) and 
there is not one strong unquestioned view of the organizational reality, but 
several (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Each organizational member has its own 
subjective conception of the reality that, through dialogue or interaction with 
others, becomes objectified (Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Macintosh, 1994). 
Dialogue with those who hold a stake in the organization contributes sense-
making narratives that are produced and reproduced by the group (Alvesson 
and Willmott, 1996). The narratives create a web of assumptions and inter-
subjectively shared meanings in terms of anecdotes and tales that manifest the 
shared values (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Macintosh, 1994). To the 
organization, gaining shared meaning and values is a consensus process that 
constitutes a heterogeneous truth.  Consequently, what is true in one context 
may not be so in another (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000). What is true to those 
within a studied organization may not be so to the researcher, and vice versa. 
 
 

2.2 A case study approach 

It has been argued that the hermeneutical view of understanding calls for living 
oneself into the situation of the acting person (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000:54). The 
case study approach is often used to develop the knowledge of individual, 
group, organizational, social, political, and related phenomena (Yin, 2003). It is 
suitable for exploratory, descriptive and explanatory reasons (Yin, 1981). The 
studies carried out, individually and particularly added together can be said to 
embody all three. The cases of the first four papers have perhaps more of an 
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exploratory and descriptive character, while the fifth and concluding paper, that 
links the other four together, tentatively applies an explanatory disposition. 
 
As a research approach, the case study has been scorned for being less rigorous 
than other approaches, and carrying various biases (Yin, 2003). Case studies try 
to reduce biases by obtaining deep insights about a certain situation and how 
the people involved interpret it. The focus lies on processes and interactions 
rather than results, and the purpose is to try to see entities rather than to bring 
out individual phenomena (Merriam, 1994).  
 
Another concern about case studies is their ability to induce generalized 
conclusions (Yin, 2003). Even though organizations are socially constructed 
systems, they are parts of a larger social system. Therefore, it can be difficult to 
draw generalized conclusions unless the investigated part-system is analyzed as 
a part of a bigger entity (Andersen, 1998). The empirical foundations of this 
thesis and the appended paper are multiple case studies and/or many subcases. 
It can be argued that the overarching idea of this thesis has been to expand and 
generalize theories…and not to enumerate frequencies (Yin, 2003:10). Case studies are 
more about detecting than proving and are therefore close to inductive 
methods (Merriam, 1994). The case study approach is not about finding the 
“true” reality, but more about finding a reasonable or interesting perception of 
it (Norén, 1995). A third common claim about case studies is that they are time-
consuming and generate massive research reports (Yin, 2003). This is not 
disputed, but it can also be said that I have experienced a great deal of fun and 
excitement during the data collection. 
 
Performing case studies is challenging and difficult (Yin, 2003), but first and 
foremost, it is about describing the case as well as possible, to make sure that 
the collected case information is as complete as possible (Patton, 1990), and, at 
its best, about inductively finding generic knowledge or at least finding 
knowledge that can be the basis for generalization.  
 
The research design, or the plan for getting from here to there (Yin, 2003:21), is built 
on a case study approach. Often, case studies are compiled of many subcases 
that focus on different aspects of the studied organizations. To borrow a 
metaphor from mining (Kvale, 1996), a general approach has been to collect 
many small ‘nuggets of meaning’ through many subcases that together 
contribute to a deeper interpretation of meaning of the wholeness (Kvale, 1996; 
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Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000). In particular, this was used in Papers 3 and 5. 
These case studies were carried out over several years, and the technique is 
time-consuming.  
 
These case studies, in general, started with all available documents (annual 
reports, website documents, etc.) being read in preparation for a first interview 
with an initial contact person. Continuing the mining metaphor, this can be 
compared with the search for new interesting mining fields—the initial tests to 
ensure that the premises have an interesting ‘mother lode’. It is important to 
make it clear that this phase involved Bachelors and Masters thesis students. In 
all, about 40–50 Bachelors and Masters theses (involving more than 100 
students) have been tutored and examined as a means to save research time in 
this initial phase.   
 

 
Figure 4: A subsurface mine with a main hoisting shaft and two deposit shafts. Illustration by 
Adam Jönsson. 

The purpose of the interviews was to establish a main hoisting shaft through 
which ore, or ‘nuggets of meaning’, can be hoisted. This is about gaining 
legitimacy and access to relevant subcase documents and presumptive 
interviewees. The subcases can be understood as the actual deposit shafts of the 
mine. Chapter 2.3 will present all details about what have been done by others 
and myself.  
 
The subcases have contributed large amounts of information about the studied 
organizations that represent a gradually increasing amount of turns in the 
hermeneutical spiral described in chapter 2.1. The material dug up has, of 
course, been of varying value to the research. But in the end, even seemingly 
worthless findings have contributed to the overall understanding. 
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The analysis phase, the process in which refining the ore to become pure metal 
(as this is a mining metaphor), can be described as meaning interpretation (Kvale, 
1996). Kvale (1996:201) explains the analysis process: 

The researcher has a perspective on what is investigated and interprets the 
interviews from this perspective.  

Frequent perspectives during the research have been sustainability, CSR, 
stakeholder, stakeholder dialogue. Kvale (1996:201) explains the next step: 

The interpreter goes beyond what is directly said to work out structures and 
relations of meaning not immediately apparent in a text. This requires a certain 
distance from 'what is said', which is achieved by a methodical or theoretical 
stance, recontextualizing what is said in a specific conceptual context. 

As an example, some of the interviews have been conversations about 
management, accounting and performance management related to the studied 
organization, but have also involved the interviewee’s view of how they regard 
their own living in the organization.  
 
The toughest section of the analysis process has been to break free from social 
relation with interviewees who I have sometimes spent many days and meetings 
talking with. As a general procedure, the interviews have been transcribed into 
text and put aside for a while to dissociate from the interviewee. From this 
point in the analysis process everything is regarded as text, including transcribed 
interviews and other text documents, such as annual reports, internal 
documents, employee newspapers, and corporate websites. Guided by the initial 
perspectives, but with suspicion4, I began to ask the texts questions. The answers 
have then been formed into case descriptions. Finally, I have used workshops, 
or at least sent the descriptions to the interviewees including the initial 
interviewee (the main shaft interviewee) for review, to confirm or balance them.   
 
 

2.3 Data collection 

The thesis includes five papers. For different reasons, both funding and 
practical, the case studies of the appended papers originate from both public 
and private empirical contexts. Placed in the order the papers were initiated, 
Paper III was first, closely followed by Papers II and IV. Paper I was next while 

                                                 
4 To search for the shameful, fragmented origin behind societal phenomena, whose origins have 
become mythologized, with the passing of time, as noble rationality and unambiguous clarity 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000:95). 
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Paper V got going at the very end of the process when most of the whole, not 
just the parts (Alvesson and Sköldberg), suddenly came to my mind, like laying 
the final pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Paper II was the first to be accepted by a 
journal, followed by Paper III. 
 
All of the papers are based on a qualitative research technique where 
semistructured interviews (Kvale, 1996) were conducted with key informants. A 
semistructured interview covers a sequence of specific themes and questions, 
but to accommodate the story told by the interviewee, the frame is flexible and 
open to change (Kvale, 1996). Typically, the preparation for an interview was to 
establish a handful of themes or perspectives related to the research question. 
For each theme or perspective, a few questions were prepared to use if 
necessary, but the general approach has been to let the interviewee tell their 
story. The interview questions were used restrictively to keep the conversation 
going and make sure that the interview was heading in the right direction, or at 
least covered the established themes or perspectives. The interviews lasted, on 
average, for about 1–2 hours. Some of them were group interviews. The 
interviews were recorded and transcribed.  
 

2.3.1 Study I: Public Transport–Framing environmental management or 
sustainable development? 

The idea that started the data collection process for this paper stems from a 
Public Transport practitioners conference/workshop arranged by the Swedish 
Public Transport Association (SLTF) and International Association of Public 
Transport UITP in Stockholm in September 2005. It was then realized that the 
difference between reducing unsustainability (the traditional management 
approach) and true sustainability had to be developed.  
 
