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Summary 

 
 
Global challenges such as climate change and pollution are part of everyday news, listed as top-
priority in politics, and have become part of the agendas in businesses across all industries. The 
increased awareness of environmental and societal challenges has resulted in a call to action by 
society and governments to keep (corporate) organisations accountable for the impact of their 
operations. As a result, an ever increasing number of businesses implement corporate 
sustainability strategies into their organisations to increase their positive impact and decrease 
their negative impact on the environment. After establishing the corporate sustainability strategy 
and activities, the impact of these strategies and activities must be measured and evaluated to 
examine if they are in line with the set goals. Since “doing good is no longer good enough”, some 
businesses have started to make sustainability performance reports or have integrated their key 
sustainability performance indicators into annual financial reports. By doing so, businesses are 
able to demonstrate their growth and areas of improvement. 
 
This research studies sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging sector, as this is a prime 
example of a sector subjected to the public debate on sustainability issues. Whereas some of the 
interviewed businesses create extensive sustainability reports, others do not live up to the trend 
of sustainability reporting. This dissimilarity sparked the interest to research the influence of 
driving forces for corporate sustainability on sustainability reporting. Therefore, the research 
question is formulated as: How do the driving forces of businesses to engage with corporate 
sustainability influence sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging sector? Literature 
demonstrates several intrinsic, extrinsic, internal and external driving forces such as moral duty, 
stakeholder management and governmental regulations, and determinants including corporate 
size, type of ownership and sector affiliation that influence the extent and quality of sustainability 
reporting. These factors are used to analyse sustainability reports, policy documents and the 
transcripts of the interviews with multiple parties across the Dutch food packaging chain. 
 
Literature and the analyses of the case study both indicate that mainly the extrinsic motive of 
stakeholder management and the external driving forces such as societal and regulatory pressure 
influence the engagement with sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging sector. The 
determinants of corporate size, type of ownership structure and visibility influence the extent and 
quality of sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging sector. Most intrinsic, extrinsic and 
internal motives such as moral duty, media reputation and human resource management are 
substantial driving forces for engagement with corporate sustainability strategies and activities, 
but lead in lesser degrees to sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging sector. 
 
The outcomes of this research present a reliable and valid answer to the research question. 
Nevertheless, the conclusion of this research also opens new doors for further (larger scaled) research 
on the accessibility, coherence and applicability of sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging 
industry. Moreover, this research also provides practical advice for businesses operating in the Dutch 
food packing sector such as making use of sustainability reporting guidelines provided by the European 
Union.  
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1. Introduction 
 

 

The twenty-first century holds great challenges for life on earth, ranging from poverty and famine, 
to sea level rise, biodiversity degradation, and waste and pollution problems. The environmental 
ceilings and social foundations of the planetary boundary model of Kate Raworth are in disbalance 
(Raworth, 2012). Rapid action is needed in order to return to a stable earth system (Rockström et 
al., 2009). In other words, it is our urgent task to redesign society in such a way that we are able 
to “meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987, p.15).  
 
The increased awareness of environmental and societal challenges has resulted in a call to action 
by society and governments to keep (corporate) organisations accountable for their impact on the 
environment and society (Maas & Sampers, 2020; Millar & Hall, 2013). Consequently, an ever 
increasing number of organisations responded to this call by implementing strategies and 
activities that address their corporate social responsibility (CSR). The concept of CSR addresses a 
set of voluntary actions by (corporate) organisations to “combine their economic goals with the 
taking of responsibility for their impact on ecosystems and human beings'' (Maas et al., 2016, 
p.237). 
 Research has pointed out several intrinsic and extrinsic, and internal and external driving 
forces of businesses to develop a CSR strategy, such as moral duty,  media attention and 
reputation, reducing costs, stakeholder management, business model development, and 
regulatory pressure (Graafland & Mazereeuw-Van der Duijn Schouten, 2012; Maas et al., 2016; 
Maas & Sampers, 2020).  
 
At first sight, the fact that businesses commit to CSR practices seems to be a step into the direction 
of creating a more sustainable society. However, only 38% of the businesses worldwide say that 
they are able to demonstrate the impact of their CSR activities (Maas et al., 2016). Besides, for a 
long time businesses have been able to get away with saying that they are working on 
environmental and societal improvements, without actually proving the impact of their activities. 
During the last two decades, society increasingly expects corporates to have non-financial goals 
and to engage with impactful activities. Consequently, ideas about the “criteria that should be 
employed and reported to ascertain strong and weak corporate performance” have changed and 
now include social and environmental indicators (Alshbili et al., 2021, p.881). As organisations 
have started to change in response to societal pressures, CSR is in transition, or as Liket (2014, 
p.23) states: “doing good is not good enough”. Businesses are increasingly demanded to prove 
their ‘doing good’ and, thus, the impact of their operations and CSR strategies and activities (Millar 
& Hall, 2013). 
 This is why the interest in the discipline of impact management has been rising in recent 
years, especially in the field of social and environmental impact (Maas et al., 2016; Alshbili et al., 
2021). In the corporate world, reporting on financial progress is a daily routine with the goal of 
providing stakeholders with information and being able to grow the company. Financial reports 
contribute to the transparency and accountability of an organisation (Eccles et al., 2014). 
However, reporting on just the financial status of an organisation has proven to be insufficient in 
a globalised world in which businesses have a range of different types of stakeholders. Therefore, 
many businesses have started to map their positive and negative, direct and indirect impact on 
the environment and society. In general, four steps can be identified in this complex discipline of 
impact management. By now, most businesses recognize the value of making a positive impact. 
Therefore, the first step in the discipline is defining clear strategies and concrete activities for 
making impact and aligning it with the business operations. The second step is to figure out how 
to measure the impact of such activities. The third step is to evaluate if the implemented activities 
are indeed in line with the set goals and are contributing to sustainable development. The fourth 
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is to report on these sustainability performances. The fifth, and last, step is to communicate the 
data on sustainability performances through different channels to different types of stakeholders 
(Maas et al., 2016). The fourth step, reporting, is where most businesses face difficulties (Antadze 
& Westley, 2012).  

1.1. Research problem 

The abundance of regulations, opinions and methods regarding impact management proves the 
growing relevance of and interest in this topic, but it also leads to confusion and a lack of clarity 
for many businesses. Although scholars and organisations commonly agree about the value and 
need for metrics for impact measurement and assessment, and guidelines for reporting this 
impact, there is a lack of agreement on how to successfully do so (Antadze & Westley, 2012; 
Sassanelli et al., 2019). This is reflected in the lack of unity in sustainability reports or sometimes 
a lack of sustainability reports at all. 

The discipline of impact management is implemented in many different industries, it deals 
with a multifold of stakeholders, and is used with a broad variety of underlying motives (Millar & 
Hall, 2013), which makes impact management a complex discipline. Consequently, many 
organisations are not yet using their CSR strategies and sustainability reports to their full potential. 
Staying within the settled order of impact management will endanger achieving the sustainable 
development goals (SDG’s) and slows down the progress of creating a sustainable society (Antadze 
& Westley, 2012).  

The complexity of the discipline is reflected in the fragmented nature of the existing 
literature, which is branched in many different subsections, such as the different perspectives on 
the concepts of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Corporate Sustainability (CS), the 
different motives for making impact and reporting, and the different methods for sustainability 
reporting (SR) (Maas et al., 2016). Overall, the links between those subsections are still in their 
infancy. The lack of a clear holistic perspective makes it difficult for businesses to make thorough 
CS strategies and sustainability reports that contribute to achieving the business’ goals and to 
sustainable development. This is especially visible in the Dutch food packaging sector, which is 
highly scrutinised by society. 

1.2. Research aim 
It is of major importance to acquire more insights about the influence of driving forces for 
engagement with CS on SR in a business environment. In doing so, we acquire knowledge on which 
driving forces and determinants have a positive influence on the extent and quality of SR by 
companies in the Dutch food packaging industry. This also highlights the areas of attention; 
tackling the driving forces and determinants that do not necessarily have a positive influence on 
reporting of sustainability performances. This is useful for strengthening the discipline of impact 
management and CS as a whole. 

In parallel, this research aims to build a holistic foundation for further research on the 
improvement and accessibility of SR, and aims to explain the lack of transparency in the Dutch 
food packaging industry regarding its sustainability performance. 

1.3. Research questions 
The above mentioned research problem is a global problem across many different sectors; from 
governmental organisations to businesses operating in the private sector. Hence, to be able to 
study the research problem in depth, this research focuses on businesses operating in the food 
packaging chain in the Netherlands and on environmental impact in specific. Doing so, economic 
and societal impact are put on the background without fully discarding it.  
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This leads to the following research question: How do the driving forces of businesses to 
engage with corporate sustainability influence sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging 
industry? The following sub-questions function as building blocks to form a final and constructive 
answer to the main research question:  

• What driving forces do businesses in the Dutch food packaging sector have to engage with 
corporate sustainability? 

• What driving forces do businesses in the Dutch food packaging industry have to report on 
their sustainability performances? 

 
Before collecting the data and answering the research question, my expectation of the businesses 
across the food packaging chain was that they would have had one main motive for engaging with 
CS strategies and activities that would result in one main motive for reporting on the impact of 
these activities. For example, a business would be engaging with CS practices to create a positive 
reputation. The core motivation to make sustainability reports would then be for marketing 
purposes. Another example includes businesses that have the main driving force to manage their 
stakeholders. The core motivation to report on their sustainability performances would be to 
increase their transparency to be able to inform the stakeholders. By linking the driving forces of 
engaging with CS to the motives and level of implementation of sustainability reports, it would 
have become evident which driving forces would lead to good practices; extensive reporting on 
sustainability performances. 

Throughout the data collection, however, it became evident that there are multiple driving 
forces and other determinants at stake that together affect the level and quality of 
implementation of sustainability reports. Therefore, this research no longer aims to identify one-
on-one relationships, but explores the various driving forces and their influence on SR. The 
collected data is, thus, still of use when gaining insights into the influence of driving forces of CS 
on SR. 

1.4. Societal and scientific relevance 

It is of major societal importance that businesses increase their transparency regarding 
sustainability performances in order to work towards a more sustainable society. In a sustainable 
society energy, products and materials are used in the most circular way possible without 
jeopardising the economic and social pillars. The gained insights of this research contribute to 
society by the creation of an integrated perspective on SR and a basis for further research, policies 
and guidelines to make SR a more clear and accessible process.  

Moreover, not all corporations in the food packaging sector share their financial or 
sustainability reports publicly, currently. However, scholars generally agree upon the fact that SR 
strengthens the chances of long-term durability of a company, because of the positive impact it 
has on the economic achievements of corporations (Alshbili et al.,  2021). Therefore, this research 
and the conducted interviews can be viewed as wake-up calls to work on the development of CS 
practices and on transparency concerning sustainability performances, which is much needed in 
order to find solutions for environmental challenges that the world faces.  

 
In addition to the societal relevance, this study opts to fill an existing research gap regarding SR. 
Several academic articles call for more integrative research on the subject of the impact 
measurement and SR of businesses (Maas & Sampers, 2020). Moreover, the article of Hahn & 
Kühnen (2013, p.11) also clearly illustrates that research on specific determinants for the 
implementation of SR is still scarce. This is an explicit signal that further research is needed on the 
topic. Therefore, this research follows up on that appeal by researching different motivations for 
engaging with CS and the making of sustainability reports in the Dutch food packaging industry. 
The outcomes of this research are translated into an advice for further research on the discipline 
of impact management, SR in specific. Especially research on the accessibility and applicability of 
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SR. Furthermore, a practical advice is given to the participating businesses in this research and to 
Route Circulair as initiator of the assignment to explore the Dutch food packaging industry. 

1.5. Reading guide 

Chapter 2, the theoretical framework, lays the foundation for the whole research by exploring the 
existing literature and creating a research model by which the data collection and analyses are 
structured. Chapter 3 on the methodology provides insights into the case study, the methods of 
data collection and analysis, and the validity and reliability of this research. This is useful for 
understanding the construction of knowledge and the conclusion of this research. Chapter 4, 
results, elaborates on the findings of the interview transcripts and document analysis, and links 
those findings to the literature found in chapter 2. In doing so, the chapter answers the two sub-
questions and prepares for the last chapter. Chapter 5, the conclusion and discussion, answers the 
main research question and critically reflects on the outcomes and research strategy. This leads 
to deeper understanding of the complexity of CS and SR. Moreover, the discussion opens doors 
for further research and practical advice to businesses in the Dutch food packaging sector. Chapter 
6 and the annexes provide supporting information to this research, such as the reference list that 
covers all the references in this research and, for example, the topic list and code scheme used in 
chapters 3 and 4.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 
 

This chapter reviews the existing literature on corporate social responsibility (CSR) and corporate 
sustainability (CS), impact management, and sustainability reporting (SR). It is structured as a 
funnel, starting broadly and slowly narrowing down. Thereby, this chapter provides an overview 
of relevant concepts, the relations between them, and a synopsis of how these concepts are 
interpreted in the context of this research. It, therefore, functions as the foundation of the 
conceptual model in section 2.6, as a basis for the interview questions and content analysis of the 
interview transcripts, the policy documents and sustainability reports. 
 
The literature on the main concepts is selected based on its focus on the use of CSR in businesses, 
instead of non-profit organisations or the public sector. In order to make the theoretical 
framework as relevant as possible for the current state of CSR in the Dutch food packaging sector, 
the majority of the literature dates from the period 2010-2021 and is retrieved from 
internationally recognised academic journals to assure the quality of the sources. 

2.1. The evolution of corporate social responsibility 

The conception that corporations have to take responsibility for the impact of their activities on 
society and the environment has been present for decades. Although corporate responsibility has, 
thus, been part of the public debate for a while, the understanding of what this responsibility 
entails has been changing throughout time (Agudelo et al., 2019; Mosca & Civera, 2017). The idea 
of corporate responsibility is often captured in the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility, 
which is a dynamic concept that has also evolved over the years (Yang & Guo, 2014). It is useful to 
know what is written about CSR in the past few decades to understand how the concept is used 
in the current zeitgeist and to understand how the concept is interpreted in this research.  

The understanding of CSR has always been a reflection of the social, political, economic 
and environmental context in different eras. The concept was first discussed in literature during 
the 1950s as a result of societal dissatisfaction about human rights, quality of work etc. Therefore, 
it focussed more on the societal and to a lesser extent on environmental responsibilities of 
corporations (Agudelo et al., 2019; Rahman, 2011). In the early ‘50s Howard Bowen, one of the 
leading academics of his time, defined CSR as “a set of compulsory rules that both managers and 
company owners must respect when pursuing policies, making decisions, or drawing strategic 
actions that are consistent with the expectations and values that permeate society” (Bowen, 1953 
as cited in Mosca & Civera, 2017, p.18). His work was ground-breaking as he did not focus on the 
question whether corporations have the responsibility to act upon social issues, but instead 
focussed on what those responsibilities entail and how CSR activities should be implemented.  

The 1960s was the decade of social movements and as a result, key people and events 
changed the context in which businesses operated (Agudelo et al., 2019; Carroll & Shabana, 2010). 
As CSR strategies and practices are aimed at solving societal issues, it became an established 
concept during this decade and literature on CSR extended significantly (see Figure 1). During the 
1960s, Keith Davis defined the concept as “businessmen’s decisions and actions are taken for 
reasons that at least partially go beyond the firms’ direct economic or technical interest” (Carroll, 
1999, p.70).  