We have performed four semistructured interviews with two executive 
managers (UITP and SLTF), an environmental manager (Stockholms 
Lokaltrafik—SL) and a quality manager (Värmlandstrafiken—VTAB). As the 
coauthor, Andreas Anderberg, is both employed by and has his PhD studies 
funded by VTAB, he has had access to valuable and detailed information for 
the VTAB case study. Previous research for Papers II and IV has also 
contributed information about SLTF and Stockholms Lokaltrafik. The study 
includes 55 documents, such as annual reports, internal documents, employee 
newspapers, and corporate websites. 
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A particular document, a research report (Stakeholder dialogues within public 
transport), written by Enquist (2003) has contributed valuable and specific 
information for this paper. The foundation of that report was 10 focus group 
interviews with about 40 interviewees in total. These interviews were conducted 
by Enquist in 2000. The interviewees in the Enquist (2003) report were key 
informants within the Swedish public transport industry as CEOs, executive 
managers and middle managers of the public transportation authorities and 
SLTF. 
 
 

2.3.2 Studies II and IV: Contractual governance for sustainable service, 
and Contract and performance measurement relationship in the light of 
service-dominant logic 

The idea behind particularly Paper II stems, to some extent, from my Bachelor 
and Master theses, written a few years earlier. The idea of Paper IV emerged as 
we, Camén, Enquist and Johnson, discussed the complexity of a value creation 
process regulated by contracts. 
 
These two papers, Contractual governance for sustainable service, and Improving service 
quality and sustainability of public service through contracts, share the empirical 
research.  The case studies on Hallandstrafiken, Skånetrafiken and SL are based 
on semistructured interviews performed by the authors together during the 
years 2001 to 2004, with contracts, quality and sustainability as a general 
framework. The interviewees of Hallandstrafiken were the CEO (two 
interviews) and a planning manager. For the Skånetrafiken case study, we 
performed a group interview with three persons: the CEO, managers of 
regional buses, and managers of city buses. The SL interviewee was an 
executive manager. 
 
In all, we performed seven interviews with eight interviewees. The study 
included 50 documents, such as annual reports, internal documents, employee 
newspapers, and corporate websites. The research report of Enquist (2003) has 
also contributed information. 
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2.3.3 Study III: Adoption of corporate social responsibility—
Incorporating a stakeholder perspective 

The information in the empirical text of Paper III, Adoption of corporate social 
responsibility—Incorporating a stakeholder perspective, was collected during the years 
2002 to 2005 for ongoing research projects. The paper is part of the reports for 
the research projects: The value base as a reference point for value creating activities; and 
Multicultural banking—Does it pay?  It can thus be argued that the idea behind the 
paper was to develop parts of the conceptual framework for interpreting the 
research project. 
 
The interviews were mainly conducted by Johnson. On two occasions, Enquist 
and Johnson interviewed together. On three occasions, thesis students 
participated in the interviews. Twenty-four people were interviewed: two senior 
vice-presidents, six executive managers, eight local branch managers, and eight 
front line employees. Additionally, we attended several practitioners’ 
conferences and workshops, sometimes just observing and sometimes being 
active in the discussions. The document study contains 71 documents, such as 
annual reports, internal documents, employee newspapers, and corporate 
websites. 
 
The subcase labeled Multicultural banking is extensive. For further information, 
see the research report, Multicultural banking—Does it pay? (Johnson, 2006) that 
benchmarks Swedbank’s multicultural business approach with those of 
Rabobank, Sydkraft, AstraZeneca, TeliaSonera, and Volvo Cars.  
 
Enquist and Johnson have, within the framework of the research projects 
mentioned above, acted as project-leaders/tutors of Bachelor’s and Master’s 
thesis projects at Swedbank, in case-relevant and related areas. More than 30 
theses were tutored by Enquist and/or Johnson and have provided rich 
background information for obtaining a deeper preunderstanding (Alvesson 
and Sköldberg, 2000) of the actual contexts.  
 
 

2.3.4 Study V: Sustainable Performance Management–Featuring 
Sustainability in Public Services 

The case studies are based on data collected between 2004 and 2007 for a 
research project, Service dialogue and service commitments to improve customer 
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orientation—A stakeholder perspective, funded by the Swedish Road Administration 
(SRA). The aim of that research project was to support the development 
process of the SRA in terms of stakeholder/customer orientation, service 
commitments and performance management.  
 
The idea that formed Paper V concerns the need of the SRA to get a better 
match between performance management, stakeholder orientation and the 
demands for sustainable development. The paper compares two Swedish public 
organizations: the SRA, a public road agency, and Sveaskog, a government-
owned forestry company. As the SRA has been studied for three years, this case 
study is quite extensive. The case study on Sveaskog was introduced quite late 
(about a year ago) after the feedback at an SRA workshop made it clear that my 
research findings were better explained by benchmarks in another organization. 
The aim of the SRA research project is broader than the aim of the paper, but 
almost all of the interviews on the SRA have been useful for the case 
description of the paper. In total, there were 46 interviews with 29 interviewees. 
All of the stakeholder relations managers (17 people) were interviewed twice, 
with 34 interviews in total. Due to the large geographical distances between the 
interviewees, 29 were interviewed by telephone. I also interviewed 12 other 
persons: six interviewees who, at different times, have held the position of 
national stakeholder relations managers, two controllers, three national 
managers, and three regional managers were also interviewed. In all, the study 
on the SRA includes more than 125 documents, such as annual reports, internal 
documents, employee newspapers, and corporate website.  
 
Within the framework of the research project mentioned above, I have tutored 
Bachelor- and Master-theses at the SRA in case-relevant and related areas. 
Fifteen theses, tutored by Johnson, provided rich background information for 
obtaining deeper preunderstanding (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000) of the 
actual context.  
 
The study on Sveaskog is more modest, with only three interviews with public 
relations managers and an executive manager. The study includes about 30 
documents: internal reports, annual reports, sustainability report, environmental 
reports, and various documents and pamphlets about social and environmental 
performance issued by the company.  
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2.4 Trustworthiness—A reflection on the research methodology and 
design  

The overall aim of the thesis is to describe and understand how stakeholder 
dialogue can contribute to the value creation process of a sustainable service. Is 
the thesis trustworthy? It is, by all means, possible to find perspectives to 
scrutinize the text, but it does not contain any claims of an objectivistic truth 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000). It is about gaining deeper understanding about 
an occurrence.  
 
Trustworthiness has been described as a matter of balancing confessions and 
self-consciousness (Seale, 1999): confessions that describe or disclose fieldwork 
experiences, and self-consciousness in terms of being aware of the personal 
subjectivity that biases the descriptions. Seale (1999) declares that the link 
between confessions and regret is weak. This is true. To me, this thesis has 
been a learning process full of mistakes due to inexperience, but as I did what 
was considered best at the time, there are no regrets. Seale (1999) also discusses 
how self-consciousness itself can make the research impossible. Having a social 
constructionist view, I have tried to balance this by being careful not to 
generalize beyond the context of the thesis, while accepting that as I play an 
active role in constructing my own reality, it will contain biases from someone 
else’s point of view. I have tried to describe the research project as I, supported 
research notes, bring it to mind. This goes both for the appended papers and 
the thesis as a whole. The case study texts have been used to explore and 
describe, and to uncover interesting field experiences. Therefore, it is possible 
that the case descriptions are a bit twisted.  
 
The authenticity of an interpretative, social constructionist approach is 
dependent on nearness to the empirical context. This means that ongoing 
descriptions of, and ongoing knowledge about, the context is important. 
Another argument for nearness is called response. This means that the actors in 
the narratives confirm the credibility of the texts (Norén, 1995). In this thesis, 
the interviewees have, as a standard routine, been given the opportunity to 
express their views on their parts of the narrative case descriptions.  
 
The interpretivist approach has influenced this research in many ways. Under 
the label reflectivity, Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) talk about the relationship 
between knowledge and the ways of doing knowledge, implying the importance of 
paying attention to how different elements (social, political and theoretical, etc.) 
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are woven together in the process of constructing, interpreting and writing the 
empirical material. As the amount of collected data is large, especially in 
comparison to how it has been made visible in the papers, the theoretical and 
conceptual frameworks of the papers have obviously influenced the case 
descriptions profoundly.  
 
The empirical research has used the differences between the studied 
organizations’ intentions (what their documents claim they are doing) and their 
actions (what the interviewees have claimed to actually do) to generate 
knowledge. The fact that the case is often based on several interviewee 
statements can be seen as both strength and a source of uncertainty. It 
strengthens the cases study as it is a means to triangulate (Campbell and Fiske, 
1959; Silverman, 2006, 2005; Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005)—to compare 
statements. However, when the interviewees’ versions diverge, a risk of 
misunderstanding or over interpreting and making the wrong choices is always 
present.  
 
Most of the case studies are built up over a relatively long period; some of them 
have been running for three years or more. Workshops on the case descriptions 
with interviewees have been beneficial for correcting misunderstandings. 
Workshops and comparisons of different interviewees’ statements are also a 
means to avoid creating case studies based on interviewees’ hidden agendas. A 
transparent and open display of procedures and evidence that lead to the 
findings contribute to strengthening trustworthiness (Seale, 1999), but it is still 
important to state that no matter how cautiously the case studies are built, they 
are nothing but excerpts or images, designed to furnish understanding and 
discussion. The aim is to describe and understand, not to intervene or solve 
anything. The intention has not been to establish truths (Alvesson and 
Sköldberg, 2000). 
 
This thesis is built up around five appended papers, which has its benefits and 
disadvantages. It has been an interesting journey of exploration in three quite 
different empirical contexts. I would like to argue that the limitations in the 
length of a paper in journals, and the limited number of words allowed, are a 
definite disadvantage when having performed hermeneutic, case-study-based 
research. It is almost unfair to describe the experiences gained from about 80 
transcribed interviews and 300 documents within the limited frame of five 
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papers. Perhaps a monographic description approach is better suited to this 
type of research?  
 
On the other hand, from a hermeneutical viewpoint, the papers have their 
individual context with its individual conceptual and theoretical framework, 
preunderstanding, that renders its own analysis, and in turn provides a new 
understanding. At meta-level, each paper can, thus, be understood as one turn 
in the hermeneutical spiral. As such, the thesis construction around five 
individual papers gave an opportunity to experiment and learn more about both 
the method and its implications, and the analytical interplay between theory and 
empirical discoveries. To some extent, my own learning process has been 
prioritized before transparency and openness about explicit details of data 
collection (Seale, 1999) and the specific courses of events that led to my 
empirical or contextual enlightenment (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000). 
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3. Contributions and interpretations of the appended studies 

This chapter discusses the research questions intersubjectively (Czarniawska, 
1992) by attempting to reproduce and recapitulate the contributions of others, 
including the five appended papers. For this reason, I review the papers with 
the three research questions and the overall aim in mind.  
 

3.1 Contributions of study I 

Study I explores two approaches to sustainability and contributes to an 
understanding of what a sustainable service is according to the environmental, 
or preferably traditional, management approach and the sustainable 
development approach. To develop the difference between these approaches 
we use Roome’s (1998) six conceptual frames: mental, decision, organizational, 
time, values, and change. A summary of the differences is presented in Table 1. 
The keywords in the table indicate how sustainable development can be 
effectuated based on the two approaches used by Roome (1998). 
 
Sustainability is regarded as a tool for value creation (Pruzan, 1998; Elkington, 
2001) and quality improvement and the promotion of the value-in-use of 
stakeholders. As such, it is part of a total quality process or rather a (total) 
responsibility management process (Poksinska et al., 2003; Waddock and 
Bodwell, 2004; Waddock, 2006). The quality improvement process itself needs 
to be in line with stakeholders expectations, be understood by internal and 
external stakeholders, and the service system, culture and processes have to fit 
with each other (Edvardsson and Enquist, 2006). When applying these aspects 
in a sustainable service context, we argue that sustainable development requires 
responsible management that undertake systemic efforts to manage a company’s 
relationship with key stakeholders and the natural environment (Waddock, 2006: 211). 
 
According to Roome (1998), the environmental management approach to 
sustainable development follows a path of valuating the concept in terms of 
efficiency and effectiveness. In the paper, we argue that this underestimates the 
complexity of sustainability, and that sustainable development requires a holistic 
and inclusive approach. Sustainable development is more about evaluating 
(Roome, 1998) and integrating the triple bottom line (TBL) consequences of 
managerial choice and the ability to be open and accountable for the choices in 
their communication with stakeholders. 

 37



Table 1: Two approaches to what a sustainable service is, in a revision of the six conceptual 
frames of Roome (1998: 261). 

 Traditional/environmental 
management approach 

Sustainable development 
approach  

Mental frame Goods-centered view (Vargo 
and Lusch, 2004a). 
Shareholder-oriented view 
(Enquist et al., 2005, 2006). 

Service-centered view (Vargo 
and Lusch, 2004a). 
Stakeholder-oriented view 
(Enquist et al., 2006). 

Decision frame Sustainability as a regulatory 
framework or a management 
trend (Sahlin-Andersson, 
2006). 

Sustainable development as 
assisting the development aid 
to states (Sahlin-Andersson, 
2006). 

Organizational frame Based on TQM and ISO 
standards, the quality 
movement (Waddock, 2006). 

Values (Pruzan, 1998).  
(Total) Responsibility 
Management (Waddock, 
2006). 

Time frame Widen the time frame 
(Elkington, 1998).  
Short-term action. 

Longer time frame 
(Elkington, 1998). 
Intergenerational action. 

Values frame Utilitarian shareholder focus 
(Freeman, 1984), 
sustainability as constraints 
(Roome, 1998) 

Stakeholder-focus and shared 
values.  
Holistic, responsible thinking 
(Pruzan, 1998). 
Stakeholder value-in-use 
(Edvardsson et al., 2006). 

Change frame Static, reactive, resource, and 
capacity focused (Enquist et 
al., 2005). 
Shareholder-oriented 
(Enquist et al., 2006). 

Dynamic, proactive, inclusive 
(Enquist et al., 2005). 
Stakeholder-oriented (Enquist 
et al., 2006). 

 
The nature of sustainability is under continuous advancement. Its stakeholders 
drive this process. It is claimed that true sustainability is proactive (Ehrenfeld, 
2005), but we argue that perhaps we do not yet understand or are capable of 
forecasting what would be required of us in the future, so knowing what it is 
and claiming to possess proactive management is problematic. 
 
Today’s stakeholder values have driven today’s sustainable quality 
improvements, and what was agreed upon as sustainable yesterday may be 
reevaluated or even condemned tomorrow. This reasoning leads us to the 
conclusion that the traditional or environmental management view and the 
sustainable development view should not be seen as a dichotomy, but rather as 
a continuous journey. The marker for what sustainability is all about will move 
continuously forward.  
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3.2 Contributions of study II 

Study II contributes four things to the thesis. First, it connects internal and 
external business processes by linking strategy to stakeholder interaction. 
Second, it argues that sustainable services have to be dynamic and their 
management control systems capable of embracing continuous change. Third, a 
values-based performance management system is seen as part of the chain of 
the sustainable service organization’s value-creating activities. Fourth, a 
stakeholder-oriented service organization is involved in many kinds of dialogue, 
with its individual implications and outcomes that requires its own customized 
approach. 
 
The paper argues for a values-based management and accountability 
perspective (Pruzan, 1998). This is a more dynamic perspective that still 
includes operational activities and the need for connecting control system 
design with strategy. But, the relation with the external context (Otley, 1999) 
means more than getting intelligence on customer demands. The external 
context includes demands and expectations from all stakeholders and the TBL 
issues together. (As the stakeholders include internal coworkers, owners, etc., 
the stakeholder view also leads back to the organization (Post et al., 2002), so it 
can be confusing to discuss it in these terms.) From an accountability 
perspective, another purpose of focusing the external context is to ensure that 
stakeholders are satisfied and provided with relevant and sought after 
performance information. This is a means to sustain the relation. 
 