 
The research on and implementation of CSR in the 1970s was a clear reaction to the 1960s. For 
example, the environmentalist movement of the ‘60s and the first Earth Day (April 22nd 1970) 
shaped the political agenda of the United States and pushed for the foundation of the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) (Agudelo et al., 2019). At the start of the ‘70s most 
managers thought of CSR as costly practices, but the 1970s evolved into an “era of managing 
Corporate Social Responsibility” as more businesses started to integrate CSR activities into their 
strategies and operations (Carroll, 2015, p.88). Due to the growing popularity and wide scope of 
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the concept, people started to interpret CSR in different ways, resulting in vagueness and 
confusion.  

During the 1980s the production of new definitions of CSR lessened and research focussed 
more on concepts closely related to CSR, such as stakeholder management, business ethics and 
corporate citizenship (see Figure 1). The latter was defined as the idea that businesses should be 
viewed as citizens with norms and values, rights and obligations (Agudelo et al., 2019). Figure 1 
demonstrates the development of the concept CSR and related concepts.  
 
Figure 1.  The evolution of corporate social responsibility (CSR): theories and approaches 

 
Melé (2008) in Yevdokimova et al. (2019, p.477) 

 
The international attention that CSR gained during the late ‘80s continued to be emphasised 
during the 1990s by some major international events, such as the Rio UN summit on the 
Environment and Development (Lee, 2008). CSR was now linked to the concept of Sustainable 
Development (SD), introduced by the Brundtland Report in 1987. Ever since, the concepts have 
been closely related and are often used interchangeably (Moon, 2007). According to Baumgartner 
(2014, p.259) CSR and SD are related by the fact that both concepts want to “eliminate the 
negative effects of businesses''. However, CSR is just one way or tool of contributing to SD, which 
is a concept that can be described as a combination of strategies for development that together 
ensure (environmental) sustainability (Dobson, 1996). 
 
Today, the concept of CSR is used to operationalise both environmental and social sustainability 
into a business context. The concept has a broad scope that is understood differently by many, as 
there is still no unambiguous definition of the concept (Agudelo et al., 2019; Carroll, 1999; Lee, 
2008; Sheehy, 2015; Maas & Liket, 2011). In general, CSR is characterised by businesses operating 
voluntarily, in contrast to the ideas of Bowen, in such a way that they take responsibility for their 
environmental and social impact. Thereby, they serve the needs of society (Graafland & 
Mazereeuw-Van der Duijn Schouten, 2012; Maas et al., 2016). According to Wei et al. (2018, p.187) 
CSR is often described as “pro-social corporate endeavors, ranging from companies’ social, 
economic and environmental obligations to protections of ethical human rights and consumer 
concerns related to the business operations and core strategy”. Maas & Liket (2011) and Graafland 
& Mazereeuw-Van der Duijn Schouten (2012) add that CSR activities go beyond the economic 
goals of a business and beyond the legal requirements. Another important note that they add to 
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the discussion is the fact that CSR is not exclusively a strategy in the private sector, non-profit 
organisations and governments also implement CSR activities. 
 
In this research CSR is interpreted as a voluntary effort of both businesses, non-profit 
organisations and governments to decrease their negative impact and increase their positive 
impact on society and on the environment. This research focuses on CSR practices of businesses 
in specific. Over the years the driving forces behind the implementation of CSR practices have 
moved from being based on ethics to being based on financial and strategic decisions. CSR is a 
topic that is extremely relevant in today’s business operations, and does not go unnoticed by 
governments and institutions such as the European Union. There is a trend that CSR practices are 
no longer fully voluntary, but obligated by laws and regulations (Pols, 2021). The European 
Commission has introduced a set of voluntary and obligatory measures to promote the 
implementation of CSR strategies amongst Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) through 
the creation of manuals on how to implement CSR practices (European Commission, n.d.). 

2.2. Corporate social responsibility vs. corporate sustainability 

CSR is mostly used in literature to refer to a broad range of sustainability practices by businesses 
(Montiel, 2008). Looking at the literature more closely, it is specified by its focus on topics like, 
strategy, transparency, stakeholder management, and sustainability reporting. The most used 
definition in literature comes from Archie Carroll: “The social responsibility of business 
encompasses the economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations that society has of 
organisations at a given point in time” (Carroll, 1979 as cited in Montiel, 2008). Thus, it originally 
refers to the societal issues that were highlighted during the 1960s and 1970s (Agudelo et al., 
2019). Throughout the years, as a consequence of, for example, ecological disasters, the creation 
of the Environmental Protection Agency and the Directorate-General for the Environment, 
ecological sustainability gained a more prominent position in CSR practices. Now, CSR is often used 
as an umbrella for voluntary social and ecological sustainability practices by businesses.  
 
There are several CSR positions to be distinguished: corporate philanthropy, stakeholder 
management, and corporate sustainability (Baumgartner, 2014; Montiel, 2008). This research 
focuses on the concept of corporate sustainability. Although CSR and CS are closely related 
through the same mission of creating a more sustainable society and are often used 
interchangeably (Montiel, 2008; Landrum & Ohsowski, 2018), it is important to acknowledge how 
CS is different for CSR in order to identify and categorise sustainability goals by businesses.  
 
The concept of CS has attracted interest by scholars since the concept of SD was first used in the 
‘Our Common Future’ report in 1987, and is directed at a business case for (environmental) 
sustainability (Landrum & Ohsowski, 2018). In their paper Hahn & Kühnen (2013) mention the 
definition that Dyllick and Hockerts (2002, p.131) have formulated for CS: “Meeting the needs of 
a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders, without compromising its ability to meet the needs of 
future stakeholders as well”. This definition refers to the definition of SD and is applied to 
businesses in specific. 
 
Two different approaches to define CS can be found in literature. The first approach uses CS to 
refer to ecological sustainable practices and focuses on the environmental impact of businesses, 
environmental management and accountability (Montiel, 2008; Van Marrewijk, 2003). The second 
approach has a more extensive interpretation of the concept and, thereby, identifies CS as 
tridimensionality, including both the environmental, economic and social aspects of the construct 
(Montiel, 2008). Bansal (2005) bases her definition of CS on three principles: economic integrity, 
social equity and environmental integrity. Furthermore, scholars view those three dimensions as 
interconnected, in the way that the economic dimension is part of the societal dimension, and 
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that society is part of a bigger ecological system. This is in contrast to CSR, in which most scholars 
view these dimensions as separate dimensions (Montiel, 2008).  
 
This research uses the concept of CS instead of CSR as the focus of this research is on business 
practices aimed at reducing negative environmental impact specifically. CS stresses this 
environmental focus better than CSR does. Moreover, in line with the ideas of Bansal (2005), this 
research recognizes that the economic, social and environmental aspects of sustainability are 
strongly related and cannot be easily isolated from each other. Although the focus of this research 
is the environmental side of sustainability, the other two dimensions will not be neglected. SR can 
be viewed as part of CS as it reports on this environmental impact of CS activities. 

2.3. Criticism on corporate sustainability 

Whereas most scholars view CS as a tool or strategy for creating more sustainable relations with 
our environment, others criticise it. For example, Friedman claims that social and environmental 
issues should not be addressed by businesses. In his view, the issues can and should be solved by 
the free market system or the government (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). The first point of criticism, 
thus, relates to the philosophical viewpoint that one has in relation to the mission of businesses; 
businesses should focus on economic growth or should serve society and the environment. 
Important to note is that Friedman focuses only on businesses, whereas CS strategies can also be 
applied by non-profit organisations, governmental bodies, or non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs). However, the two different standpoints do not have to exclude each other. 

The second point of criticism is in line with the ideas of Friedman and refers to the idea 
that businesses are not equipped to tackle social and environmental issues (Carroll & Shabana, 
2010). In this view, business systems and employees do not have the knowledge and skills to solve 
societal issues. Therefore, business can never be most efficient and successful in dealing with 
those issues, and their own business operations will suffer from the mixed goal setting (Carroll & 
Shabana, 2010). This latter is the third critical note to CS activities mentioned by some scholars. 
Adding societal and environmental goals to the economic goal of the business will lead to a 
decreased efficiency in the business operations due to conflicting goals within the business (Carroll 
& Shabana, 2010). 
 The fourth point of criticism of CS strategies is the fact that corporations already have 
considerable power within society. If they concern themselves with societal and environmental 
affairs as well, their power will only increase. One might ask if society benefits from this 
development (Carroll & Shabana, 2010).  

The fifth and last argument that criticizes the concept of CS is the fact that it might lead to 
a greenwashing effect (Mahoney et al., 2013). This relates specifically to the reporting and 
communication of CS activities and their impact, and is often discussed in literature. Often the 
motivation of businesses to report on their CS activities is not clear to the reader. Those reports 
are a tool of marketing from the business towards the consumer and can be used as “a signal of 
their superior commitment to CSR” or for greenwashing purposes to “pose the CSR activities as 
‘good’” (Mahoney et al., 2013, p.350). As a good reputation has many advantages, firms are 
interested in showing off their impact or “may be tempted to communicate over a non-existent 
or overestimated effort in CSR” (Vollero et al., 2016, p.122) and, thereby, misleading the audience. 

 
Despite that CS is, in some eyes, not the solution for solving environmental issues, it is still a 
commonly used strategy in the public and private sector. Therefore, it is valuable to look at why 
and how the concept is used, specifically in the private sector. 
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2.4. Impact management 

The growing interest in CS has instigated development in the impact management discipline (Maas 
& Liket, 2011). Impact management refers to the governance of impact within an organisation, 
involving impact goals in strategic decision-making processes (Maas et al., 2016). The impact of an 
organisation is measured in order “to gain information about whether implemented changes have 
actually created the desired contribution to sustainable development” (Maas et al., 2016, p.237). 
Moreover, scholars find that, amongst businesses, there is a growing recognition of the 
importance of communication of their impact with stakeholders (Crane & Glozer, 2016). Through 
impact management stakeholders have the opportunity to gain insights into the positive and 
negative effects of the business’ operations on society and the environment.  

Figure 2 shows what is understood by ‘impact’ according to the impact value chain. Similar 
to the definition of CSR and CS, the definition of impact remains rather vague at times, as it is 
often confused with ‘outputs’. The impact value chain is used in this research to clarify the 
definition of impact. 
 
Figure 2. Impact value chain 

 
Clark & Rosenzweig (2004) 
 

The discipline of impact management consists of multiple aspects: implementing impact strategies 
and activities, impact measurement, impact assessment, impact reporting (also known as 
sustainability reporting), and impact communication (see Figure 3). The whole process helps to 
support internal decision-making processes regarding CS (Hanh & Kühnen, 2013). Although each 
step of the process is important, this research focuses mainly on sustainability reporting, because 
this is the step at which many businesses face difficulties and is less explored in literature.  
 
Figure 3. Process of impact management 

 
Maas et al., (2016) 
 

2.4.1. Corporate Sustainability strategies & activities 
A strategy is a plan for reaching a specific result. A CS strategy, therefore, is a plan to reach specific 
environmental goals with the implementation of activities related to making a positive impact on 
the environment. There is a big variety in types of strategies, from reactive to proactive strategies. 
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Baumgartner & Ebner (2010, p.264) highlight the following types of strategies in their research; 
introverted strategies for risk mitigation; extroverted strategies for legitimation; conservative 
strategies focussing on efficiency; and visionary strategies with a holistic sustainability strategy. 

The type of CS strategy that a company creates, influences the type of activities that they 
implement to reach their sustainability goals. Therefore, it is the first step in line of the process of 
impact management. CS activities can range from eco-friendly team building activities to raise 
awareness, to workshops for the employees to engage more with the topic, and from installing 
solar panels on the roof to using more recycled materials in the office or in the production line. 
The variety of activities is ever growing.  

 

2.4.2. Impact measurement 
Impact measurement is the sub-discipline that focuses on what impact means for a specific 
organisation. What kind of environmental impact does organisation x make? How to measure the 
impact of an organisation’s activities? What are the direct and indirect outcomes of an activity? 
Which tools are useful to measure the impact?  

Impact measurement entails a large part of the CS strategy, from designing to 
implementing and measuring the outcomes. Therefore, it plays a crucial role and must be thought 
through carefully. If not done carefully, the efforts of a business to engage with CS might lead to 
“strategic disadvantage because they use resources which can be better placed elsewhere” 
(Falkenberg & Brunsæl, 2011, p.11). The interest in impact measurement is increasing, so is the 
number of measurement tools that organisations can use. At first sight, this is a positive 
development as the awareness on the topic increases and it is high on the priority list. However, 
the development of a wide range of measurement tools also leads to confusion, and sometimes 
to the inability to compare data when different tools have different focus points and methods of 
measuring the outcomes.  

 

2.4.3. Impact assessment 
The sub-discipline of impact assessment focuses on the results of impact measurement. In short, 
it is the phase in which the data is evaluated. What were the expected results? How do the 
outcomes of the activities relate to the set goals? What scores can be attached to the results? Can 
the scores be compared to other companies or CSR activities?  

The outcomes of the measurements are coupled to the norms, values and goals of an 
organisation to bring them into perspective. Without such a framework of values, one cannot 
interpret the value and effects of particular outcomes. Maas et al. (2016) define the goal of impact 
assessment as a method to increase the transparency of a business sector. 
 

2.4.4. Sustainability reporting 
Sustainability reports are used to systematically support impact management. Just like financial 
reporting, it is a reflection of the goals and outcomes of business operations of a specific period 
of time (Moravcikova et al., 2015). Moreover, SR is also an opportunity to highlight the areas of 
improvement. The discipline has made some big steps in the past two to three decades (Tschopp 
& Huefner, 2015). However, the discipline still needs to mature and structure itself, this research 
will add structure in the field of food packaging in the Netherlands.  
 
At this moment, impact reporting, also known as sustainability reporting (SR), is a generally a 
voluntary action by organisations. However, due to societal and governmental pressures, first 
steps have been taken to make SR obligatory for some companies (NFRD). For now, an increasing 
number of stakeholders demand businesses to share data on their impact. The voluntary nature 
of CS and impact management of the past has led to a proliferation of methods, scopes, and names 
for such reports (e.g., Corporate Citizenship Report, Corporate (Social) Responsibility Report, 
Sustainable Development Report, Sustainable Value Report, and Sustainability Report) (Hanh & 
Kühnen, 2013, p.7). 
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The most recent development in the discipline of impact management, and reporting in specific, 
is integrated reporting (IR), which merges financial reporting with environmental and social impact 
reporting, and thereby covers the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) of economic, social and environmental 
data (Moravcikova et al., 2015; Jones & Comfort, 2017). IR offers a holistic perspective on the 
progress of an organisation.  
 
Although SR should lead to more transparency in CS strategies, SR comprises a jumble of guidelines 
and standards for reporting that make it a rather vague area of study (Jones & Comfort, 2017). 
The most well-known CS reporting standards are “the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) G4 
standards, AccountAbility’s AA1000 Series, and the United Nations Global Compact’s 
Communication on Progress (COP)” (Tschopp & Huefner, 2015, p.566). The GRI, for example, 
offers guidelines in the field of strategy and analysis, organisational profile, report parameters, 
governance, commitments and engagement, and management approach and performance 
indicators. Moreover, it offers a range of guidelines for different sectors. Other international 
institutions have also made guidelines, such as the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) and the International Organization for Standardization (ISO). On top of this, 
governments, investors, financial institutions etc. all have different demands and standards, which 
makes impact reporting a complex process for businesses, but also difficult to understand for the 
public (Tschopp & Huefner, 2015). Most of the organisations offer non-binding guidelines for both 
social and environmental impact, as these can often not be separated.  
 
There are multiple factors that influence the use and quality of impact reports. First of all, the size 
of a business. Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SME) often have a better view on their 
stakeholders and business chains, and can, therefore, track their impact easier. However, bigger 
businesses have more capacity to focus on the whole process from impact measurement to 
communication (Moravcikova et al., 2015). The quality and use of SR is also shaped by the type of 
sector. According to KPMG, an international accounting and advisory organisation, sectors that 
are well known to have environmental impact (for example the oil/energy, fashion, food industry) 
are often demanded by society to report on their environmental impact as well. The packaging 
industry is another great example of this, as it is held responsible for plastic pollution and the use 
of high amounts of paper (Moravcikova et al., 2015). 
 
Hahn & Kühnen (2013) have done research on the international determinants of businesses to 
engage with SR. They have highlighted the below mentioned indicators and have researched the 
influence of them. 

Corporate size: The corporate size of a business has a positive influence on the “adoption 
and extent of sustainability reporting” according to (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p.10). The size of a 
corporation is defined by business data such as the total “amount of assets, turnover sales, 
number of employees, or market capitalisation” (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p.10). The assumption 
underlying this statement is that the bigger the size of an enterprise, the more positive and 
negative impact an enterprise can make on the environment. As bigger companies have more 
visibility, they also receive more attention and pressure from stakeholders and society to take 
responsibility for their actions and report on their impact. Moreover, some of those bigger 
companies have to comply with the NFRD rules of the European Parliament & Council (European 
Union, n.d.).  On the other side of the spectrum are, thus, the small sized enterprises which are 
less likely to engage with SR. The reasoning behind this is that their actions are less visible and, 
therefore, feel less pressure. Moreover, such companies often have to deal with “higher marginal 
costs of disclosure. A high level of indebtedness, leverage, or gearing can be assumed to decrease 
the ability and flexibility of a company to bear the costs of reporting and/or face the consequences 
of disclosing potentially damaging information” (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p.10). 

Financial performance: Another internal determinant mentioned by Hahn & Kühnen 
(2013) is the financial performance of an enterprise. Although the literature on the influence of 
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this determinant is still limited, some scholars reveal a positive influence of SR on the legitimation 
of CS activities towards shareholders and investors on the financial market. Those companies who 
are seeking investments in their company are likely to engage with SR to decrease the information 
asymmetry between the corporation and the stakeholders in order to make investing more 
attractive as the investors make a better estimation of their risks. The more business information, 
including information about sustainability, companies provide, the more investors are willing to 
take a risk. 

Ownership: According to the research of Hahn & Kühnen (2013) enterprises that are 
publicly listed are more likely to engage with SR, because those enterprises have to comply with 
more regulations, they can learn from their competition as a result of more transparency, and 
they have to deal with more pressure by stakeholders as well. Especially those enterprises on the 
stock market are more likely to engage with SR, because they have been used to tight financial 
reporting rules already. All in all, publicly listed enterprises report more often, and also include 
more information about sustainability matters. Hahn & Kühnen (2013) add to this that state-
owned companies also tend to have a high engagement with SR as those companies have to be a 
good example to others. Privately owned companies or concentrated ownership, on the other 
hand, hinder SR since the shareholders already have access to most information, as the owners 
are often employees of the company. Brammer and Pavelin (2006) argue that such ownership, 
thus, negatively influences the adoption and quality of reporting. 

Visibility: Hahn & Kühnen (2013, p.12) also argue that media exposure, interaction with 
consumers, the position in the supply chain and brand-related features contribute to the bigger 
picture, the corporate visibility. All these features stimulate companies to get involved with SR in 
order to increase their sales numbers. Customers have increasingly pushed companies to take 
responsibility for their actions. Therefore, business-to-consumer companies are more likely to 
engage with SR than business-to-business companies (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013), as customers are 
more likely to call out businesses than other businesses in the chain are. In addition, Haddock-
Fraser & Fraser (2008) argue that the likelihood to engage with SR also “depends on a company’s 
closeness to market” (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p.14). The statement has, however, not yet been 
significantly proven in academic research.  

Sector affiliation: Companies operating in specific industries with, generally speaking, a 
higher amount of negative environmental or social impact are more likely to adopt sustainability 
reports due to high pressures from a wide range of stakeholders (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013). The 
industries that are highlighted in the news and academic work can differ per country, and can be 
dependent on the regulations of the government. In the Netherlands, the food packaging sector 
is one of these. 
 

2.4.5. Impact communication 
Last in the process of impact management is communication. It is the process of deciding what 
information on sustainability performances to communicate, how to communicate, who to 
communicate to, and where to communicate (Du et al., 2010). This process is often executed at 
the marketing & communication departments of a business, and are intentionally or 
unintentionally susceptible to greenwashing. Impact communication is all about providing 
information about the made impact. Often, businesses put this information on their websites, 
social media or in flyers and videos. 

2.5. Driving forces for corporate sustainability & sustainability reporting  

Driving forces of employees, shareholders and stakeholders shape the way in which businesses 
are governed, which is why scholars are interested in researching this to uncover reasons for (not) 
engaging with CS and SR (Bibiak & Trendafilova, 2011). Scholars have been researching the 
motives of businesses to (not) engage with CS practices. The Friedman vs. Freeman debate is the 
most well-known example that draws attention to those motives. As mentioned earlier, Friedman, 
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referring to the ideas of Adam Smith, views making financial profit as the main objective and 
responsibility of a business (Falkenberg & Brunsæl, 2011, Freeman, 1984). Accordingly, businesses 
that are occupied in non-profit oriented activities do not comply with the “fundamental nature of 
the free economy” (Falkenberg & Brunsæl, 2011, p.10). Corporations should not be concerned 
with CS activities, unless CS practices can lead to achieving financial goals. Thus, the only driving 
force to engage with CS practices should be financial motives. 

Freeman, in disagreement with Friedman, proposed the stakeholder approach in which 
social activities cannot be separated from economic activities as they are very much intertwined 
and can lead to extra value creation. This is in line with the ideas of Bansal (2005). Therefore, in 
his opinion, businesses not only serve financial stakeholders, but also serve the community 
(Falkenberg & Brunsæl, 2011; Freeman, 1984). Freeman argues that it is necessary for the 
community and environment that businesses take the responsibility over the impact of their 
actions. Value creation and moral duties can, therefore, also be driving forces to engage with CS. 
 
Section 2.5.1. further explores and explains the motives of corporations to (not) engage with CS 
practices and SR. Section 2.5.2. makes an effort to categorise those driving forces into intrinsic and 
extrinsic, and internal and external driving forces to make motives found in literature more 
applicable to specific cases, such as the food packaging industry later in this research. 
 

2.5.1. Exploring the driving forces 
Exploring the wide variety of driving forces for CS practices, and SR as part of it, is of major 
importance as “the fundamental perspective taken in designing corporate sustainability influences 
what approaches and linkages are needed” in the management of impact (Maas et al., 2016, 
p.238).  
 Reading various academic articles in the field of CS  and SR, one can find that many direct 
attention towards the driving forces for engagement with CS and why some stakeholders are not, 
yet, dealing with CS and SR. While every article highlights those motives in a different way, the 
most commonly found motives are the following: societal and regulatory pressure, moral duty, 
media attention and reputation, increasing demand for transparency, attracting investments, 
enabling benchmarking, business model development, stakeholder management, sound work 
climate and motivation of employees, and reducing costs (Maas et al., 2016; Babiak & 
Trendafilova, 2011; Siew, 2015; Graafland & Mazereeuw-Van der Duijn Schouten, 2012; Hahn & 
Kühnen, 2013). This wide range of driving forces emphasize the popularity and the variety of 
starting points of CS practices, but it also stresses the complexity of CS and SR. 
 
Over the last two to three decades, SR has been increasingly implemented in the private sector. 
Along with the increased interest in this discipline, sustainability reporting tools (SRTs) have been 
created over time. On the one hand, this proves the interest in making and measuring impact. On 
the other hand, the fast developments in this area have made it very complicated for businesses 
to work with those tools and, thus, keeps companies from getting started with it (Siew, 2015). 
Here, a lack of knowledge might play a role. 
 Often heard motives for not engaging with either CS in general or with SR is the lack of 
capacity and resources within the business. As with any transition, it takes time, energy and money 
to make a change. Not all businesses have this capacity, as implementing CS practices to be in line 
with the norms, values and goals of an organisation takes a lot of effort. Moreover, the lack of 
money to integrate the practices is a big burden for many small organisations that do not have an 
overflow of resources (Maan, 2014). Lastly, the idea that CS practices distract businesses from 
achieving their goals holds back organisations from starting to think about CS strategies (Rangan 
et al., 2015). In other words, literature shows many advantages for organisations to implement CS 
practices, but burdens sometimes overshadow the benefits when starting with CS and SR. 
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2.5.2. Categorising driving forces for corporate sustainability and sustainability 
reporting 
Categorising the driving forces helps us to understand the process of implementing CS strategies 
and activities within businesses. Literature makes the categorisation of intrinsic and extrinsic 
(Graafland & Mazereeuw-Van der Duijn Schouten, 2012) (see Table 1). This research also 
distinguishes internal from external driving forces and explores those in the following sections. 
This research also distinguishes internal from external driving forces and explores those in the 
following sections. 
 

Intrinsic versus Extrinsic 
Intrinsic activities can be defined as “practices perceived as sincere” as they are associated with 
the principles of employees (Story & Neves, 2015, p.113). Vlachos et al. (2013, p.579) define 
intrinsic motivations as “selfless motives have the ultimate goal of doing good and/or fulfilling 
one’s obligations to society”.  

Extrinsic motivations, in contrast, result in actions done out of self-interest “with the 
intention of getting something back or to avoid some kind of punishment from the community in 
general” (Neves & Story, 2015, p.113). When applying this definition to businesses, extrinsic 
motivations lead to actions with the intention of securing the business model and increasing the 
revenue (Vlachos et al., 2013). Benchmarking is also one example of an extrinsic driving force, as 
it aims to compare business processes and performances with other, competing, companies. This 
approach helps business to keep up to date with innovations in their field of work and is a carrot-
and-stick approach for becoming a frontrunner in their sector regarding sustainability practices 
(Lee & Kohler, 2010). 
 
Although the differences between intrinsic and extrinsic motivations seem to be very clear, a grey 
area exists. For example, a financial motive to engage with CS and SR is extrinsic in its core. It 
involves multiple CS activities that affects the financial stability and profitability of an organisation, 
such as creating a unique selling point to increase the amount of sales (extrinsic); attracting new 
investments (extrinsic); cost reduction by saving on energy, packaging and transportation 
(extrinsic); and investing in employee satisfaction so that their productivity will increase (extrinsic) 
(Graafland & Mazereeuw-Van der Duijn Schouten, 2012). This latter activity can also stem from an 
intrinsic motivation to sincerely improve the quality of work and life of employees. Thus, due to 
the overlap, some actions are a mixture of extrinsic and intrinsic driving forces and fall into this 
grey area. 

True intrinsic motives of businesses or managers to engage with CS activities include the 
personal norms and values, which can be categorised in two categories: moral duty and altruism 
(Graafland & Mazereeuw-Van der Duijn Schouten, 2012; Maas et al., 2016; Maas & Sampers, 
2020). Firstly, acts of moral duty can be deduced from philosophies and religious principles, such 
principles include treating the environment as a legal person with ‘human’ rights or taking care of 
the poor. Secondly, acts of altruism arise from the joy that some people experience when 
committing to the common good (Graafland & Mazereeuw-Van der Duijn Schouten, 2012). 
 
Internal versus External 
From literature, other driving forces can be deduced as well. However, those driving forces cannot 
be categorised in either intrinsic or extrinsic motives. This section explores those remaining driving 
forces and categorises them as internal and external driving forces for engaging with CS and SR.  

In this research, internal motives for CS and SR can be defined as the driving force within 
a company to engage with CS. In contrast to intrinsic motivation, which has a focus on the 
individual and on morals, internal motivation stems from the organisations as a whole and focuses 
on business operations. Examples of this include business model development and human 
resource management that enforce the engagement with CS and SR throughout the whole 
business (Bibiak & Trendafilova, 2011; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010).  
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Human resource management of an organisation plays an important role in internal 
motivations, because research has proven that the implementation of CS practices within an 
organisation decreases staff turnover as a result of increasing loyalty and satisfaction by 
employees (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). Supporting employees with, for example, workshops 
related to sustainability helps to strengthen the CS transition towards more sustainable business 
operations and a more sustainable society. 
 
External motives can be viewed as pressures from outside the organisation to engage with CS 
strategies and activities. Whereas extrinsic motivations originate from chances and possibilities to 
make more money, external motivations originate from external pressures to change. These 
include norms and values of society of how businesses should be run, globalisation, governmental 
pressure from national and international governmental bodies (Bibiak & Trendafilova, 2011).  

An example of such an external motive to start with implementing CS strategies and SR is 
the regulatory pressure of the European Union. The Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD), a 
law that demands 11.700 European companies with a large public-interest and over than 500 
employees to publish data on their operations and on how they handle social and environmental 
issues (European Union, n.d.). This directive was initiated as the “European Parliament 
acknowledged the importance of businesses divulging information on sustainability such as social 
and environmental factors, with a view to identifying sustainability risks and increasing investor 
and consumer trust” (European Parliament & Council, 2014, p.1). Furthermore, the European 
Commission has made guidelines for the above mentioned companies on how to communicate 
information about “environmental matters, social matters and treatment of employees, respect 
for human rights, anti-corruption and bribery, and diversity on company boards”(European Union, 
n.d.). However, the provided tools are not compulsory to use. The proposed adoption of the 
Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive of April 2021 will  introduce “more detailed reporting 
requirements, and a requirement to report according to mandatory EU sustainability reporting 
standards” (European Union, n.d.). External motives can, thus, come from governmental 
standards, environmental regulations, and societal pressure by NGOs and consumers 
(Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010).  
 
Table 1. Categorisation of driving forces for corporate sustainability and sustainability reporting 

Intrinsic motive Extrinsic motive Internal motive External motive 

Moral duty Financial: reducing costs & 
attracting investments 

Business model 
development 

Societal pressure 

Altruism  Media attention & 
reputation 

Human Resource 
Management 

Governmental/Regulatory 
pressure 

 
Stakeholder management 

 
Demand for transparency 

 
Benchmarking 

  

Compiled from abovementioned literary sources.  

2.6. Conceptual Model 

This paragraph discusses the conceptual model (Figure 4) that is created based on the theoretical 
framework. The conceptual model visualises the concepts in the research context of SR in the 
Dutch food packaging industry. The theoretical framework creates a structure for the data 
collection (see code tree in Annex 1) and elaboration of the results in chapter 4, which is 
correspondingly structured as a funnel: starting off broadly with the concepts of CSR and CS; 
exploring the driving forces for (not) engaging with CS and SR; and, finally, zooming in on impact 
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management, specifically on sustainability reporting and the determinants for the extent and 
quality of implementation.  
  
The conceptual model, thus, helps to answer the sub-questions: What driving forces do businesses 
in the Dutch food packaging sector have to engage with corporate sustainability? and What driving 
forces do businesses in the Dutch food packaging industry have to report on sustainability 
performances? The answers to the sub-questions are the building blocks for answering the main 
research question in chapter 5: ‘How do the driving forces of businesses to engage with corporate 
sustainability influence sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging sector?’ 
 Figure 4 demonstrates that the variety of driving forces influence the engagement with CS 
practices, which in turn influences the discipline of impact management. From the figure, one can 
deduce that the focus of this research is on the exploration of the driving forces and determinants 
for SR in the Dutch food packaging industry. 
 