While traditional control techniques, including formal contract, budget, and 
multiperformance measurement systems, are needed to govern and control 
operations, a dynamic and sustainability aiming approach needs to have a 
change perspective connected to the business strategy (Ferlie et al., 1996; 
Edvardsson and Enquist, 2006). The contract is a means to manage and secure 
interorganizational stakeholder/business relations. Porter (1980) uses a value-
chain approach to discuss the interplay or rather the different actors’ positions 
in production-oriented settings. Normann (2001) uses a value-chain approach 
to discuss creative frame breaking and how change is induced in systemic 
business processes. Dekker (2003) uses the concept to analyze and understand 
interorganizational relationships from a management accounting perspective. In 
this paper, we largely recognize all three arguments. Nevertheless, to govern a 
sustainable service it is necessary to include both the TBL issues and 
stakeholders in the value-chain approach. Only then will it become possible to 
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obtain a holistic and change-friendly performance management system capable 
of promoting sustainability. 
 
When a service organization communicates change with its stakeholders, for 
instance through an increased customer orientation, empirical evidence, not 
only from the specific research, there is a tendency that this is communicated 
simplistically and without nuance to all kinds of stakeholders. Though they all 
receive the same message, it is sometimes difficult to understand because of 
differences in their frame of reference. This is a frequent source of 
complication in the stakeholder dialogue. 
 

 
         Principal/ 
         Politicians  
 
    Governance 
      dialogue 
 

 
Citizen dialogue 

 
 Citizens/ 
Customers 
 
 Customer 
 dialogue 

         PTA  
Contractual dialogue 

 Source 
 - operators 

   
Figure 5: Public transport as a value-creating network of stakeholders, based on two 
interacting value-creating processes and dialogues with stakeholders (Enquist et al., 2005: 44). 
We argue that this is inopportune, that stakeholder dialogue is likely to benefit 
from customization. With the help of Figure 5, an alternative viewpoint is 
suggested. In the version of the appended paper, the model designed describes 
the value-creating network of public transport where the actual service provider 
is generally a contracted private entrepreneur. The model generally applicable to 
most organizational contexts has two distinct fields (or triangles) that indicate 
the two main types of dialogues: a political-democratic dialogue about the 
strategic environment of the organization and its need for change, and a 
customer-oriented value-creation dialogue about the actual service’s operations 
or service delivery. 
 
 

3.3 Contributions of study III 

The three main contributions of study III are as follows. First, exploration of 
the shareholder and stakeholder strategies is needed for corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) and thus sustainability. Second, the conclusion that if CSR 
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commitments are set to fit the organizational context and make sense to those 
supposed to realize and receive them, the change process is more likely to be 
successful. Finally, the most vulnerable stakeholder is often the one most 
affected by the organization’s behavior. 
 
Drawing on Freeman (1984, 1994), two quite different stakeholder-focused 
strategies for the adoption of CSR are discussed: the shareholder strategy 
(Kaplan and Norton, 2004) and the social harmony strategy. According to the 
shareholder strategy, CSR initiatives are generally not-for-profit and thus of 
limited relevance to a business (Friedman, 1970). CSR is then not a goal, but a 
means of doing business. In this way, the strategy is to be realized by designing 
it into the organization’s performance management system (Kaplan and 
Norton, 1996; Simons, 2000; Ittner and Larker, 2001). Profitability is the single 
goal (Sundaram and Inkpen, 2004). Supported by Pruzan (1998), it is argued 
that focusing on profitability as the single business criterion, and focusing on 
only one stakeholder, the shareholder, is a simplification. 
 
The social harmony strategy is communitarian-oriented (Selznick, 1994) or 
multistakeholder-oriented and does not separate business and ethics (Freeman, 
1994, 2002; Freeman et al., 2004). Further, this strategy promotes the values-
based (Pruzan, 1998) management view where it is the responsibility of the 
organization to equilibrate the contradicting expectations of multiple 
stakeholders. Selznick (1957) already propagates a shift from the narrower 
profit-making approach of shareholders to a broader values-based approach 
similar to social harmony. CSR can be then understood as a matter of 
cocreating stakeholder value where shareholders are just one stakeholder 
among others (Pruzan, 1998; Post et al., 2002; Roberts, 2003).  
 
CSR relates to the care and responsibility for stakeholders who concretize the 
social dimension of the abbreviation. In this paper, we are reminded not to 
forget that the most vulnerable stakeholder is often the one most affected by 
the organization’s behavior and prioritizations. Thus, using CSR as a tool for 
value creation is likely to require a careful revision of the organizational 
objectives (Normann, 2001), the way of doing business, and with whom 
(Enquist and Edvardsson, 2004). Careful evaluation is also needed of how this 
conduct will affect different stakeholders. The revision needed to sustain the 
value-creation process has to be responsible and proactive, and ensure that all 
stakeholders concerns are considered at three levels (Post et al., 2002): (i) a 
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descriptive level, which emphasizes the social and political dimensions of an 
organization’s strategic environment, but which also highlights the value of 
humanitarian, ethical, and behavioral aspects; (ii) an instrumental level, which 
provides a more dynamic perspective on the drivers of success and the 
potential problems; and (iii) a normative level, which describes the core values 
that have to be continuously updated and sustained through an organizational 
learning process. 
 
CSR guidelines such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), SA 8000, AA 
1000, etc. are purposed to support the organization’s initial revision and the 
continuous efforts to equilibrate both the TBL and the many stakeholder 
expectations. This is a learning process where the guidelines are tailored to fit 
the organization and its actual context (Hatch and Schultz, 2001; Post et al., 
2002). The learning process includes the need to learn more about stakeholders 
and how to manage within the CSR guidelines. The case study indicates that if 
this process is managed properly it is likely to become internally influential. 
Sometimes it is forgotten that the stakeholders have to be given the opportunity 
to also learn more about the organization. 
 
 

3.4 Contributions of study IV 

In comparison with the other studies, the frame of reference differs slightly in 
not exploring issues directly related to sustainable or stakeholder value creation. 
The observant reader will nevertheless remember how the ideas on customer 
value creation, value-in-use, and service quality in chapter 1.2.4 are used to 
develop a fundamental reasoning about value creation in stakeholder-oriented 
sustainable service. Study IV uses these theories to explore how contract and 
performance management/measurement is influenced by a service dominant 
logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004a, 2008). 
 
Though the study explores customer orientation, customer value-in-use, and 
customer perceived quality and how these can be matched with performance 
measurement, I argue that the retrieved contributions are transferable to the 
thesis. These contributions particularly provide support for responding to 
research question 3. The main contributions of study IV are twofold. First, 
there is a risk that service organizations as an easy solution focus their efforts 
on improving quality instrumentally (customer/stakeholder value-in-use) and 
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improving operand resources rather than committing to a true customer 
orientation. Second, it is argued that the customer/stakeholder committed 
service/sustainable organization is likely to benefit from arranging its business, 
operations, and encounter related concerns according to the service dominant 
logic. A managerial challenge is to manage according to values rather than rules. 
Another challenge is to involve all stakeholders and start to create the value-in-
use of all involved, or make it a ‘win-win’ game. 
 
A service business based on service dominant logic is essentially customer-
oriented and relational (Vargo and Lusch, 2004a, 2008). The service dominant 
logic meaning of service is defined as the application of specialized 
competences (operant resources—knowledge and skill) doing something 
beneficial for and in conjunction with some entity as part of an exchange 
process (Vargo and Lusch, 2008). The service dominant logic is resource-
centered, where operant resources can act on or in concert with other resources 
to provide benefit and create value. It is also a shift from output towards 
mutually satisfying interactive processes, and a shift from static resources, 
including plant and equipment, to employees, the competences of the 
enterprise, other value-creation partners, and customers. Finally, service points 
towards the cocreating of value through resource integration (Vargo and Lusch, 
2008). 
 
Johnston (2005) reminds us that service operations originally were purposed for 
customers and that we should not forget to focus on issues such as 
performance quality, service design, and operational improvement. According 
to this view, service quality control needs to include not only traditional 
measurements such as customer and employee satisfaction, but also needs to 
consider the entire value-creation network. 
 
Customer and service-oriented quality improvement calls for a true 
commitment to customers ‘value-in-use’ (Vargo and Lusch, 2004a). Johnston 
and Clark (2001) study the service business from three standpoints: business 
related concerns, operational related concerns, and encounter related concerns. The 
service dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2008) can be seen as a vehicle for 
achieving service orientation, but has to be reflected in not only operation and 
encounter related concerns, but also has to involve business related concerns. 
All three concerns must be equally addressed so as to really influence the efforts 
to create customer value-in-use. 
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The service dominant logic induces the design and organization of business 
related concerns. According to this logic, the value-creation process of customers 
and other stakeholders is dependent on the interaction between operant 
resources, such as knowledge, skills, and other resources. The service dominant 
logic implies a dynamic view that affects the service. The operational 
performance of the service business is then linked to business drivers that 
preserve the focus on customer value-in-use. 
 
The service dominant logic also guides the design and organization of operations 
related concerns. Operand resources facilitate service provision, but operant 
resources in terms of skilled and professional employees are a fundamental 
source of competitive advantage. This logic opens up a dynamic view of service 
operations that also influence quality improvement and performance 
measurement. Quality improvement becomes focused on issues such as people 
management, managing service capacity, and service technology in service 
operation. 
 
The service dominant logic gives directions about how to design and organize 
the encounters related concerns. The customer cocreates value and must be seen in 
relational terms instead of transactional terms. The service dominant logic 
implies a dynamic view of the service encounters. Consequently, the means for 
the interaction between operant resources and customers should be designed 
accordingly. 
 
 

3.5 Contributions of study V 

Study V contributes two things. The study explores how stakeholder dialogue 
may influence the value-creation process of a sustainable service. Further, by 
drawing on the dimensions (descriptive, instrumental, and normative) discussed 
by Post et al. (2002), it develops a conceptual framework for sustainable 
performance management. 
 
In this study, reaching an organization’s sustainability purpose is a matter of 
improving stakeholder perceived quality (Ehrenfeld, 2005) and equilibrating the 
different stakeholders’ values and needs (Miller and Lewis, 1991). This opens 
up the organization to many types of dialogue with a broad array of 
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stakeholders. The purpose of the dialogue is to exchange information and attain 
knowledge. The study identifies two different types of dialogue. Gao and 
Zhang (2001: 242) state that dialogue may merely be a form of information gathering that 
does not allow feedback or interactive two-way communications. Further, they imply that a 
dialogue characterized by a genuine process of sharing views for the purpose of improving 
the performance of the organization and for improving its accountability is more desirable 
(Gao and Zhang, 2001: 243). The reading of study V shows that both types of 
dialogue are needed and equally desirable as they serve different types of 
purpose. The former is more about sending and receiving information that 
describes or reports on the capability, intentions, and expectations of those 
involved in the dialogue. Within the framework of the study, this dialogue is the 
foundation of a preunderstanding with which stakeholders are involved in the 
more complex sense-making process in the later, more genuine, dialogue. 
Added together, these dialogues becomes a means of equilibrating stakeholders’ 
views (Enquist et al., 2006) of the value-creation process and create reasonable 
expectations, as well as improving the understanding and tolerance of aspects 
of intricate fairness. 
 

 
Figur 6: The three dimensions of sustainable performance management with its components 
and features. 

In the study, it is argued that sustainable performance management calls for a 
symbiotic relationship among the descriptive, instrumental, and normative 
dimensions. Figure 6 illustrates the components that feature sustainable 
performance management. 
 
The descriptive dimension provides documentary performance information 
that can initiate and stabilize the stakeholder-driven sense-making process of 
the normative dimension and provide strategic TBL performance feedback to 
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the instrumental dimension. This requires an inclusive, historically, socially, 
ethically, and politically contextualized approach to accounting that goes 
beyond the functionalistic viewpoint. More concretely, this implies a 
transparent stakeholder-oriented sustainability performance report that 
complements traditional accounting information by describing stakeholders’ 
expectations, the organization’s ability to respond to these expectations, and the 
organization’s actual performance. The reports should be engaging, express 
responsibility, true care for stakeholders, and be transparent about the 
equilibration of assumedly conflicting stakeholder demands. Waddock and 
Bodwell (2007) suggest using the reporting structure of the GRI sustainability-
reporting model that encourages transparency in annual reports on TBL issues 
(White, 1999). 
 
The instrumental dimension drives operational aspects of the sustainability 
value-creation process as it focuses goal congruence, strategy, and governance 
issues. A balanced scorecard (BSC) (Kaplan and Norton, 1996) is equipped to 
coordinate strategies for internal value, but also provides more dynamic 
stakeholder values (Kaplan and Norton, 2003, 2004). It is likely, however, that 
traditional performance indicators fail to address this complexity. To guide the 
achievement of purpose, the measurements need to include TBL indicators. 
The sustainability indicators of the GRI (2000) are organized appropriately in 
accordance with the TBL. There should be a close relation between these 
indicators, the instrumental information requirements, and the accounting 
reports of the descriptive information. 
 
Accomplishing the organization’s sustainability purpose can be a matter of 
improving stakeholder perceived quality (Ehrenfeld, 2005) and equilibrating the 
different sets of stakeholder values and needs (Miller and Lewis, 1991). The 
normative dimension attempts to enclose this in a consensus process. 
Stakeholder demands, discovered through dialogue, exert pressure for change 
on the organization (Edvardsson and Enquist, 2006). Within the framework of 
sustainable performance management, stakeholder dialogue becomes a means 
of ‘accounting’ for an organization’s performance and a route for deepening the 
shared values between the organization and key stakeholder groups (Zadek and 
Hummels, 1998). Stakeholder involvement in dialogue aims to redirect the 
value-creation process towards sustainability. It also influences the requirements 
of the external processes as it exerts change pressure in the public organization, 

 46 



not only to act responsibly, but also to disclose information about its 
performance (Zadek et al., 1999). 
 
The stakeholder dialogue also awakens unthought-of stakeholder expectations, 
but is also a means of equilibrating stakeholders’ views (Enquist et al., 2006) of 
the value-creation process. It also creates reasonable expectations, as well as 
improving the understanding and tolerance of intricate fairness aspects. I argue 
that stakeholder dialogue is a complex and multifaceted sense-making process 
that the normative dimension cannot manage on its own; it needs support from 
the other dimensions. 
 
Another important aspect of the normative dimension is leadership, but I think 
of sustainability leadership as an inspiring and sense-making vision that leads 
the way to the achievement of the organization’s purpose. The vision about the 
value-creation process should stem from foundational values (Waddock and 
Bodwell, 2007) that are maintained and updated through genuine stakeholder 
dialogue. Keeping the vision vital is a continuous learning practice where 
stakeholder dialogue helps to redirect the value-creation process towards 
sustainability (Ehrenfeld, 2005), and lets sustainability become part of the 
organization’s service culture (Edvardsson and Enquist, 2002). When the 
organization’s service culture supports the vision, it becomes a powerful driver 
of the normative dimension. The dialogue gives stakeholders an indirect 
managerial function as together they contribute to the (re)direction of the 
quality improvement process. Daring to accept this view is a managerial 
challenge. 
 
 

3.6 Sustainable service and the transformation to sustainability 

What is sustainable service and how can the general transformation process of 
becoming sustainable be understood? Studies I, II, and III provide information 
for answering this research question. The mission of a sustainable service, both 
private and public, is twofold: to create a ‘common good’ or to promote 
sustainability, and to create stakeholder value. To be able to combine these, a 
sustainable service should be values-based and advocate the value-in-use of its 
stakeholders. That is, it needs to be stakeholder oriented. 
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Sustainability is regarded as a vehicle for value creation and redirection of 
quality improvement in a total quality process guided by TBL values. 
Sustainable service development requires responsible management that 
undertakes systemic efforts to manage the company’s relationship with key 
stakeholders and the natural environment. Further, it focuses user the 
perspective and has a holistic view of the redirection of the quality 
improvement process activating value creation in a value system configuration. 
A dilemma is that the timeframe should be intergenerational, but it is uncertain 
what is to be considered sustainable in the future. If the organization is 
dynamic, proactive, and open in its stakeholder dialogue, the effects of this 
uncertainty perhaps can be reduced. Sustainable development requires a holistic 
and inclusive approach that evaluates and integrates the TBL consequences of 
managerial choices, but also transparency and accountability on the decision 
process and choices communicated to the stakeholders. This establishes shared 
values and shared meaning. 
 