Figure 4. Conceptual Model  
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3. Methodology  
 

 
This chapter on methodology discusses the philosophy that forms the basis of this research as it 
uncovers the core assumptions underlying the choices for the used methods (section 3.1). 
Moreover, this chapter sheds a light on the research strategy and zooms in on the case selection 
and case study (sections 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4). Section 3.5 elaborates on the methods used to retrieve 
and analyse the data that is needed in order to answer the research question: How do the driving 
forces of businesses to engage with corporate sustainability influence the act of sustainability 
reporting in the Dutch food packaging industry? Lastly, section 3.6 and 3.7 reflect on the validity 
and reliability of this research. 

3.1. Research Philosophy 

By discussing the research philosophy: the core assumptions and basic beliefs that one has about 
the planet and society, the nature of the truth and knowledge becomes clear (Saunders et al., 
2009). Consciously or subconsciously, every researcher has such assumptions, and it is, therefore, 
of utmost importance to be aware of those assumptions in order to understand the choices made 
during a research (Moses & Knutsen, 2012). The beliefs can be grouped into three consequential 
categories according to Guba & Lincoln (1994): the ontological category, in which researchers 
question the nature of reality; the epistemological category, in which academia question what can 
be known, what this knowledge is, and what it means; and the third category, methodology, refers 
to the logic behind the methods that can be used to acquire knowledge and trace down ‘the  truth’ 
(Moses & Knutsen, 2012). The answers to these questions lead towards specific paradigms and 
guide scholars throughout a research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p.105). These three pillars create the 
structure for the justification of the research philosophy of this study.  
 

3.1.1. Ontology 
The field of social sciences is characterised by two major philosophical trends, on the two ends of 
a philosophical continuum: naturalism and constructivism (Moses & Knutsen, 2012). This master’s 
thesis is placed within the constructivist paradigm, that complies with a more relativist viewpoint 
of reality and, thereby, acknowledges the existence of a variety of realities as a result of “a 
complicated mix of social and contextual influences and/or presuppositions” (Moses & Knutsen, 
2012, p.9). This constructivist, or interpretative, approach is defined by reality being viewed as a 
product of the observer’s mind (Goles & Hirschheim, 2000). This means that the observer interacts 
with the subject under study, and experiences the reality subjectively. From this perspective, a 
research always holds biases as the researcher makes decisions based on his/her/their 
background.  

In this research on SR in the Dutch food packaging industry the biases stem from, for 
example, the selection of interviewees that is not selected randomly, but is partly based on the 
connections in the network of Route Circulair and on the recommendations of the interviewees. 
Moreover, a fair amount of addressed companies and organisations did not respond to the 
request of participating in this study. Therefore, the participating interviewees might not be 
representative of the whole sector. Other biases in this research include the bias of the 
interviewer, generated by the tone of voice or the observer's position as a critical student. These 
biases contribute to a particular perspective on reality that is just one of the many perspectives 
that exist.   
 

3.1.2. Epistemology 
As the ontological perspective influences the epistemological persuasion (Holden & Lynch, 2004), 
the epistemology of this research can be described as the nature of knowledge. Constructivists 
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recognize that knowledge is idiosyncratic, based on experiences and reasoning of the individual. 
Therefore, more than one peculiar nature of knowledge exists (Moses & Knutsen, 2012). 
 From this epistemological stance, SR must be understood in a wider context of 
assumptions, socio-economic factors and regulations. From a constructivist viewpoint, this 
research tries to grasp the meaning of SR. Again, the biases of the researcher and of the subjects 
of study need to be taken into account. Although the interviewees try to tell the truth during the 
interviews, they can only have limited access to knowledge about the operations of the company 
or organisation, European and Dutch rules and regulations, data on finances and environmental 
indicators. Thus, this study is capturing just one of the varieties of reality and knowledge. However, 
by uncovering a wide variety of perspectives on ‘the truth’, this research develops a general 
overview of the status of sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging sector.  
 

3.1.3. Methodology 
The methodology is the last of the three categories that adds up to the research philosophy and 
is formed by the ontological and epistemological standpoints. As the constructivist methodology 
is a toolbox full of methods to answer the how-question, the methods are focused on bringing up 
the meaning of individual constructions by means of interaction between the researcher and the 
agent (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

In this research it implies that the toolbox is filled with methods to uncover the 
perspectives of individual businesses and sector associations in the Dutch food packaging industry. 
The most obvious tools to bring out those perspectives is to analyse existing sustainability reports, 
and use these as the foundation for in-depth interviews with employees working in the Dutch food 
packaging sector (see chapter 3.2). Thus, this research uses qualitative methods such as document 
analysis and in-depth interviews to reveal a range of perspectives on the driving forces for 
engagement with and reporting of sustainability performances in the Dutch food packaging 
industry. 

3.2. Research Strategy  

Based on the conceptual model of chapter 2.6 and the aforementioned philosophical background 
of this research, this section presents the strategy that  determines the research design. The 
research design enabled the collection of useful data to answer the research question: How do the 
driving forces of businesses to engage with corporate sustainability influence sustainability 
reporting in the Dutch food packaging industry? 
 
This study is designed according to the case study strategy, fitting with the constructivist paradigm. 
Case study strategies offer the possibility to research complex problems in “real world settings” 
(Harrison et al., 2017), highlighting the individual’s perspective. In this study on SR a case study 
strategy provides the opportunity to explore the discipline of SR in the Dutch food packaging 
industry. By doing so, this research contributes to the understanding of the implications of SR in a 
business context. 
 
Figure 5. Research design 
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Figure 5 is a visual display of the design of this research. The first step in the research design is the 
literature study on the existing knowledge on CS, the driving forces of businesses to engage with 
this, and the discipline of impact management. Having this knowledge in mind, the second step 
involves the exploration of the Dutch food packaging industry, which includes companies such as 
foil producers, packaging printing companies, and supermarkets (see section 3.4.1). This step 
involves getting an insight into the food packaging chain and creating a context of the industry by 
reading sustainability reports and policy documents. The chain turned out to be much more broad 
and complex than originally thought, which is why there is a wide variety in interviewees. 

The third step in the research design is to plan and conduct in-depth interviews with 
employees all across the sector, such as business owners, project members of sustainability teams, 
directors of sector associations and consultants. This step turned out to be more difficult than 
planned, since many businesses did not respond to the requests of participating in this research 
or had no time and interest to participate (see Annex 3). For this reason the number of interviews 
is limited. 

The fourth step in this research explores the influence of the motives of businesses to 
engage with CS on the motives for (not) reporting on sustainability performances by analysing the 
reports and interviews and connecting it to the existing literature. 

3.3. Case Selection 

The case selection of this research was established through my internship at the consultancy 
agency Route Circulair. Route Circulair’s work is mostly focused on the (circular) building sector in 
the Netherlands. As the team was thinking of expanding their area of influence towards the (food) 
packaging industry, I was given the chance to explore this sector and search for opportunities. This 
research is a result of this exploration. In addition, the Dutch food packaging industry is a very 
relevant sector to look into for the track Corporate Sustainability of my Master’s programme 
Environment & Society Studies, since the ties between the environment and society are extremely 
visible in this sector. Moreover, the topic of CS is very much applicable to the food packaging 
sector. Over the past few years the topic has been covered in the media on a weekly basis. This 
adds to the feeling of doing relevant research, which was important to me in order to keep 
motivated throughout the research. Lastly, this case study gave me the opportunity to research a 
whole chain, instead of an individual organisation, which is of major importance to improve overall 
sustainable development. This research is, thus, supported by Route Circulair with an indirect aim 
of informing Route Circulair about opportunities in the Dutch food packaging industry.  

Furthermore, as Route Circulair already has some contacts in this industry, the interviews 
are partially based on its network. However, I have also sought to find companies outside of Route 
Circulair’s network as well to create a more comprehensive database, as well as experts on SR and 
people from branch organisations.  

3.4. Case Study 

The food industry is one of the Netherland’s biggest industries, and contributes, with its 
continuous growth, to economic stability and employment opportunities (FNLI, 2020). In line with 
that, the Dutch food packaging industry plays an important role in the journey of food from the 
farmer or factory to the consumer. It is a sector that is very dynamic with continuous innovations, 
changing regulations and one that has been put in the spotlight by many environmental 
organisations for its contribution to waste problems and climate change. 
 In terms of contribution to waste and climate change issues, the Dutch food industry 
contributes to this with 1000 ktons of packaging each year. Which is about 30% of the overall 
packaging in the Dutch market (FNLI, 2019). This is translated into 26 billion food packages a year, 
which comes down to the use of four packages, per person, per day (VNG, 2019). This amount of 



25 
 

packaging is divided into many different types of packaging, from paper and cardboard to a variety 
of plastics and bio-based materials.  
 The debate about food packaging is two-sided. On one side there are organizations and an 
increasing number of citizens who are against the use of disposable plastics, because it is causing 
a waste problem and uses unnecessary amounts of fossil fuels and virgin materials. On the other 
side there are food and packaging producers who say they want to prevent food waste through 
the use of (plastic) packaging, and that the packages contribute for only 10% of the associated 
energy requirement. The main part of the environmental pressure is in the food and partly the 
transportation (FNLI, 2019). According to the industry, wasting produced foods contributes more 
to climate change than using (single use) packaging. 
 
As packaging, and food packaging in particular, are thus hot topics at the moment, the laws and 
regulations regarding the production and processing of these materials are constantly evolving. 
The ‘Besluit Verpakking’ is one example of how the (food) packaging industry is guided by branch 
organisations, the Association of Dutch Municipalities (VNG) and the Ministry of Infrastructure 
and the Environment (I&M). The agreement aims to organise the recycling and reuse of packaging 
materials to minimise the environmental impact of packaging (FNLI, n.d.). 
 

3.4.1. The food packaging chain 
The food packaging industry consists of a long chain of connections, responsibilities  and 
stakeholders, including, for example, the consumer, the producer of food products, and the food 
packer. Sorters and recyclers are also part of the chain. All of these stakeholders have a 
responsibility in pursuing sustainability goals and handling their waste. To sketch the context of 
the Dutch food packaging industry Figure 6 is made and shows the complexity of the chain since 
there are many different parties involved.  
 
Figure 6. The Dutch food packaging chain  

 
People select (n.d.), modified with knowledge from interviews 

 
Table 2 demonstrates the research sample, consisting of 8 businesses across the sector that were 
asked to participate in the semi-structured interviews in order to collect data that would 
contribute to answering the research question. It is an appropriate sample, since it covers a large 
part of the Dutch food packaging chain (see Figure 6), starting at the beginning of the chain at 
Consumer Packaged Goods Headquarter all the way to retailers. The recycling station was even 
briefly touched upon in the interview with KIVO. Moreover, the research question refers to the 
sector as a whole and, therefore, the answer must be formulated through a sector wide 
perspective. This was made possible with the established research sample. Despite the sample 
being relatively small, it is still valuable as it provides a good overview of the whole chain and the 
sample acts as a fruitful source for answering the sub-questions. 

Most of the chain blocks of Figure 6 are covered by at least one interview accompanied by 
a document analysis. The sample was established through contacting the network of Route 
Circulair first. Awaiting a response, I contacted other stakeholders through a research on google 
with the use of keywords such as ‘Voedsel verpakken Nederland’, ‘Voedselverpakkingen’, and 
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‘Verpakkingsindustrie’. Moreover, on the website of the sector association Federatie Nederlandse 
Rubber- en Kunsttofindustrie I found a list of members of whom I contacted a few businesses. 
Through the first interview, I not only gained more insights of the different blocks of the chain, I 
also got more recommendations of parties to contact; a snowball strategy 
(Saunders  et  al.,  2009,  p.240). Annex 3 demonstrates the 35 approached stakeholders for this 
research. 
 
Within the sample, the similarities between the companies is that they all operate in the 
Netherlands with their headquarters (except for Smurfit Kappa). Therefore, all of them fall under 
Dutch and European laws and regulations. Moreover, all of the businesses in the sample are 
dependent on each other for material supply or processing of goods. None of them can, thus, be 
isolated from the chain and are affiliated with the (plastic) food packaging industry (sector 
affiliation). Furthermore, all of the businesses in the sample are commercial entities seeking for 
further economic growth and, therefore, might benefit from financial investments (financial 
performance). 

However, there are also some big differences between the companies (see Table 2). The 
differences stem from the corporate size, the type of ownership and amount of visibility. For 
example, Searious Business consists of a team of 9 employees, while Hessing employs 
approximately 2500 people (NFRD status unclear), and Albert Heijn has about 100.000 employees 
(Ahold Delhaize expectantly has a NFRD status) (Plastic Soup Foundation, 2021). Along with the 
difference in the number of employees, there is also a big difference in the turnover and profit 
(corporate size). Larger corporates can expect more visibility of their work, such as more media 
attention or criticism of NGOs (visibility). Lastly, the companies have different types of ownership 
structures. For example, Verpakkingsindustrie Veenendaal, KIVO and Hessing are family-owned 
businesses, while Albert Heijn and Smurfit Kappa have shareholders (ownership). 
 
Table 2. Sample of participating businesses placed in the food packaging chain 

# Business or 
organisation 

Chain in the food packaging 
industry 

Remarks 

1 Verpakkingsindustrie 
Veenendaal (VIV) 

Packaging printing business Operates mostly in the Netherlands, family-
owned company, +/- 50 employees 

2 Kunststofindustrie 
Volendam (KIVO) 

Packaging producer Operates across Europe, family-owned 
company, +/- 320 employees 

3 Federatie 
Nederlandse Rubber- 
en Kunststofindustrie 

Branche organisation Represents 400 companies across 19 branche 
organisations 

4 Smurfit Kappa Bulk/transport packaging 
companies + recycling station 

Multinational company operating across the 
world, +/- 46.000 employees 

5 Searious business Consultancy agency Used for expertise in this research, 9 
employees, Dutch based 

6 Partners of 
Innovation 

Consultancy agency Used for expertise in this research, 28 
employees, based in the Netherlands and Niger 

7 Albert Heijn Consumer Packaged Goods 
Headquarter + Retailer 

Multinational company operating in Europe 
and the Caribbean, +/- 100.000 employees, 
privately owned company 

8 Hessing Food packer Operates across Europe, family-owned 
company, +/- 2500 employees 
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3.5. Research Methods & Data Collection 

The constructivist research philosophy, thus, functions as the background to which this research 
is built. Consequently, the research methods used are in line with this philosophy, and can be 
categorised as qualitative research methods. The research methods are used in order to answer 
the research question: How do the driving forces of businesses to engage with corporate 
sustainability influence sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging industry? 
 

3.5.1. Data Collection 
In order to retrieve enough useful data, this research has made use of a combination of two main 
methods: (policy) document analyses and in-depth and semi-structured interviews, as those 
methods strengthen each other and help to dive deeper into the motives for engaging with and 
reporting on sustainability performance. In addition, two interviews were conducted by email 
when the approached experts had no time to participate in a live interview. Together, those 
methods have generated the raw data to feed the analysis and the discussion, and to answer the 
sub-questions and main research question.  
 