 

3.7 The role of the stakeholder dialogue in a sustainable service 

What is the role of the stakeholder dialogue in a sustainable service? Studies II, 
III, and V provide information for answering this research question. The 
studies explore two different aspects of stakeholder dialogue. I argue the role of 
stakeholder dialogue is to improve stakeholder perceived quality and equilibrate 
their expectations of the value creation process. At least initially, I believed that 
genuine dialogue was the most desirable, but as the sustainable performance 
management framework was developed, I realized that dialogue in terms of 
sending and receiving information also carry important mechanisms for the 
sense-making process of a sustainable service as it improves transparency and 
accountability and thus trust. This is essential when preparing for relationship 
building and committing to genuine dialogue. The normative, genuine dialogue 
is founded in the confidence gained from descriptive communication. My 
conclusion is that the sense-making process requires both types of dialogue. 
 
I think of a sustainable service as a value-creating stakeholder network where 
stakeholder dialogue engages in two entirely different processes involving 
different stakeholders. The first dialogue process generally involves the owner 
or principal and management, but also the receivers of the service. This focuses 
the service at the meta-level and is directive. It has to do with the organization’s 
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contribution to value creation and the redirection of the quality improvement 
process and the general need for change. In the private service organization, it 
is about developing the mission. For the public organization, this dialogue, the 
political-democratic dialogue, is strongly linked to appropriation directions and 
policymaking. The second dialogue process relates to specific service operations 
and the service delivery as expected and perceived by customers and customer-
alike stakeholders. 
 
It is the service organization that opens up the organization for sustainability 
and stakeholder dialogue. The stakeholder network model also develops 
arguments about different dialogue processes. The model, besides the two 
dialogue processes, identifies four types of normative stakeholder dialogues 
about the service. With a responsible total quality view in mind, I believe that it 
is beneficial for the service organization to tailor each dialogue to fit the 
expectations of each stakeholder (-group). There is also a risk that service 
organizations overlook the most vulnerable stakeholder who is often the most 
affected by certain conduct. A sustainable service organization had better not 
forget this when reflecting upon how and with whom to involve in stakeholder 
dialogue. The responsibility for getting the dialogue to work falls on the 
organization itself. 
 
 

3.8 Sustainable service and stakeholders in a PM system 

How can the holistic and integrative approach of sustainable service and its 
stakeholders be matched together with a performance management system? 
Studies II, IV, and V provide information for responding to this research 
question. Defining what sustainability entails is a continuous process driven by 
stakeholders. Thus, a sustainable service promotes sustainable development by 
being stakeholder-oriented. Efforts to strengthen stakeholder perceived quality 
need to engage operand and operant resources, continuously improve internal 
processes in terms of communication, and engage in more demanding genuine 
stakeholder dialogue, i.e. commitment to a true stakeholder orientation. As the 
sustainable organization’s mission is established through dialogue with 
stakeholders, it will continuously change. It is, however, unlikely that there will 
be any major changes, rather a matter of sharpening the focus, increasing the 
requirements on what is considered appropriate conduct. All aspects (business, 
operations, and encounter) of arranging a sustainable service need to be 
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dedicated to this true stakeholder orientation. To be able to match this, a 
sustainable service organization requires a dynamic and change-friendly 
performance management system capable of combining traditional control 
techniques and flexibility. 
 
I have developed a conceptual framework for sustainable performance 
management organized around three dimensions: descriptive, instrumental, and 
normative. Compared with a conventional performance management system, it 
includes several modifications, including: a change of mind and attitude to the 
organization’s purpose from the financial to the TBL, a change from a 
shareholder to stakeholder focus, a change in management viewpoint, a close 
relation between business and ethics, a change in how to understand accounting 
and disclosure, a need for contextualization, and an inclusive and interpretative 
point of view. Accomplishing this is not a quick fix, but a continuous learning 
process that also includes stakeholders learning more about the organization. 
The descriptive dimension is involved in social, ethical, and political 
documentary contextualization through sustainability reports purposed for 
stakeholder communication. The accounting required goes beyond the 
functionalistic view. The instrumental dimension encloses a conventional set of 
management control tools and techniques, but the indicator set includes TBL 
measurements. The normative dimension is built on sustainability- and TBL-
driven management thinking. It then encourages genuine stakeholder dialogue. 
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4. Reinterpreting stakeholder dialogue for sustainable service 

In chapter 3, I provided candid answers to the three research questions. What 
therefore remains is to address the overall aim of the study. Inspired by a 
hermeneutic approach, I seek to avoid overly normative conclusions and 
instead take the opportunity to reinterpret and reflect on chapter 3, addressing 
the overall aim in terms of how it is believed that a stakeholder dialogue could 
contribute to the value creation process of a sustainable service. This discussion 
on the could-dimension of the thesis begins with two short case narratives and 
concludes with a final reflection on stakeholder dialogue for sustainable service. 
While paper 5 discussed sustainable performance management in a public 
context, the two case-narratives are drawn from a private banking context. In 
this way, it is possible to test the framework briefly in a private business context 
as well. One of these banks is, by chance, the one in Denmark that I visited at 
the beginning of this learning journey. At the very end of the chapter, I also 
present questions for future research that this thesis has had to put aside. 
 
 

4.1 SBN bank in Denmark—Having fun at the bank 

The story of SBN bank in Denmark, a small bank with roots in the savings 
bank tradition, begins at the end of the 1980s. The bank had then experienced 
about 25 mergers with other small savings banks as a means for small, 
unprofitable banks to remain in business. Because mergers often involve 
rationalization, staff cuts, downsizing, moving about, etc., the business culture 
of SBN bank had become introverted and too much of employees’ effort 
focused on maintaining individual positions in relation to colleagues. In short, 
the bank struggled with a downward spiral of disappointed and dissatisfied 
customers and employees, as well as an unprofitable business. The problems 
became acute at the end of the 1980s, when Denmark was drawn into a major 
financial crisis and recession. When many other Danish banks were forced out 
of business, the CEO at the time, Jörgen Givesen, realized that a major change 
was needed. In 1988, Givesen contacted Ole Thyssen and Peter Pruzan, 
business ethics researchers at the Copenhagen Business School. Together, using 
the bank as empirical platform and the motto, We shall have fun at the bank, they 
began to develop tools for implementing stakeholder dialogue, ethics, and 
values-based management in a complex organization such as the bank. This 
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also became the starting point for developing a standard of ethical accounting, 
the AA 1000. 
 
Together they developed a code of values and introduced stakeholder dialogue 
and values-based management techniques. All their efforts focused on changing 
the view of and within the bank from that of an institution for financial 
transactions to an organization intended to satisfy stakeholders. 
 
After six years of working with values-based management, ethical accounting, 
and stakeholder dialogue, the CEO was replaced. Under the new CEO, the 
venture was reviewed. The conclusion was that both employees and customers 
were more satisfied but the bank was still unprofitable. The contributions of the 
stakeholder dialogue were questioned and the values-based management 
approach was exchanged for an increased focus on the core of the business and 
potentially profitable niche segments. Now, the bank wanted to discontinue its 
former business culture, including what was left of the values-base of savings 
banking. The new corporate culture was argued to require a strong sales focus 
and that the business should be devoted to cost cutting—little remained of the 
efforts of Givesen, and the bank continues to struggles with low profitability. 
 
 

4.2 Swedbank and the wealth of multicultural banking 

Swedbank is a listed banking business with its roots in the Swedish savings 
bank tradition. Its first branches were established to tackle problems of poverty 
and generate savings that would later be invested in the local community. 

It was the poverty in the country that led the first banks into becoming more 
like charities, an attempt to help people escaping distress and get them and 
their countryside on [their] feet again. (Forsell, 1992, p. 13) 

In 2004, the overall Swedish population of nine million included 1.7 million 
inhabitants with a non-Swedish background. Many of the latter are 
unemployed, supported by welfare, and experience because of poor language 
skills difficulties in communicating. As banking customers, they were largely 
ignored by Swedish banks in general. However, driven by both commercial 
interest and a sense of social responsibility, Swedbank managed to attract 
800,000 customers in this market segment. Research on Swedbank’s 
multicultural banking business sought to discover whether business with these 
(potential) customers would be profitable. 
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Swedbank claims to be a bank for everyone, and to be both accessible and 
integrated into society. As such, it is important for the bank to be established in 
the local communities with the greatest proportion of inhabitants of different 
ethnic backgrounds. Even allowing for the relatively small individual 
contributions made by these customers to profits, the bank’s profitability 
strategy in these areas is to attract as many customers as possible—such that 
overall, these customers will be profitable for the bank in the longer term. 
 
In Rosengård (a multicultural suburb of Malmö, a city in southern Sweden), the 
bank was able to convince a previously hesitant customer segment to purchase 
retirement fund insurance in such numbers that one employee of the local 
branch achieved the highest sales of such products in the entire bank. The 
Rosengård branch has no desks, and the workspace has an open-plan design 
with no clear boundaries between employees and customers. Furthermore, the 
office is cashless and relies solely on ATMs. This has eliminated many man-
hours of clerical work to the benefit of information and consultation. The 
bank’s National Manager of Multicultural Affairs reflected on the Rosengård 
branch: 

Availability, trust, and understanding are the cornerstones of our multicultural 
business concept. This is why the office has been designed to reduce the distance 
to the customers. The informal environment is strengthened by the fact that the 
employees all have different ethnic backgrounds and the ability to speak several 
languages. 

A multicultural banking business involves many small transactions between 
accounts and sales of ATM cards and Internet pay services access. According to 
the bank, profitability of these sales is poor. The loan market in multicultural 
communities is negligible in general. As multicultural customers often are 
refugees who, for many reasons, have lost all their former savings, they have a 
strong desire to improve their finances in the future. In addressing this need, 
the Rosengård branch has been very successful (in fact the most successful 
branch within Swedbank) in selling retirement funds, insurance, and other 
savings funds. 
 
The bank’s performance management model and its allocation of costs and 
incomes are important to understanding multicultural banking profitability. 
Income, the bank argues, is a result of customer satisfaction and employee 
competence. Customers generate the bank’s income. The allocation principle 
focuses on identifying the branch to which a customer belongs. Each customer 
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is identified with an individual service number linked to his or her accounts. 
The bank’s costs and income from customers’ transaction accounts, mortgages, 
etc., are directly linked to their accounts—with one exception. Retirement 
funds, insurance policies, and savings funds are administrated by a trust 
company. Local branches absorb all sales costs related to these funds and 
policies but share the income with the trust company, which pays no sales costs 
but retains a large portion of the income and thus has no difficulty in remaining 
profitable. However, the more funds the local bank office in Rosengård is able 
to sell, the more difficult it is to report profitability to headquarters because 
these products provide poor returns. 
 
The conclusion of this research is quite remarkable. The bank has about 
800,000 customers with an aggregated annual buying power of more than 100 
billion kronor, to whom they mainly sell services that, according to their 
performance model, are unprofitable. 
 
In the first half of the next section, I reflect upon the overall aim of this thesis. 
In the second half, I will try the suggested framework for sustainable 
performance management as an analysis instrument for private contexts. 
 

4.3 Stakeholder dialogue for sustainable service 

In the previous chapter, I concluded that a sustainable service promotes 
sustainability, creates stakeholder value, and uses sustainability/TBL and 
stakeholder dialogue to redirect its quality improvement processes. As the TBL 
equilibrium and the views of stakeholders are likely to change continuously, the 
sustainable performance management model has to be contextualized, inclusive, 
and flexible.  
 
Supported by the review of performance management research and particularly 
the BSC of Kaplan and Norton, I argue that this research has a dynamic 
capacity to measure and follow up but the management thinking of BSC needs 
further development to meet the requirements of sustainable service. The 
appended studies provide empirical evidence that support this view, the case 
organizations have used their performance management models too 
instrumentally. Thus, the case organization reduced or rather eliminated the 
complexity of the historically, socially, ethically, and politically contextualized 
(Puxty, 1993) TBL interplay/dialogue with its stakeholders that was expected to 
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set the organization on track with sustainable development As a result, these 
organizations provide services that can be criticized for being unsustainable. 
Instead of using their performance management systems proactively to fine-
tune their TBL equilibrium and meet stakeholders’ expectations, they have 
placed themselves in a reactive situation where they seek financial means to 
reduce sources of criticism and reduce unsustainability. 
 
While it obviously needs further testing, the sustainable performance 
management framework (also see Figure 6 or appended paper 5) that I have 
suggested seems capable of meeting demands for contextualization. While other 
models use various techniques to reduce the complexity of a problem, the 
suggested framework approaches the management of a sustainable service using 
three linked parallel ongoing processes. Inspired by Post et al. (2002), the 
framework divides sustainable performance management into descriptive, 
instrumental, and normative dimensions. The sustainable performance 
management framework finds inspiration in the quality movement. I regard the 
framework as a total quality value creation concept. Supported by Dean and 
Bowen (1994), I argue that the quality aspects included in the suggested 
framework also require a close fit between the three dimensions. 
 
The framework proposes a descriptive dimension that includes accounting 
beyond the functionalistic view in terms of social, ethical and political 
documentary contextualization, i.e. sustainability performance reports. As a 
carrier of information, a sustainability report can establish a reasonable level of 
expectation among stakeholders. The internal business process of publishing 
reports evaluates and, if necessary, updates/refreshes shared meanings. From 
an external point of view, annual sustainability reports contribute to 
equilibrating expectations and stimulate the sense-making process by forming 
the basis of continued stakeholder dialogue. Such reports should be based on 
the insights and stakeholder statements gained in the normative dimension that 
the descriptive dimension transmits/communicates to stakeholders. This 
transmitted information becomes the foundation for renewed normative 
dialogue and so on. 
 
For the instrumental dimension, the framework suggests a set of management 
control tools and techniques for goal congruence. The instrumental aspect of 
the BSC model has the dynamic capacity required but need to be combined 
with contextual TBL performance measures that have been established in 
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interactions with stakeholders. In reality the instrumental dimension 
corresponds quite well with what others usually call performance measurement 
with the exception that within the suggested framework the TBL measures are 
present to keep track of TBL performance and equilibrium and should not to 
be reduced to financial performance with environmental and social constraints. 
 
I argue that it is insufficient to equip a sustainable service with a responsible 
management toolbox of TBL, ethics, and other tools. As the normative 
dimension in addition to genuine stakeholder dialogue contains elements related 
to leadership and culture it is the most complex of the three dimension.. The 
boundless value system (Andersson and Larsson, 2006) of a sustainable service 
needs a supportive sustainability culture. This culture is generated in the 
normative dimension and unites the many intertwined aspects of sustainable 
service. However, probably more importantly, if the framework can establish a 
culturally inherited understanding its succession have been secured, as there are 
more than one highly dedicated leader that support the values. For successfully 
implementation at all levels, sustainable service depends upon having many 
carriers of the core values. With a supportive culture, sustainability values can 
themselves become leaders of sustainable service. A sustainability culture with 
roots in genuine stakeholder dialogue also carries an interesting combination of 
control and flexibility. The culture maintains consistency between service and 
what stakeholder dialogue defines as sustainable. 
 
I have discussed three dimensions as parallel processes in sustainable 
performance management. Let us assume that genuine stakeholder dialogue in 
the normative dimension indicates that the value creation process of the 
organization steers away from what the dialogue defines as sustainable; then the 
organization’s culture will guide the organization back to the path of a 
sustainable service. If stakeholder dialogue indicates that the organization is 
losing its bearings, this will also influence the instrumental dimension. A change 
in the instrumental dimension combines with the normative stakeholder 
narratives to decrease stakeholder value-in-use reported in the descriptive 
dimension through the sustainability reports. 
 
Is the framework applicable to the two narratives about SBN bank and 
Swedbank at the beginning of this chapter? The CEO in the SBN bank case 
(see chapter 4.1) had a vision of improving customer value-in-use of its banking 
service through establishing a code of conduct, stakeholder dialogue, and 
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values-based management. However, the efforts somehow were 
counterproductive. What can we learn from SBN bank? 
 