Most of the policy documents and sustainability report analyses have taken place before the 
interviews of the businesses. However, some analyses have taken place after the interviews when 
the interview had been an inspiration for further research on a specific topic or organisation. These 
policy documents and reports act as a starting point for the interview, but also as the frameworks 
in which organisations operate and an enchiridion and proof of the environmental impact made.  
 The policy documents and reports were retrieved via websites of businesses and sector 
associations. When no documents were available, information from the website itself was 
retrieved to gain more insights in the company. In case there was still no relevant information to 
be found on sustainability, the businesses in the food packaging industry were e-mail or called to 
ask for further information. Unfortunately, I received many non-responses or a message that no 
reporting or documentation was in place or that this information could not be shared.  
 
The design of the in-depth interviews is semi-structured. This means that the interview was 
prepared based on the literature and the policy documents. The interviews being semi-structures 
leaves room for interpretation, discussion, examples, and further spontaneous questions. The 
information retrieved through this open structure fills the gap found in literature on the relations 
between motives for CS and SR. The topic list for the interviews can be found in Annex 2. 
 
Table 3 shows the list of participating employees in the Dutch food packaging industry. The 
interviews were conducted with employees with different functions. In all cases, I had the 
opportunity to speak with an employee who was in charge of or closely related to the topic of CS 
and SR. Jeroen van Kesteren, Roger Loop and Willemijn Peeters are all the supervisors of the 
businesses and have, therefore, a clear, strategic overview of their business activities regarding CS 
and SR. Evert Smit, Jeffrey Haggelen, Siem Haffmans, Jens Gronheid and Tamara Buikhuizen are 
all employees on the work floor, working with the topics of CS and SR on a daily or weekly basis. 
The functions of the interviewees may cause biases, for the directors because being the 
representatives, they want to highlight the positive aspects of their business. For the others, they 
might be biased in their answers because of the fact that they are working on an SR assignment 
created by the board. Individual employees in large organisations might have less power on the 
content or extent of SR. 

Important to note is that some of the invited experts or business were not able to 
participate in an interview, but did have time to answer questions by email. These email interviews 
are integrated into the list of interviewees since they provided useful primary data. Moreover, in 
some of the conducted interviews, the interviewees spoke on a personal title instead of in the 
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name of the company when talking about specific examples. When applicable, this is noted in the 
quotes in chapter 4.  

 
Table 3. Participating interviewees 

# Organisation Name interviewee Function Date Form 

1 Verpakkingsindustrie 
Veenendaal (VIV) 

Jeroen van Kesteren Manager 22/09/2021 Offline 

2 Kunststofindustrie 
Volendam (KIVO) 

Evert Smit R&D manager 28/09/2021 Online 

3 Federatie Nederlandse 
Rubber- en 
Kunststofindustrie 

Roger Loop Directeur Verpakkingen 30/09/2021 Online 

4 Smurfit Kappa Jeffrey Hagelen Strategisch Projectleider 
Better Planet Packaging 

13/10/2021 Phone 

5 Searious Business Willemijn Peeters Founding Director 19/10/2021 Email 

6 Partners for Innovation Siem Haffmans Strategic Advisor Circular 
Economy 

26/10/2021 Email 

7 Albert Heijn Jens Gronheid Sustainability Manager 29/10/2021 Phone 

8 Hessing Tamara Buikhuizen Commercial Manager 01/12/2021 Phone 

 
Although I would have preferred to have a logical order in the interviews, starting with experts, 
following with branch organisation, ending with packaging producers, food packers and retailers, 
this was not possible due to the dependency on the availability of the interviewees.  
 

3.5.2. Analysing documents 
Before conducting the interviews, relevant sustainability reports, websites, policy documents or 
sector plans were analysed through the software of Alas.ti. The documents were read, sometimes 
summarised, and uploaded in this software. The overview of analysed documents is displayed in 
Table 4. The second step was to analyse the documents through a code scheme that was created 
from the theoretical framework. The code scheme and the information in the documents helped 
to structure the interview questions. The code scheme can be found in Annex 1. 
 
Table 4. Analysed sustainability reports and policy documents 

# Sustainability report / policy document 

1 AH Duurzaamheidsverslag 2020 

2 FNLI Brancheplan Voedselverpakkingen 2025 

3 Smurfit Kappa Sustainable Development Report 2020 

4 NRK beleidsplan 2016-2021 

5 CBL Branche Verduurzamingsplan 2019-2022 

 
Based on the found information, some open codes were created; codes that did not directly link 
to the found literature in chapter 2. Once open codes were formulated, the previous pieces of 
information were reread to check whether the new codes applied as well, according to axially 
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qualitative coding. The open codes included: ‘unfair competition’ as a motive for not reporting on 
sustainability performance; the ‘advantages and disadvantages of packaging food’; and the code 
‘food packaging chain’ to highlight the different parts of the whole industry. 
 

3.5.3. Analysing interviews 
Just like the document analyses, the (email) interviews with the experts, employees of businesses 
in the packaging industry and sector associations are analysed through deductive and inductive 
coding. For this, the same codes were used as during the document analysis. Although the 
interviews were conducted in Dutch, the English codes were attached to the pieces of text.  
 The outcomes of the analyses of the interviews are discussed in the following chapter, 
where the main takeaways will be supported by quotes from the interviews. As the interviews 
were conducted in Dutch, the quotes were translated to English. Despite the fact that the core 
message has been converted perfectly, the translation of quotes adds to the weaknesses of this 
part of the case study.  

3.6. Validity 

Validity is regarded as one of the most important parts of scientific research. Therefore, research 
must be designed in such a manner that internal and external validity is guaranteed. According to 
Yin (2009) this means that specifically with case study strategies, the design must be thought 
through carefully before collecting the data. In this research, the overall validity is guaranteed 
through: 

• The selection of a demarcated case study (the contemporary Dutch food packaging 
industry); 

• Researching this specific sector in a context of corporate sustainability, societal trends and 
institutional pressure; 

• Reflection on the selections of participants for the document analyses and interviews, and 
highlighting both the non-response and weaknesses of this selection. 

 
The outcomes of the analyses and the interpretations of these results are linked with the existing 
knowledge on SR in the private sector, to test whether the results match with the literature. As 
this study is a qualitative study, the results are susceptible to subjectivism. By critically reflecting 
on the results and comparing them with existing knowledge, the level of subjectivism remains 
limited. 
 As this research is a qualitative case study, it is not possible to generalise the outcomes to, 
for example, the whole private sector. However, as this study is more explorative in nature than 
it aims to generalise the outcomes, the external validity of this research is not a problem. 

3.7. Reliability 

To secure the reliability of this research, this study must be repeatable with similar outcomes. In 
order to guarantee the reliability, all the underlying biases, research choices and methods have 
been captured and written down in this chapter on the methodology of this research. This 
research has made use of methodological and source-based triangulation, by using multiple 
research methods and a variety of sources, to enhance the reliability of the research outcomes 
(Van Thiel, 2014).  

Conducting interviews was one of the main research methods, but is difficult to exactly 
repeat as external factors, such as the setting and the timing, play an important role. However, to 
make it possible to repeat the research, the topic list and research documents are included in the 
Annex. Moreover, the accuracy of interviews can be questioned as interviewees tend to answer 
questions with socially desired statements, and only organisations that reacted positively to the 
interview request were interviewed.  
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4. Results 

 
This chapter outlines the results retrieved from the content analysis of the sustainability reports, 
policy documents, and interviews conducted with stakeholders in the Dutch food packaging 
industry. The outcomes of these data collection processes are connected to the literature used in 
chapter 2, the theoretical framework.  
 This section is structured according to the code tree (see Annex 1) discussed in chapter 2.6 
and is supported by quotes from the documents and interviews. Just like the code tree, this 
chapter starts off with the concepts of CSR and CS and narrows down to the motives and 
determinants for engagement with SR. In doing so, an effort is made to answer the following sub-
questions: What driving forces do businesses in the Dutch food packaging sector have to engage 
with corporate sustainability? and What driving forces do businesses in the Dutch food packaging 
industry have to report on sustainability performances? By attempting to answer these questions 
a preliminary step is made to answer the main question in the next chapter, the conclusion and 
discussion. 

4.1. Corporate social responsibility vs. corporate sustainability  

In the sustainability reports, policy documents and interviews the concepts of CSR and CS are used 
multiple times and are sometimes used interchangeably. This highlights both the popularity of the 
concepts and the lack of clear definitions and set boundaries of the concepts. This is not unusual 
when one considers that the concepts are always subject to change. 
 From the interviews it seems as if the companies in the Dutch food packaging sector do 
not use the concepts of CSR, CS or sustainability for different activities and strategies. When used, 
the concepts often refer to ecological sustainability practices, such as reducing energy usage, 
reducing waste, using more green energy, using biobased materials etc.. Although different 
concepts are used, CS is, thus, most applicable because of its environmental focus. This is 
illustrated by a quote from the interview with the Federatie Nederlandse Rubber- en 
Kunststofindustrie. The interviewee refers to only ecological sustainability such as circularity and 
CO2 emission. The social aspects of sustainability, such as human rights and quality of work, are 
not touched upon. 
 

When we talk about sustainability, there are a few things to keep in mind. Sustainability is 
the goal, circularity is the means. … For example, something can be reused, a circular 
principle, but it may be that in the whole process and logistics around it more CO2 is emitted 
than if you had chosen a different solution.  

 
Something that becomes evident when looking at the concepts of CSR and CS is that the social 
pillar of the TBL, which together with the economic and environmental pillars should form a 
sustainable basis (Moravcikova et al., 2015), is hardly referred to in the interviews. Even when 
talking about CSR, which in this research is defined as the umbrella for both ecological and social 
sustainability challenges, mostly environmental examples are given. In the analysed sustainability 
reports, however, the three pillars are identified much more clearly. For example, the Albert Heijn 
Duurzaamheidsverslag 2020 states the following: “Despite these challenging times, we have 
continued to take steps towards sustainability with attention to people, animals and the 
environment” and “in 2020, we developed a plan of action to promote diversity and inclusion 
within our organisation”. In addition, this report zooms in on the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) of the United Nations, which also focus on the three pillars of the TBL.  
 However, from the interviews it does become clear that the environmental pillar can 
hardly be isolated from the economic pillar, at least in the Dutch food packaging sector. This is in 
line with statements of Friedman that businesses should only look at CS activities if they have 
financial benefits (Friedman, 1984). Multiple examples illustrate this, and range from reducing 
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costs through using LED lights, to avoiding more taxes by reducing the use of plastics, to creating 
more business opportunities by engaging with CS. The quote from the interviews with Smurfit 
Kappa illustrates the link between environmental actions and economic growth. 
 

We like to talk to our customers about their (sustainability) goals and do everything we can 
to achieve their goals. Because if our customers grow and we are their packaging supplier, 
then we automatically grow with them. I think this is the most important reason: building on 
the success of our customers is a credo within Smurfit Kappa. 

 
Another thing that stands out is the emphasis on the voluntary nature that CS and SR (still) have, 
or at least the execution of it. In the coming years, the legislation on SR will be sharpened through 
the NFRD and CSRD. At this moment, however, the voluntary nature prevails. As we saw in chapter 
2.5.2., the guidelines of the EU for SR are not obligatory to use as an NFRD listed company, let 
alone for non-NFRD listed companies. The voluntary nature is evident from interviews with 
numerous stakeholders in the Dutch food packaging industry. The following quote from the 
interview with Federatie Nederlandse Rubber- en Kunststofindustrie illustrates this: “Companies 
are still completely free in their reporting, on what to report and how to report. On top of that, 
sustainability is actually a very broad concept”. In the interview with Verpakkingindustrie 
Veenendaal this also becomes evident. Although the company does have a CS plan, it focuses more 
on the implementation of sustainability measures (LED-lights, SDF-printing techniques and film 
cleaning machine) instead of writing extensive CS plans and reporting thoroughly on the impact 
of those activities.  
 

We do have an environmental plan. What's that called ... corporate social responsibility plan. 
We did write one a few years ago. But then again, it has to be properly maintained and 
updated and it's not like that happens every month. We might do that again in a while. 

 
In short, the environmental focus, the overlap in the use of both the concepts of CSR and CS, and 
the voluntary nature of SR stand out in the interviews and, to a lesser extent in the sustainability 
reports and policy documents. It does become evident that the environmental and economic pillar 
often go hand in hand. The environmental pillar in the Dutch food packaging sector can only be 
strengthened if the economic pillar is supported as well. This is in line with Bansal (2005), who 
states that the ecological pillar cannot be isolated from the economic and societal pillars. The 
interviewed stakeholders hope for a future in which the economic pillar is dependent on the 
environmental pillar, instead of the other way around. 

4.2. Impact management: strategies, measurement, assessment and 
communication 

As this research focuses on SR, the other steps of the impact management discipline are only 
shortly addressed. The main focus is sustainability reporting and is, therefore, extensively explored 
in chapter 4.3.  
 
Impact management is implemented in organisations to make up the status quo, find areas for 
improvement and share the information with relevant stakeholders. For some businesses in the 
Dutch food packaging sector, impact management has been the solution for getting more insight 
into the effects of sustainability activities. In addition, impact management makes it possible to 
evaluate business operations in a specific context according to the Smurfit Kappa Sustainable 
Development report 2020. “For the 2020 report, we have evaluated our materiality assessment 
against the impact of COVID-19. It has an impact on the Health and Safety aspect that has gained 
a higher position in our matrix”.  
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On paper, the process of impact management seems straight forward. However, in practice this is 
more difficult. Without having clear sustainability goals, it is difficult for Verpakkingsindustrie 
Veenendaal, for example, to report on them. However, not having clear goals or strategies does 
not mean there is no implementation of any CS activities, because the company does put effort in 
operating more sustainably step by step.  
  
Throughout the interviews as well as in the analysed documents, multiple different introverted, 
extroverted, conservative and visionary strategies and activities were found. Some businesses 
work towards a more sustainable society by using the principles of the circular economy; reusing, 
recycling etc.. For Kunststofindustrie Volendam this visionary circular strategy is the core of their 
definition of sustainability. Activities that they implement are in line with this: reducing the 
thickness of the foils so less product is needed, doing research on the best alternatives for plastic 
packaging, and recycling plastics in their recycling plants in Kosovo. Moreover, the interview with 
Hessing proves that implementing impact strategies and activities is not always a linear process as 
the company had already implemented multiple sustainability activities without having a CS 
strategy. Their activities included investing in sustainable farming, reducing water, and using 
waste products as food for farm animals in the neighbourhood. 
 

Sustainability is playing an increasingly important role. We were already doing a lot of things 
in the area of sustainability, but it was rather fragmented. We have now started, for two 
years, to look at our mission and vision again. Here sustainability is at the basis of the role 
we see in society and what we can contribute to that.  

 
Consultancy agencies such as Partners for Innovation can play an important role in this phase of 
making CS visionary strategies and implementing CS activities. In the interview, Siem Haffmans 
explains this. “Most companies now have sustainability, climate and circularity goals. They come 
to us to translate this into concrete actions. What is sustainable packaging? What is better: paper 
or plastic packaging? We help them to make the right choices”.  
 These questions form the foundation for the impact measurement phase of defining what 
sustainability means for a company, figuring out how to collect data on the implemented CS 
activities and collecting the outputs; the results that can be measured according to Figure 2. For 
this impact measurement “the most commonly used tools are LCA environmental analysis tools, 
such as Simapro or Thinkstep” according to Partners for Innovation. These tools are focused on 
creating solid outputs, such as percentages. A quote from the interview with Albert Heijn 
showcases one of such outputs “When you start looking closely, it turns out that the CO2 
emissions from packaging are often only 2% of the overall emissions of the product”. Percentages 
without context have no value and will be valued by assessments in the next phase.   