According to the sustainable performance management framework, leadership 
should be linked to the core values of the service culture. In the case of SBN 
bank, CEO Givesen had a values-based vision for the bank and for six years 
attempted to convince his coworkers of the benefits, but the corporate culture 
objected. I argue that one of the reasons the values-based management 
approach was dismissed was that Givesen believed that, with strong leadership, 
he could command the bank to perform as if it were values-based. According to 
the sustainable performance management framework, it is obvious that there 
was no fit between the descriptive, instrumental, and normative dimensions. 
Givesen never managed to inspire the normative dimension of the bank to 
adopt the new core values. When he was replaced, so was his vision of values. 
Since the mergers in the 1980s, the organizational culture had evolved into one 
of reductionism and cost cutting. When the new CEO declared that his vision 
was of a bank with strong sales focus and a business devoted to cost cutting, 
this was more about recognizing something that had been there all the time 
rather than of changing the corporate culture overnight. The new CEO found a 
means to integrate the three dimensions, but with the preconditions of an 
entirely different vision. 
 
Swedbank coincidentally realized that banking competition in the multicultural 
immigrant niche was poor. Having its values base in the savings bank tradition, 
the bank also realized that it had the competitive edge to understand and 
manage multicultural branches. A few years before starting to develop this 
multicultural banking concept, the bank had transformed from a cooperative 
owner structure to that of a limited and listed company that by law sought 
profit. However, as the normative dimension responds slowly to changes, it still 
had its foundations in the savings bank tradition—in doing good. 
 
The bank continued to develop its multicultural banking concept quite well. 
The bank received international awards for its efforts and its success was also 
displayed in the descriptive dimension, in the bank’s sustainability reports. The 
problem was that, meanwhile, the bank had also developed the instrumental 
dimension—a performance measurement system appropriate to a listed 
company. According to the performance management system, multicultural 
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banking was indicated as an inconsistency. Accordingly, the bank silently 
attempted to consign multicultural banking and similar efforts to history. 
 

4.4 Future research 

The thesis touches on three issues that seem fruitful for future research. The 
first issue concerns government policies, the second concerns contextualization 
of performance measures, and the third is accounting beyond the functionalistic 
view. 
 
The first issue for future research 
In 2003, the Swedish government addressed the demands of the WSSD (2002) 
treaty (presented in chapter 1) in a report, SOU 2003:31, and presented several 
proposals on the encouragement of sustainable development. In summary, the 
SOU 2003:31 promotes sustainability and argues for a holistic and integrative 
view. Concerning sustainability reporting, another governmental document 
(Skr. 2003/04:129) indicates an ongoing review on reconciling the guidelines of 
Swedish public agencies’ sustainability reporting with the GRI guidelines and 
the WSSD (2002) action plan. 
 
Yet another Swedish government proposition (1997/98:136), effectuated in 
2000 (Quist, 2007), states that an objective of public administration (including 
public agencies and organizations) should be to inspire citizens with confidence. 
The concept of sustainable development is also mentioned, but only briefly. In 
the proposition, the government emphasizes three areas in achieving the 
objective: citizen focus, efficient administration, and interagency cooperation. 
These should be accomplished by involving citizens, trade, and industry in the 
(re)shaping or improvement of service delivery of public agencies (Quist, 2005). 
The agencies shall serve citizens, become citizen-oriented, and this should be 
targeted when deciding on the most efficient use of government resources. 
 
The empirical findings of Study I indicate that it is difficult to implement 
government policies issued to compel the public transport industry towards 
sustainable development. In study I, it is argued that the closer the 
transformation process is to its practical implementation, the more difficult it 
becomes to accomplish the desired change. Why is it difficult to change the 
sustainability performance of public agencies? What is needed to prevent such 
stalemates? What are the actual barriers and how can they be eliminated? The 
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observant reader will of course argue that this has already been extensively 
studied by prominent scholars such as DiMaggio, Powell, and many others. I, 
however, conclude that they apply neoinstitutional theory in their 
interpretations of this empirical problem. In this thesis (including the appended 
papers), another conceptual and theoretical framework was used to study the 
interface between stakeholders and service organizations dedicated to 
sustainability. Instead of approaching the implementation of government 
policies with neoinstitutional theory, it would be interesting to interpret this 
empirical problem using the theoretical filter of this thesis. 
 
The second issue for future research 
In study V, I argue that performance measurements are important to 
management because they link the organization’s various processes with the 
reproduction of its purposes (Elg, 2007) but also that performance 
management means more than performance measurement (Kaplan and Norton, 
2004). I claim that study V focused on the more general managerial issues and 
thus avoided discussion of performance measurements. In study IV, we 
explored the relation between performance measurement and the service 
dominant logic; however, in study IV, the reasoning about the measurements 
remained on a macro level. Under the heading of further research, we include 
exploring abstract terms about ‘public good’ or the ‘common good,’ and 
stakeholder value-in-use in terms of measures and key performance indicators. 
This work is still to be undertaken. 
 
The third issue for future research 
 Enquist and Javefors (1996) concluded that accounting discourse involves 
figures, text, and context while accountability is often based on figures. 
Macintosh (1994) reflects upon the possibility of using accounting as a vehicle 
for objectivity, symbolism, and gaining legitimacy. Accounting discourse can 
thus be an influential political agent in stakeholder dialogue within the 
suggested framework of sustainable performance management. Therefore, I 
have argued that the accounting needed for the framework must be developed 
beyond the traditional and functionalistic view (Puxty, 1993). 
 
In the descriptive dimension of the sustainable performance management 
framework, I briefly discussed reporting on sustainability performance but did 
not develop this further in study V. Sustainability reporting means reporting on 
the TBL aspects of an organization’s performance (Cooper, 2004; White, 1999). 
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A Swedish government document, Skr. 2003/04:129, indicates an increasing 
desire for Swedish public agencies to issue sustainability reports. SKr. 
2003/04:129 also reflects upon how these reports can be matched together with 
the GRI guidelines. Parallel to this, the GRI issued a resource document (GRI, 
2004) to inspire public agencies to develop sustainability reports, but it provides 
very general support. In support of the intention of the GRI, I do not regard 
accounting as an institution. Instead, I suggest that it should be inclusive, 
flexible, dynamic, and founded in interpretative stakeholder narratives that bear 
witness to organizational performance. Accounting should be acknowledged as 
a historical, political, and contextual agent. It would be interesting to 
contextualize accounting and sustainability reporting for the public transport 
sector by applying this perspective. 
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Twenty years ago, the World Commission on Environment and Development, headed by Gro 
Harlem Brundtland, issued the report “Our Common Future” (1987). Thanks to this report, 
the definition of sustainability and the importance of sustainable development became better 
known to people outside the world of environmental science. Since then, the climate problem 
has grown and, at the same time, the Western world’s welfare has become more and more 
dependent on “globalization”. The private sector has led the way in developing management 
ideas, such as corporate governance, to enhance shareholder value, and performance management 
and measurement techniques, such as management accounting and quality, to achieve this 
value. Success has mainly been defined from an economic perspective. The public sector has 
since adopted management ideas from the private sector and tried to develop them further 
for its own needs. 

An alternative to these management ideas is a broader view of corporate governance for 
stakeholder value. Concepts such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and sustainable 
development influence efforts to promote stakeholder value. Consequently, the framework for 
performance management and measurement will need to be developed to match the changing 
conditions. Instead of focusing solely on the economic perspective, the social and environmental 
perspectives also have to be taken into account. 

It is in this melting pot of ideas on stakeholder values that this dissertation has its roots: the 
customer focus of “service research” has expanded to a stakeholder focus, and the TQM-thinking 
of the Quality movement has expanded to TRM-thinking (Total Responsibility Management). 
Stakeholder Dialogue for Sustainable Service is based on triple bottom line thinking (economic, 
social, and environmental). The thesis employs a methodological approach based on reflexive 
methodology where the world is seen as “text” in a hermeneutical tradition and the central aim 
is to understand the meaning of the text. The red thread in the thesis is, in a broad sense, the 
stakeholder dialogue and the importance of contextualization to describe and understand the 
learning process dedicated to genuine stakeholder dialogue. The author introduces the term 

“sustainable performance management”, which calls for integration of the economic, social, 
and environmental consequences of the organization’s performance along with a stakeholder’s 
view of the performance. The thesis also implies accounting and nonaccounting beyond the 
functionalist view. The reflections in this dissertation are bound to be good platforms for future 
research on stakeholder dialogue for sustainable service, particularly for public service.
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