Impact assessment compares the output from the impact measurements to norms, values 
and goals of the company. Smurfit Kappa states to “reassess which issues are most material every 
three years to ensure our assessment is always up to date”. Assessment is important to be able to 
contribute to sustainable development, because just the numbers have no value. This is 
demonstrated in the FNLI brancheplan. 
 

After all, environmental gains are achieved only when the elimination or reduction of 
packaging materials does not result in an increase in loss (all forms of loss including food 
waste, loss due to improper portioning, quality loss and damage) of products. 

 
Companies can save 10 kilos of plastic foils due to sustainability activities, but if this leads to 50 
kilo of food waste, is the change still sustainable? The CBL Branche Verduurzamingsplan 2019-
2022 uses the assessment to reflect on what objectives have been achieved, and what work still 
needs to be done. The assessment taught the organisation about the feasibility and measurability 
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of the objectives at the same time. Smurfit Kappa illustrates their impact assessment by comparing 
the numbers of 2020 to the years before. 
 

We continue to make progress on our environmental and social targets. Compared with 
2019, fossil CO2 emission intensity was reduced by 7%, water discharge quality improved by 
5%, waste to landfill intensity decreased by 18% and Chain of Custody certified packaging 
deliveries to customers increased by 2%. Our safety performance improved by 29%. 

 
When having a sustainability report in place, impact communication is the last phase of impact 
management. This entails deciding on what information to share, why sharing the information, 
through which channels and with whom. As many companies highlighted during the interviews 
(chapter 4.4.2.), the extrinsic driving force of stakeholder management is very important. 
Companies can be driven by the demand of stakeholders to share information about their 
sustainability practices. Smurfit Kappa, for example, has an extensive report that shares a lot of 
information about their operations with their customers in specific. Albert Heijn shares 
information about CS on their website for different target groups, including critical customers and 
students. Hessing mentions that when having a sustainability report, the information will also be 
shared through social media channels to target a, potentially new, market. 
 

I think that if we could use the information to shape our image, we would certainly do that. 
We do that now in certain videos, for example on LinkedIn. We think that we can also share 
this (information) with the market. 

 
In short, the discipline of impact management is complex, comprehensive, and different for each 
business. However, it offers companies the opportunity to reflect on their operations and their 
impact, and the opportunity to use the outcomes as lessons for improvement and even as tools 
for improving stakeholder management or marketing. Companies must be very careful with this 
latter not to manipulate the receiver of the information and, thereby, contribute to greenwashing 
effects. 

4.3. Sustainability reporting 

Sustainability reports are documents that summarise the impact over businesses on the 
environment and society. An increasing number of businesses create such reports annually to 
reflect on their growth and points of improvement. Both the European Commission (NFRD) and 
the FNLI Brancheplan Voedselverpakkingen 2019-2025 give a clear overview of themes that can 
be included in such a sustainability report. The latter is created to guide members of FNLI in the 
creation of more sustainable food packages. “This will gradually tighten the sector standard 
regarding sustainable packaging”. 
 

The 2019-2025 industry plan is logically structured. Chapter 2 discusses the current state of 
affairs, including the framework within which efforts are being made to make packaging 
more sustainable. Chapter 3, then, explains the ambitions for making packaging more 
sustainable up to 2025. Chapter 4 discusses the interventions (the ten-point plan) in the 
period 2019-2025, as part of the vision to 2025. Chapter 5 explains the implementation of 
these interventions and how they will be monitored. 

 
At the beginning of this research the assumption was made that all businesses in the Dutch food 
packaging sector have some kind of CS strategies and reports in place. After the first interview this 
assumption was cleared. Not all businesses have such (extensive) documents in place, yet, or do 
not share those documents publicly. This, however, does not mean that those companies do not 
engage with implementing CS activities. Throughout this research, it became clear that there are 
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big differences in the extent and quality of SR. According to the Federatie Nederlandse Rubber- 
en Kunststofindustrie “this is because SR is only in its infancy, without clear guidelines and 
regulations, this makes it very complex”. For most of the participating companies the Non-
Financial Reporting Directive is, namely, not obligatory. 
 
Kunststofindustrie Volendam told me in the interview that they indeed collect data about some 
sustainability practices, as they are an ISO 26000 certified company. It must be noted that ISO 
26000 provides guidelines rather than requirements (ISO, n.d.). However, this information is not 
integrated into their financial report, nor is it accessible for the public. As they are a privately 
owned company, there is also no official obligation to share their businesses (sustainability) 
performances with the public. “We are a director-owned company, so we do not have (financial) 
shareholders. The shareholders are the owners. That saves having to provide reports. We do not 
have to report, but we do know (the data) internally”.  
 
The extent, quality and lack of SR reports can be partly explained by the determinants that Hanh 
& Kühnen (2013) have addressed in their article. For example, the above mentioned statement of 
KIVO can be related to the ownership determinants, which is also supported by the interviews 
with Verpakkingsindustrie Veenendaal and Hessing who all have mentioned that the determinant 
of ownership plays a role in the extent and quality of CS strategies and activities & SR. Whereas 
companies listed on the stock market are obliged to report publicly, non-listed or private 
companies are less likely to comply with SR guidelines as they often do not have to comply with 
SR regulations and pressure from shareholders (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p.12). 
 
Furthermore, also linking to the article of Hanh & Kühnen (2013) is the determinant of corporate 
size. Looking at the interviews and analysed documents, it is the larger companies that provide 
extensive information about sustainability performances. For example, Smurfit Kappa and Albert 
Heijn are multinational companies with more than 40.000 employees and annual turnover of 
millions and millions of euro. Therefore, they are likely to fall under the NFRD regulations, which 
explains the availability of their extensive sustainability reports.  
 On the other hand, Hessing, a relatively large food packaging company in the Netherlands, 
does not have sustainability reports in place, yet. “At the moment we do not report in official 
documents, yet. Of course, there are companies that report that information in annual reports. 
That is where we can still improve and learn”. Apparently, Hessing does not fall under the NFRD 
regulations. For the future, Tamara van Buikhuizen hopes to integrate the strategies and data on 
the sustainability performance in the financial report, to create an integrated report. “I do think it 
would be most valuable to start incorporating that into the financial reporting”.  
 
Other determinants for the extent and quality of sustainability reports discussed by Hanh & 
Kühnen (2013) include financial performance, visibility and sector affiliation. First, the financial 
performance is an explanatory factor of the reports of Smurfit Kappa and Albert Heijn. However, 
it does not explain the lack of public reports for Hessing, KIVO and VIV. All of these enterprises 
make multi-million euro investments in their operations, therefore one would assume that they 
would be able to “bear the costs of sustainability reporting and/or to cope with the consequences 
of disclosing potentially damaging information” (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p.10). 
 The determinants of visibility could explain this lack of SR slightly better. The sector as a 
whole receives a lot of criticism in the media about not reaching sustainability goals and being a 
pollutant of the environment. However, the relatively smaller enterprises or the ones that are not 
in direct contact with end customers are less visible to society. Therefore, their reputation is less 
vulnerable and they receive less pressure to engage with SR.  
 Lastly, the determinant sector affiliation. All of the interviewed companies are part of the 
same sector; the food packaging industry. At first sight this would, thus, not be the explanatory 
factor for the (lack) of engagement with SR. However, Albert Heijn is not only part of the food 
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packaging industry, but also part of the food production and retailers industry, which are also 
subject to criticism by society. Albert Heijn is pushed from different sectors to engage with CS and 
SR.  “In terms of food waste and plastic use, we are of course at the centre of society, we are a big 
player. The bigger they are, the harder they fall” (translated from hoge bomen vangen veel wind), 
according to the interview with Albert Heijn. Hessing, on the other hand, would then also be 
expected to have extensive reports on their sustainability performances, which is not the case. 
Sector affiliation is, thus, not an explanatory factor for engagement with SR in the Dutch food 
packaging industry. 
 
In short, SR is not yet widely implemented across the Dutch food packaging sector. However, a 
large part of the sample demonstrates that developments are taking place regarding the 
implementation of SR. Again, the voluntary nature that SR still has for most companies is 
emphasised during the interviews. The determinants of Hahn & Kühnen (2013) can clarify the 
engagement of businesses with SR. However, the determinants can only partly explain the lack of 
(extensive) engagements with SR. 

4.4. Driving forces for corporate sustainability & sustainability reporting 

Chapter 2.5 gathered literature to map the wide variety of motives for companies to (not) engage 
with CS or SR. The range of motives retrieved from literature is used during the interviews to dive 
deeper into the underlying drivers for (not) reporting on business' sustainability practices. Sections 
4.4.1., 4.4.2. and 4.4.3. reflect on the motives and determinants mentioned during the interviews 
and in the analysed documents.  
 

4.4.1. Intrinsic & Internal motives 
From literature, two different intrinsic motives for engagement with CS can be deduced; moral 
duty and altruism. In both the interviews and analysed documents the intrinsic motive of moral 
duty comes forward. Moral duties originate from the principles that we as humans, as well as 
businesses, need to take care of each other and the environment. Smurfit Kappa clearly states this 
in their Sustainable Development Report 2020. 
 

As a responsible company, operating globally, Smurfit Kappa has sustainability in its DNA 
and is acutely aware of its responsibilities around corporate citizenship and is committed to 
doing its part in resolving these critical issues.  

 
In line with this Albert Heijn commits to the development of more sustainable packaging of their 
goods, because both their food and their packages have an environmental impact and, thus, a 
contribution to climate change, states Jens Gronheid on behalf of Albert Heijn. The interview 
demonstrates that Albert Heijn wants to minimise this impact on the environment as much as 
possible, as this is in line with their mission to provide better food for everyone. What this means, 
is clarified by the following quote from the AH duurzaamheidsverslag 2020. 
 

When we think of better food, we think of healthier, fresh, tasty, more sustainable, but also 
accessible, easy and affordable preferably all at once. That is why we are concerned with 
themes such as a healthier lifestyle, combating food waste, the reduction and recyclability 
of packaging and the production of food with respect for people, animals and nature.  

 
Altruism, the joy of committing to the common good, was not mentioned in either the interviews 
nor the documents. The reasons for this might be that businesses do not engage with CS for fun, 
but for the need that they feel to change for the better or due to regulations (see Chapter 4.2.2). 
For the purpose of conserving nature, fighting climate change, and for a stronger position for less 
fortunate people in society. 
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Internal motives for engagement with CS and SR, such as business model development and the 
creation of a sound working climate and motivation for employees, were mentioned in both the 
interviews and reports and policy documents. When talking about business model development 
the interview with NRK addresses the development of CS strategies as a result of keeping up with 
regulations, societal pressure, and the demand of customers. If one does not develop the business 
model in such a way that it adjusts to all the demands for sustainability, the company will be out 
of business in a matter of years. Business development in this sense is linked to the future of a 
company which makes it a very vital issue. Kunststofindustrie Volendam agrees through the 
following quote. 
 

Because we think if you do not do that (integrating sustainability practices), then your 
company will not exist in thirty years … We do not want to be an industry that does bad 
things to the environment. We would like to produce something that contributes to the 
environment (in a positive way).  

 
The interview with Hessing also points out that engaging with CS activities and SR can contribute 
to the Unique Selling Point (USP) of your company. It can, thus, strengthen your position in the 
market and it can possibly provide a company with more customers. In this sense, the motive of 
business model development is both a result of different pushing pressures to change (surviving 
on the long term), and of pulling pressures (creating a USP) to engage with CS and SR. 
 
Furthermore, there are a few companies that have clearly highlighted the creation of a sound 
working climate and the motivation of employees as a driver for engaging with and reporting on 
CS, which is in line with Linnenluecke & Griffiths (2010). Albert Heijn does so extensively in their 
Duurzaamheidsverslag 2020 by focusing on inequalities on the workfloor and efforts made to 
reduce these (financial) inequalities. Hessing also emphasises being a good employer in their 
interview. 
 

Another important motive for us is also to remain an attractive employer. Also in the context 
of your labour market, communication, being a good neighbour. For example, the 
surrounding area and the people living nearby must experience a positive encounter with the 
effects of our production locations. 

 
Hessing is a family company that is genuinely connected with the area they are located in by 
offering people from the region jobs and working together with local farmers. It is, therefore, 
important for them to be a positive factor for the environment and society they operate in. For 
Hessing, being a good employer, offering a sound working place and keeping the employees 
motivated to work for Hessing goes hand in hand with becoming more sustainable. 
 Both Albert Heijn and Hessing accentuate the three pillars of the TBL in such a way that 
environmental sustainability cannot be isolated from social sustainability, since it is the people 
that those companies make an impact on and it is the people that the companies make 
environmental impact with. The difference between Albert Heijn and Hessing is that Albert Heijn 
sees the environmental, social and economic aspects as three equally important, but a bit more 
independent pillars. Whereas Hessing sees the social pillar as the foundation for strengthening the 
environmental pillar. 
 
In short, multiple intrinsic and internal driving forces for engagement with CS and SR found in 
literature are also confirmed with the data from the document analyses and interviews with the 
sample. Moral duty, business model development and human resource management have all 
been indicated as main driving forces for starting with implementing CS strategies and activities in 
the first place. However, especially the driving forces of moral duty and human resource 
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development have not indicated a direct link with the engagement with SR. Business model 
development has more of a link with SR as it is a result of pushing and pulling effects, making CS 
and SR interesting to engage with for financial purposes. 
 

4.4.2. Extrinsic & External motives 
In the categories of extrinsic and external motives the literature pointed out the following motives: 
media attention and reputation, stakeholder management, reducing costs, attracting 
investments, societal pressure, regulatory pressure, demand for transparency, and benchmarking. 
All of these driving forces for CS and SR have been mentioned numerous times during the 
interviews and in the analysed documents. However, it varied greatly from stakeholder to 
stakeholder which ones were mentioned.  
 
Although not mentioned very often during the interviews and not at all in the analysed policy 
reports and sustainability reports, the motive of ‘media attention and reputation’ is clearly 
explained in the interview with the Federatie Nederlandse Rubber- en Kunststofindustrie. 
 

If you're going to look at the (sustainability) reporting, in the majority of cases the motive is 
marketing. You have to be very alert, because you'll be put on a track from the first letter to 
the last. Framing plays a role. This applies to reporting, but it can also be translated back to 
the motives for becoming more sustainable. If marketing is your starting point, you will also 
increase sustainability at those points where you can best show the result. These are not 
necessarily the points where the greatest environmental gains can be achieved.  

 
The reason why media attention and reputation play an important role is that, especially, the topic 
of plastic packages is positioned negatively in the news lately. It is a hot topic, which causes many 
people to have an opinion about it. Smurfit Kappa confirms this as many customers of Smurfit 
Kappa ask for more sustainable solutions for their packages, since their customers demand this 
more and more.  
 In addition, Siem Haffmans from Partners for Innovation notes that in the eyes of customer 
and NGOs companies, supermarkets especially, never do enough to tackle climate change, food 
waste issues etc.. Even if supermarkets have CS strategies, activities and reports they will always 
risk negative publicity and reputational damage. Therefore, companies are pushed to do their very 
best in increasing their transparency and optimising their CS strategies and reports. 
 
The second extrinsic driving force is stakeholder management. Stakeholder management is a 
rather broad driving force that includes reacting to the demands of customers in the Dutch food 
packaging chain in terms of producing specific products or materials, such as bio-based plastics. 
With regards to reporting, companies can be asked or expected to create sustainability reports so 
that their customers and other stakeholders can be informed about the status quo of the 
company. Sustainability reports can be an addition to the financial progress reports, but are 
sometimes integrated into a holistic report. 
 One part of the interviewees indicated this as a main driving force to improve their CS 
outcomes, such as Smurfit Kappa and Albert Heijn, the latter stating the following. “Our 
stakeholders (NGO’s, governments, suppliers) all request information. Therefore, the reports are 
aimed at them. The information on the AH website is for consumers and curious students, the 
language is adjusted to them, customer language”. Other businesses indicated that stakeholder 
management through information provision was less applicable due to the nature of the legal 
status of the company being a family-owned business and, therefore, the lack of urgency to report 
to shareholders, for example. 
 
Other extrinsic incentives to engage with CS include reducing costs on the one hand, and attracting 
investments on the other hand. This financial incentive relates with the thoughts of Friedman that 
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the main objective and responsibility of a business is to make financial profit (Falkenberg & 
Brunsæl, 2011). Friedman argues that corporations should not be concerned with CS activities. 
However, if CS practices can lead to achieving financial goals it is worth looking at CS strategies. 
Thus, the only motive to engage with CS practices should be financial motives. 
Verpakkingsindustrie Veenendaal agrees with this. “The financial matters should be in place first. 
Afterwards one can look at other things (such as sustainability practices)”. 
 Furthermore, benchmarking, the act of comparing businesses, is also touched upon several 
times as a motivation to engage with CS and start with SR. In the interview with the Federatie 
Nederlandse Rubber- en Kunststofindustrie, Roger Loop sheds a light on the negative side of 
having benchmarking as a motive for CS and specifically SR.   
 

Some critical NGOs are following the sustainability performances of companies. I am very 
happy with that, as I am not in favour of companies greenwashing in the sector; that distorts 
the market. Others companies will also feel forced to keep up to the (greenwashed) 
standards, not because they are sustainable, but because the competitor does so.  

 
Smufit Kappa admits that through benchmarking the company can stay up to date with the latest 
developments in the sector and can make sure that the company preserves a leading role in the 
paper solution industry. 
 
The external motives for engaging with CS and SR refer to the pressures from outside the 
organisations to change, or in this case to implement CS strategies and activities for a more 
sustainable society. From these external motives, societal and regulatory pressures to engage with 
CS practices and SR are the most mentioned during the interviews and in the analysed documents. 
In total, those motives were mentioned 55 times during the interviews and document analyses.  

The references to regulatory pressure cover a wide variety of statements from being a 
stimulus for engaging with sustainability practices and SR (NFRD or subsidies), to being a constraint 
for further innovation and bringing the stakeholders in the food packaging industry in a difficult 
position (conservative legislation). The literature in chapter 2 shortly touches upon the role of 
governmental bodies in the integration of CS strategies, activities and sustainability reports, but 
scholars are divided between the mandatory or voluntary nature of CS. What is mentioned, is the 
growing interest of governmental bodies, like the European Union, to stimulate CSR, CS and SR. 
To a certain extent, sustainability practices are no longer voluntary actions, looking at the NFRD 
and the recently adopted CSRD that states that from 2023 (large, listed companies) or 2026 (SME 
listed companies) businesses have to report on some CS activities (BDO, 2021). Almost all 
interviewees indicate that regional, national and/or international governmental bodies introduce 
laws and regulations about reducing the use of (single-use) plastics, transporting less air or using 
less cardboard according to Smurfit Kappa. The CBL Branche Verduurzamingsplan 2019-2022 
states that since 1997 sustainability requirements, such as reducing the weight and volume of 
packages and the design of recyclable packages, have been laid down in laws in the Netherlands. 
The interview with Albert Heijn supports this and adds that because of the regulations the 
company is pushed into reporting on their sustainability performances. It is not a choice whether 
or not to comply with these regulations. “If you do not follow the regulations, your company will 
not be ready when the regulations are made into laws. Eventually, your company will no longer 
be able to exist”, says Kunststofindustrie Volendam. Upcoming laws and regulations are, thus, 
considered one of the main motives for companies in the Dutch food packaging sector to engage 
with CS and SR. Current regulations such as the energy covenant in the municipality of Veenendaal 
exemplify this, according to Verpakkingsindustrie Veenendaal.  

However, some companies also call for a more committed role of the governments in the 
sustainability transition. Verpakkingsindustrie Veenendaal indicates that they “sometimes get 
caught between customer demands and the supply of sustainable materials” as sustainable 
materials are more costly and, therefore, less appealing. Kunststofindustrie Volendam adds to this 
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that the regulations regarding the use of recycled plastics are very conservative. “If the 
government pursues a circular economy, they must make some concessions in the strict 
regulations”. 

Apart from being an innovation barrier sometimes, the regulations can also form a 
stimulus for the implementation of CS practices, linked to the financial motive. Regulations in the 
form of subsidies, for example, make the production and use of green energy more attractive 
compared to fossil fuels. “It does not matter what the motive is, intrinsic or financial, as long as 
one uses green energy instead of fossil fuels, that is okay” according to the Federatie Nederlandse 
Rubber- en Kunststofindustrie.  
 
Societal pressures are also prominent in addressing the driving forces for engaging with CS and SR 
in the interviews. Societal pressures mostly cover the public opinion about CS, SR or the use of 
single-use plastics in specific. The CBL Brancheverduurzamingsplan 2019-2022 indicates that 
“society and, therefore, consumers are becoming increasingly aware of sustainability topics such 
as animal welfare, food waste or environmental impact. Sustainable packaging is an important 
example of this”. The Albert Heijn Duurzaamheidsverslag 2020 states that “more and more people 
want to eat better: healthier, tastier and more sustainable” and that “in the public opinion, plastic 
has gotten a worse name in recent years. Often the reality is more nuanced than the customer 
initially realises”. The FNLI Brancheplan Voedselverpakkingen 2025 supports this with “because of 
social developments, it is important to examine the sustainability level of the packaging portfolio 
even more critically”. Smurfit Kappa adds to this that societal pressure goes both ways.  
 

On the one hand, customers come to us for help with more sustainable packaging options. Of 
course, plastics and sustainable packaging are very much in the news lately. Our customers 
feel pressured to go along with this sustainability trend. On the other hand, we also actively 
support businesses to go for the most sustainable option in packaging their products. 

  
Another driving force classified in the external driving forces category includes ‘a demand for 
transparency’. This goes hand in hand with the aforementioned societal and regulatory pressures. 
Increasing the transparency of a company is one of the core goals of SR. Albert Heijn expresses 
the following about transparency. “We ask for product information from the supplier, we are 
obliged to do so. The demand for information about packaging is increasing and there is more data 
available: what kind of plastic, is it recycled, with certification etc.” The information helps to 
increase transparency for the end customer, but also to suppliers and customers within the chain. 
Smurfit Kappa is one of the interviewed companies with the highest amount of shared data about 
their sustainability performances. “I notice that we do indeed share a lot of information, also 
towards our customers. The information that we share with our customers they can also share 
again with their customers”. This way, increased transparency can be used as a USP and can help 
business to create more long term partnerships.  
 
In short, the extrinsic and external driving forces found in literature are supported by the data 
retrieved from the interviews and document analyses. Stakeholder management and finances are 
the main extrinsic driving forces, with stakeholder management being both a driving force for CS 
and SR, while the financial motive is mainly focused on reducing costs and thereby more focused 
on CS activities and not so much on SR. The external driving forces of social and regulatory 
pressures are most frequently mentioned as motives for engaging with both CS and SR. With 
European and Dutch laws and regulations becoming more mandatory of nature in the coming 
years, especially regulatory pressure will become the dominant driving force for businesses to 
engage with CS and SR.  
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4.4.3. Not engaging with CS and SR 
Next to the driving forces for engagement with CS and SR, the literature and the collected data 
have brought insights into the reasons why companies in the Dutch food packaging sector are not 
yet engaging with CS or have not yet started with reporting on their sustainability performances.  
 
The literature in chapter 2 mentioned the following driving forces for not engaging with CS and 
SR: lack of knowledge, vagueness, lack of capacity and/or time, and a lack of resources. In the 
analysis of the documents and interviews, another driving force was added to this: unfair 
competition. 
 First of all, the lack of capacity and/or time is recognized by the Federatie Nederlandse 
Rubber- en Kunststofindustrie. “In multinationals, different elements have already been 
standardised. When they have figured everything out, it will trickle down to the SME. However, 
the question is whether we want those enterprises to bear the administrative burden of SR”. 
Figuring out how to report, which methods to use and what to focus on, can be time consuming, 
and especially for small businesses time is precious. A lack of time and/or the employees, 
therefore forms a motive for enterprises not to start with CS practices or SR. This is supported by 
Hahn & Kühnen (2013, p.10) who state that the size of a business has a positive influence on the 
“adoption and extent of sustainability reporting”. The smaller the business, the less likely a 
business is to report on sustainability performances or to have an extensive report at all.  
 Second of all, the lack of resources is mentioned as a driving force for not engaging with 
CS and SR. This is closely related to the abovementioned motive ‘lack of capacity and/or time’ and 
the corporate size that Hanh & Kühnen (2013) identified as positive influence. Lack of resources 
relate to both the implementation of CS activities as well as to SR. Verpakkingsindustrie 
Veenendaal illustrates this with a clear example.  
 

Biobased foil costs 5 euro per kilo and traditional (fossil fuel based) foil costs 2.5 euro per 
kilo. That is when the interest of companies stops. If there is little demand because of the 
high prices, you get into a negative spiral. Producers will not invest in extra production 
capacity. As a result, there is little supply, prices remain high and people leave the business. 

 
The Federatie Nederlandse Rubber- en Kunststofindustrie adds to this that it is not only the price 
of the materials that might be too costly and withhold business from implementing CS strategies 
and activities. It is also the whole process around it. “A customer might say: I want a circular 
material, for instance because it is easier to recycle… . But, if it is more expensive ànd slows down 
the filling line ànd is not required by law. Well then, I do not want it”.  
 
Relating to the lack of resources for engaging with SR is illustrated by Hessing. Tamara Buikhuizen, 
commercial manager, is responsible for the theme of sustainability within Hessing. At first, she 
was not hired for this specifically, but once the demand for information on this topic grew from 
the customer side, she was appointed to take control over this area. CS, impact management, and 
SR specifically take a lot of time, knowledge and effort and could create a whole new function. As 
the tasks were added to an existing function, this can reflect a lack of resources made available 
for CS. However, in the case of Hessing it shows that in recent years the company has put more 
effort and resources into this topic. 
 
The last, inductive, motive for not engaging with CS and SR is ‘unfair competition’. 
Verpakkingsindustrie Veenendaal stresses that the company is indeed busy with implementing 
sustainability measures in their operations. However, the regulatory pressure to invest in those 
measures sometimes feels unfair when in other countries there are no regulations. Climate change 
and environmental pollution issues are not solved by one company or one country. The inequality 
is not motivating to make more efforts for sustainability. 
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The (sustainability) issues in our country are not too bad. Have a look at the East Bloc 
countries and further away at countries in Asia. There they literally dump stuff into rivers. 
What is the point of it all? Those countries have to make a start with sustainability as well.  

 
In short, there are a few driving forces for not engaging with CS and SR. Especially the lack of 
capacity, resources and time become evident from the interviews. This is closely connected to the 
determinants by Hahn & Kühnen (2013) that corporate size and financial performance. If the 
financial resources and/or manpower to work on SR are insufficient, it is difficult to make extensive 
sustainability reports. Where those determinants can, thus, be a critical determinant for the 
extent and quality of a sustainability report, they can also be crucial for not having created 
sustainable reports yet.  

4.4. Answering the sub-questions 

Now that all the data has been gathered, analysed and connected to the literature from the 
theoretical framework, it is possible to answer the sub-questions. By answering the sub-questions, 
this paragraph is an advance to the conclusion in the next chapter.  
 
The first question to be answered is What driving forces do businesses in the Dutch food packaging 
sector have to engage with corporate sustainability? When looking at the literature from chapter 
2, eleven different intrinsic and extrinsic, internal and external driving forces for engagement with 
CS and SR were found (see Table 1.). These were used during the interviews and document 
analyses. Chapters 4.4.1., 4.4.2. and 4.4.3. have indicated moral duty, finances, stakeholder 
management, business development, human resource management, societal pressure and 
regulatory pressure as main driving forces for engaging with CS strategies and activities. Despite 
the voluntary nature that CS and SR still have, according to the interviews, regulatory pressures 
have been referred to the most in interviews.  
 Opposed to the assumptions made at the beginning of this research, businesses often do 
not have one single driving force for engaging with CS strategies and activities. There are always 
multiple driving forces or other determinants at stake that define the course of a business. The 
determinants of corporate size, financial performance, visibility and sector affiliation, discussed 
by Hahn & Kühnen (2013), play a role in the engagement with CS. 
 
The second question to be answered reads: What driving forces do businesses in the Dutch food 
packaging industry have to report on sustainability performances? It is mainly the extrinsic and 
external driving forces such as benchmarking (extrinsic), stakeholder management (extrinsic), and 
societal regulatory pressure (external) that come forth as main motives for reporting on 
sustainability performances. It depends, however, per organisation in the food packaging chain 
what their main motive is. Again, multiple driving forces can be at stake as SR offers opportunities 
and benefits in many different fields of business operations. The intrinsic and internal driving 
forces mentioned in chapters 2.5.2. and 4.4.1. have not been proven to have a direct positive 
influence on SR. 

Furthermore, some of the determinants suggested in the article of Hahn & Kühnen (2013) 
have a positive influence on the extent and quality of SR. Especially the determinants of corporate 
size, type of ownership and visibility are relevant for SR in the Dutch food packaging industry. 
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5. Conclusion & Discussion 
 

This chapter answers the main question of this research: How do the driving forces of businesses 
to engage with corporate sustainability influence sustainability reporting in the Dutch food 
packaging industry? In doing so, the discussion in section 5.2. offers a critical reflection on the 
used methods and the outcomes of this research. Chapter 5.3. responds to this by offering several 
recommendations for further research, for Route Circulair and for the participating companies of 
this research.  

5.1. Conclusion 

Throughout this research many insights have been gained about the concepts of corporate 
sustainability,  impact management and sustainability reporting in specific. Especially when 
applying those concepts to the case study of the Dutch food packaging sector one can see the 
complexity of corporate sustainability practices. This research focused on the complexity of 
sustainability reporting, which is caused by a wide range of interests; various intrinsic, internal, 
extrinsic and external driving forces; and multiple business determinants. By answering the sub-
questions in chapter 4.4. The first move has been made to answer the research question around 
which this research has revolved.  
 Before answering this question, a critical note must be made in order to understand the 
answer to the research question. At the beginning of this research, the assumption was made that 
each business operating in the Dutch food packaging sector would have one main driving force for 
engaging with corporate sustainability practices. The assumption was made that this would, then, 
lead to one main motive for engaging with sustainability reporting. However, throughout the 
research it has appeared that the operations of companies are never driven by one single driving 
force. Thus, one must keep in mind that the driving forces that will be mentioned in the answer of 
the research question can never be isolated from other driving forces or other business 
determinants. 
 
To conclude, the driving forces of businesses in the Dutch food packaging industry for engaging 
with corporate sustainability include moral duty (intrinsic), finances (extrinsic), stakeholder 
management (extrinsic), benchmarking (extrinsic), business development (internal), human 
resource management (internal), demand for transparency (external), and societal pressure 
(external) and regulatory pressure (external). These driving forces increasingly push and pull 
companies to engage with corporate sustainability practices. Thereby, the businesses do their best 
to contribute to a more sustainable society. However, to reach the maximal potential of such 
corporate sustainable practices, companies must know what their impact is and how to constantly 
improve this. Impact management, and sustainability reporting specifically, offer this opportunity. 

Therefore, this research has studied the influence of the above mentioned driving forces 
on the implementation of sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging industry. It appears 
that especially the extrinsic and external driving forces such as stakeholder management 
(extrinsic), and societal and regulatory pressure (external) influence the implementation of 
reports on sustainability performances in the Dutch food packaging sector. In addition, the 
literature, interviews and analyses of the documents have proven that those driving forces 
become increasingly important as the demand for information grows from stakeholders and 
society, and governmental bodies increasingly require companies to report on their non-financial 
performances (NFRD and CSRD).  
 The companies in the Dutch food packaging sector that are driven to engage with 
corporate sustainability by mainly stakeholder management, societal and regulatory pressure are, 
thus, more likely to implement (extensive) sustainability reports. As mentioned before, these 
driving forces cannot be isolated from other factors. The theoretical framework of this research 
has mapped multiple determinants for the extent and quality of sustainability reporting. The 
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interviews and document analyses have demonstrated that the determinants of corporate size, 
type of ownership and visibility are a great influence on the implementation of sustainability 
reporting as well. 

5.2. Discussion 

This research aimed to link different subsections of corporate sustainability and impact 
management in order to create a holistic perspective that contributes to the creation of a more 
sustainable society. Therefore, this research attempted to explore sustainability reporting in the 
Dutch food packaging sector and attempted to build a holistic foundation for further research on 
the improvement and accessibility of sustainability reporting. 
 First of all, this research has highlighted different aspects of corporate sustainability and 
impact management, and by answering the research question it has linked these different aspects. 
By taking into account other determinants than the driving forces, I tried to create a more holistic 
perspective. Although steps in the right direction have been made, there is still room for 
deepening and broadening of the holistic perspective on sustainability reporting. 
 Second of all, both the driving forces and determinants for engagement with sustainability 
reporting and the factors for not engaging with sustainability reporting in the Dutch food 
packaging sector are discussed in this research. Although the driving forces and determinants for 
not engaging with sustainability and consequently a lack of transparency are, thus, discussed, the 
focus of this research was more on the explanation of sustainability reporting that does take place. 
Looking back on the research process, the focus on the presence of sustainability reporting, 
instead of the lack of it, could have been stressed more across the whole research. 
 

5.2.1. Reflection on the outcomes 
The most notable outcomes of this research, in my opinion, are the voluntary nature that the 
participating companies still emphasise, while simultaneously referring to increasing amounts of 
societal and regulatory pressure that lead to more regulations. The voluntary nature, however, 
does become evident by the fact that three out of the five interviewed businesses do not yet have 
an extensive sustainability report in place that is shared with the public. This is in line with the 
literature, which highlights the divided perspectives of scholars on the voluntary or obligatory 
nature. For most organisations it is still voluntary. However, as a consequence of the future 
legislations of the European Union (NFRD and CSRD) the voluntary nature will move to the 
background, and mandatory requirements will slowly become more relevant to the businesses. 
Most of the interviews confirm this development and see it as a driving force for investing more 
time and effort in engaging with corporate sustainability practices and reporting on sustainability 
performances. 
 Another striking outcome of the analyses of the interviews is the role that the determinant 
‘ownership’ plays. At the beginning of this research, I did not think that any businesses in the food 
packaging sector would not disclose any information about sustainability goals and performances, 
given the current societal and regulatory pressures. I was soon proved wrong. However, I would 
certainly not have thought that the type of ownership would be indicated to play such an 
important role for the implementation of sustainability reports. Throughout the research, the 
article of Hahn & Kühnen (2013) already mentioned ownership as a determinant. However, the 
article stated that due to a limited amount of research on this determinant, its influence was not 
significantly proven. Nonetheless, I used the determinant during the interviews (see Annex 2), but 
I would not have thought that in the current day and age the type of ownership of a business 
would still be an impediment for sustainability reporting.  
 The last striking outcome relates to the criticism on the concept of corporate sustainability; 
greenwashing, an unwanted approach to sustainability reporting. In case of greenwashing, 
sustainability reporting is used for marketing purposes to create a better, greener reputation for 
companies. In this research, the extrinsic driving force of ‘media and reputation’ has been proven 
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not to be one of the main driving forces for engaging with sustainability reporting. Indeed, some 
businesses have stated to use their reports for marketing purposes if possible, but this is not the 
focus nor the goal of sustainability reporting. 
 
In general, most of the outcomes correspond to the existing literature in the field of sustainability 
reporting. However, not much of the existing literature was specified to the (Dutch) food 
packaging chain. This research is, thus, primarily an enrichment of the existing literature rather 
than a call for discussion.  
 

5.2.2. Reflection on the methods 
Although this research has added to the existing research gap in the field of corporate 
sustainability and sustainability reporting, there are some limitations to this research. First of all, 
at the beginning of this research the assumption was made that all businesses in the Dutch food 
packaging industry have some kind of corporate sustainability strategies and sustainability 
reports. Moreover, it was assumed that those businesses had one main motive for engaging with 
corporate sustainability and sustainability reporting. Both, unsubstantiated, assumptions have 
proven wrong in this research. These assumptions have made it difficult to ask the participants 
the right questions from the beginning and to make links between driving forces for corporate 
sustainability and sustainability reporting later on. However, through the interviews the ‘truth’ 
about the sustainability reports and assumptions became clear. The case study strategy and the 
interviewing method have, therefore, offered me the chance to look further than my own 
assumptions and were the right choice of strategy and method for this research.  
 
Another limitation can be found in the sample. This research has a relatively small sample due to 
the high amount of non-responses or rejected requests for participation, which makes it difficult 
to generalise outcomes.  Although it was not the goal of this research to generalise the outcomes, 
the small research sample also makes it impossible to do so as the sample might not be 
representative of the whole food packaging sector or private sector in general. The small research 
sample also lowers the validation of the research outcomes.  

In addition, the businesses included in the sample are very different from each other, in 
size, in finances, in ownership structures etc.. This limits the credibility of the comparison between 
the driving forces of the businesses to engage with corporate sustainability and sustainability 
reporting. Although interviewing is a good method of research, the interviews are subjected to 
biases of the interviewer and interviewees. By choosing to speak with many different actors across 
the chain, I have tried to counteract the biases. 
 
A last critical note must be made about the analysed sustainability reports. As mentioned earlier 
in the discussion, sustainability reports can be a product of greenwashing. Although the reports in 
this research have been critically analysed, I have no insights into the credibility of the information 
shared in those reports. A research like this must, therefore, not be too dependent on the reports 
and should always be supported by other sources of information; interviews in this case. 
 
The reflections on the outcomes and methods for this research lead to recommendations for 
further research and some practical advice for businesses in the Dutch food packaging sector and 
Route Circulair. 

5.3. Recommendations for further research 

This research has set some steps in the exploration of the driving forces for SR in the Dutch food 
packaging sector. Moreover, as Hahn & Kühnen (2013) have stated in their article, there are also 
other determinants at stake that influence the extent and quality of SR. Although a few of their 
determinants have been highlighted and researched in this study, further research on the 
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significant influence of the determinants is needed. For further research, I suggest having a larger 
research sample to be able to demonstrate significant influences of driving forces and 
determinants and to be able to generalise the outcomes of the research. 
 Moreover, the relevance of the sample should be strengthened by a selection of 
stakeholders from more blocks of the food packaging chain. This way, a broader perspective can 
be formed on SR in the Dutch food packaging industry. Another advice to keep in mind is to make 
sure that all of the participating companies should be able to provide some kind of sustainability 
report in order to participate in the research. This would make the comparison of the companies 
more clear. A whole different research should be focused on all the different driving forces and 
determinants for not engaging with SR. From this, practical tools, guides or task forces should 
emerge to help SR in the Dutch food packaging sector to become more accessible, coherent and 
applicable. 
 Lastly, knowing that the NFRD and CSRD will be sharpened and expanded in the coming 
years, further research should be focused on helping businesses to integrate SR in their business 
operations, such as creating understandable, convenient tools for measurement, assessment and 
reporting.  

5.4. Recommendations for practice 

This research is inspired by the request of my internship company, Route Circulair, to explore the 
gaps in the Dutch food packaging sector regarding circular strategies. During this research I have 
found that, although steps in the right direction are already taken, there are numerous chances 
for consultancy agencies like Route Circulair to jump in the gaps; the demand for help regarding 
the creation of CS strategies, activities and reporting. Therefore, I highly recommend Route 
Circulair to investigate the Dutch food packaging industry and to become an expert on 
sustainability reporting. 
 
Recommendations for the stakeholders in the Dutch food packaging industry, firstly, include 
awarding more time and energy towards impact management, SR in specific. This should be done 
on all levels, from the work floor to the board, in order to engage all the employees in a 
sustainability transition. Secondly, I advise the companies to honestly reflect on their own driving 
forces for engaging with CS and SR. This way, the goals of CS and SR can be better aligned with the 
driving forces companies have and also with their operations. Thirdly, I advise the companies to 
use the guidelines for SR made by the European Commission. These provide especially good 
starting points for companies that have not yet been focussing on SR a lot.  
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Annex 1: Code tree 
 

 
• Corporate Social Responsibility    red = inductive code 

o  Voluntary actions 
• Corporate Sustainability 
• Triple Bottom Line 
• Food packaging 

o Advantages 
o Disadvantages 

• Motives for Corporate Sustainability 
o Intrinsic 

▪ Moral duty 
▪ Altruism 

o Extrinsic 
▪ Media attention and reputation 
▪ Stakeholder management 
▪ Reducing costs 
▪ Attracting investments 

o Internal 
▪ Business model development 
▪ Sound working climate & motivation of employees 

o External 
▪ Societal pressure 
▪ Regulatory pressure 
▪ Demand for transparency 
▪ Benchmarking 

o Not: Lack of knowledge 
o Not: Vagueness 
o Not: Lack of capacity/time 
o Not: Lack of resources 
o Not: unfair competition 

• Impact management 
o Corporate Sustainability strategies & activities 
o Impact measurement 
o Impact assessment 
o Impact reporting 

▪ Integrated reporting 
▪ Methods 
▪ Determinants 

▪ Corporate size 
▪ Financial performance 
▪ Ownership 
▪ Visibility 
▪ Sector Affiliation 

o Impact communication 
  



52 
 

Annex 2: Topic list 
 

 
Topic list interviews          19-9-2021 
 
Research question: How do the driving forces of businesses to engage with corporate sustainability 
influence sustainability reporting in the Dutch food packaging industry? 
 

• What motives do businesses in the Dutch food packaging sector have to engage with 
sustainability? 

• What motives do businesses in the Dutch food packaging industry have to report on non-
financial indicators? 

• What methods are used in the Dutch food packaging sector to report on their 
environmental impact? 

• How do the motives and methods of sustainability reporting (SR) relate to each other in 
the Dutch food packaging industry? 

 
 
Voedsel Verpakkingsproducenten 
 
Duurzaamheid → WAAROM 

• Welke rol speelt het thema duurzaamheid binnen … 
• Wat wordt er verstaan onder duurzaamheid? 
• Wat zijn de drijfveren om aan de slag te gaan met het thema duurzaamheid? 

o Moral duty 
o Expression of altruism 
o Regulatory pressure 
o Positive reputation 
o Comparative advantages 
o Innovation 
o Business model development 
o Stakeholder management 
o Intrinsieke motivatie om een kleinere footprint te hebben 
o Vraag van de klant veranderd 
o Druk vanuit de overheid/sector 
o Financiële stimulans 
o Goed voor de marketing & communicatie 
o Anders …. 

 
Impact → WAAROM 

• Hoe meten jullie duurzaamheid? Welke impact komt daaruit voort? 
o Voorbeelden: CO2-uitstoot, percentage reductie in brandstoffen, reductie 

energieverbruik, kilo’s afval. 
• Met welk doel meten jullie duurzaamheid? 
• Wordt deze impact gerapporteerd? Zo ja, waar, hoe & waarom? 
• Welke methoden gebruiken jullie om impact te rapporteren? 

o GRI standards, Integrated Reporting 
• Wordt het doel van het meten van impact/duurzaamheid behaald? 
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Overig → WAAROM 
• Welke partijen zijn er nog meer betrokken binnen de voedsel verpakkingsketen? 
• Worden jullie hierin ondersteund door een koepelorganisatie? Kijken jullie naar andere 

vergelijkbare bedrijven? 
 
Koepelorganisaties (afvalfonds/voedselverpakkingcentrum etc.) 

• Is er vanuit X aandacht voor het thema duurzaamheid? Op welke manier? 
• Op welke manier ondersteunen jullie de aangesloten bedrijven om hierin stappen te 

zetten? 
o Delen van impact meetmethodes 
o Informatie over duurzaamheid en impact 
o Verbinding tussen de bedrijven, goede voorbeelden 
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Annex 3: Research sample 
 

 

Conducted interviews (offline, 
online, phone, email) 

Rejected requests for participation Non-
response 

Total 

8 6 21 35 

 
Experts 

# Name Accepted Rejected Non-respons 

1 Christiaan Bolck, WUR 
  

x 

2 Eelke Westra, WUR 
  

x 

3 Siem Haffmans, PoI x 
  

4 Caroli Buitenhuis, Green Serendipity 
 

x 
 

5 Willemijn Peeters, Searious Business x 
  

 
Packaging producers 

# Name Accepted Rejected Non-respons 

6 Dutch Pack International 
  

x 

7 Ultrapack 
  

x 

8 Verpakkingsindustrie Veenendaal x 
  

9 Brabo Verpakkingen 
  

x 

10 Barneveld Verpakkingen 
  

x 

11 RAJA 
  

x 

12 Alverpak 
  

x 

13 Bandall 
  

x 

14 Banga Verpakkingen 
  

x 

15 Smurfit Kappa x 
  

16 DaklaPack 
  

x 

17 Kuststofindustrie Volendam x 
  

18 Oerlemans Plastics 
  

x 

19 Berlin Packaging 
  

x 

20 Nedu Verpakkingen 
  

x 
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21 Global Co-packing 
  

x 

22 Budelpack 
 

x 
 

23 Natureko 
 

x 
 

 
Packaging companies 

# Name Accepted Rejected Non-respons 

24 Sanorice 
  

x 

25 Unilever Loop 
  

x 

26 Hessing x 
  

 
Branch organisations 

# Name Accepted Rejected Non-respons 

27 Nederlands Verpakkingscentrum 
  

x 

28 Afvalfonds Verpakkingen 
 

x 
 

29 Federatie Nederlandse Rubber- en 
Kunststofindustrie 

x 
  

30 Federatie Nederlandse 
Levensmiddelen Industrie 

  
x 

31 Kennisinstituut Duurzaam 
Verpakken 

  
x 

 
Supermarkets 

# Name Accepted Rejected Non-respons 

32 Plus supermarkt 
 

x 
 

33 Jumbo supermarkt 
 

x 
 

34 Ekoplaza 
  

x 

35 Jens Gronheid, Albert Heijn x 
  

 
 


