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This study examines the role of business organizations in co-governing biodiversity and

ecosystem services (BES) using a phenomenon-based approach and bridging business

management literature, ecosystem services literature and environmental governance

literature. The empirical analysis includes twelve Nordic forest corporations considered

market leaders in Finland, Sweden and Norway. Using content analysis of corporate

sustainability reports and managerial interviews, we recorded 127 company-led

measures addressing BES and we categorized them into seventeen types (e.g., land

use planning and restoration, mobilization of financial resources for conservation,

partner auditing, capacity building and consultation with stakeholders). For each BES

measure, we also identified the BES issues being addressed (e.g., climate regulation,

soil maintenance, cultural values); company motivation (i.e., compliance, strategic,

profit-seeking); the stakeholders/beneficiaries involved (e.g., employees, forest owners,

experts, local communities, public administration, NGOs); and the private governance

instruments used for implementing the measure (i.e., regulatory, economic, information

and rights-based instruments). The findings suggest that practices such as monetary

valuation, biodiversity offsets and green bonds are emerging as profitable or strategically

interesting options for Nordic forest companies. However, well-established practices,

such as forest inventory, partner auditing and land sparing, continue to be the backbone

of private BES governance among the leading companies examined. Although not

directly motivated by compliance, private governance measures are largely nested in

legislation. The contribution of this study includes reflections of relevance for both the

scholarly and managerial realms. From a scholarly perspective, we further elaborate an

understanding of BES management and governance from an organizational perspective.

From a managerial perspective, we provide and discuss an overview of potential

measures that forest companies can implement to address biodiversity and other

socio-ecological issues at the land-use level.
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INTRODUCTION

In our largely neoliberal world, corporations are increasingly
relied upon, for better or worse, to govern public goods,
such as biodiversity and ecosystem services (BES), among
other sustainability issues. Through their value chains, business
organizations have profound and global impacts and depend
greatly on ecological systems, especially in land-use intensive
sectors (Starik and Kanashiro, 2013; Winn and Pogutz, 2013).
In principle, they can potentially contribute to addressing
globally interlinked ecological and social challenges, such as
biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation, climate change,
disruption of biogeochemical flows, freshwater scarcity and
ocean acidification, prosperity, health, justice and equity (Folke
et al., 2019).

Private-sector involvement in the co-governance of socio-
ecological challenges has been called for at the political level
(e.g., the UN Rio+20 and Agenda 2030 processes) and even
by a number of scholars (e.g., Whiteman et al., 2013; Addison
et al., 2018; Barbier et al., 2018). Simultaneously, BES and
broader sustainability issues are becoming increasingly relevant
for companies, especially resource-intensive ones such as the
forest sector, in their efforts at managing multi-faceted risks
and opportunities (TEEB, 2012; Winn and Pogutz, 2013). The
knowledge and strategies for addressing BES issues are often held
tacitly at the corporate managerial level (Jones and Solomon,
2013; Overbeek et al., 2013; D’Amato et al., 2018), although
multi-stakeholder platforms exist to foster voluntary capacity
building and disclosure (e.g., the Natural Capital Protocol,
Carbon Disclosure Project and Task Force on Nature-related
Financial Disclosures).

As governance capacity and responsibility shift from
governments to corporations, it is becoming increasingly
important to analyze private governance and the extent to which
it supports and is interlinked with public governance. Knowledge
on these issues is, for example, relevant for forthcoming
European policies on corporate disclosure, such as the EU
taxonomy for sustainable activities and Corporate Sustainability
Reporting Directive.

As an emerging phenomenon, the role of business in
acknowledging, managing and co-governing biodiversity
loss and ecosystem degradation is to be explored at the
interdisciplinary junction between business management
literature, ecosystem services literature and environmental
governance literature. With respect to the scholarly and gray
literature on business sustainability and business management,
a small cohort of foundational pieces has valuably described a
range of company measures for managing biodiversity-related
issues (e.g., Schaltegger and Beständig, 2010; Houdet et al., 2012;
Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017a,b; Macellari et al., 2018),
but this remains overall a scarcely investigated area of research
(Hahn et al., 2017). Research on ecosystem services has largely
overlooked organizational perspectives (as reported by van
den Belt and Stevens, 2016), despite consistently highlighting
the need to expand environmental governance beyond mere
public policy and involve private and civil society actors.
Additional developments in understanding how business actors

respond to BES issues in the context of extended governance
can be produced using a phenomenon-based approach. By
leveraging such an approach, this manuscript attempts to bridge
interdisciplinary divides rather than provide a theoretical,
intra-disciplinary contribution (von Krogh et al., 2012).

Based on these premises, we address five interdisciplinary
research gaps. First, there is a need to further confirm and
reinforce available analyses that have produced different lists
or categories of BES measures implemented by companies [see
Section BES Measures (RQa)]. Second, the available literature
often analyses biodiversity measures without recognizing the
more extensive set of biodiversity-dependent ecosystem services
[see Section BES Issues (RQb)]. Third, little investigation has
been done on company motives for engaging with BES measures
[see Section Governance Instruments (RQe)]. Fourth, further
insights are necessary on the role of company stakeholders as
actors participating in implementing BES measures [see Section
Company Motivations (RQc)]. Fifth, no analysis was published,
to our knowledge, on the type of private governance instruments
that companies engage their stakeholders with to implement BES
measures and how such instruments relate to public governance
issues [see Section Company Stakeholders (RQd)].

The forest sector represents an interesting backdrop for
addressing these research gaps because companies operating in
land-use intensive sectors have consistently been at the center
of important local and global legitimacy issues regarding land
and stakeholder management (Li and Toppinen, 2011; Boiral
and Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017b). The high level of corporate
sustainability performance in the Nordic countries (Strand et al.,
2015) provides further impetus for specifically focusing on this
sector. We examine the role of Nordic forest companies in the
management and co-governance of BES. Our research questions
(RQ) mirror the identified gaps, and, as noted by Boiral and
Heras-Saizarbitoria (2017c, p. 404), they “are inextricably linked
and can hardly be analyzed in isolation”.

a) What kind of BES measures do Nordic forest companies
engage with?

b) What are the targeted BES issues?
c) What are the underlying company motives for engaging with

BES measures?
d) What kind of stakeholders are involved in implementing

BES measures?
e) What private governance instruments are used by the

companies to implement BES measures in the context of their
value chain environment?

While empirical findings from the qualitative research cannot be
generalized beyond the Nordic forest sector, in the conceptual
background and in the discussion we open up on the
interdisciplinary phenomenon of corporate-ledmanagement and
governance of BES. In particular, the novelty of this manuscript
is the investigation of BES management and governance from
an organizational perspective, also considering the value chain
environment of companies. This is of particular relevance in
light of the increasing emphasis placed in research and policy-
making worldwide on organizations as central actors driving
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sustainability, and the relative paucity of scientific research
on the overall topic of organizational change management
for sustainability (Lozano and Garcia, 2020). The conclusions
highlight the implications for company managers, practitioners
and scholars working in the context of business sustainability and
extended governance.

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

To address our research questions (a-e), we use a framework
(Section The Overall Framework) comprised of five components.
Each component is respectively described in Sections BES
measures (RQa), BES issues (RQb), Company motivations
(RQc), Company stakeholders (RQd), and Governance
instruments (RQe).

BES Measures (RQa)
We refer to BES measures as company-led actions (whether
mandatory or voluntary) addressing the management of BES.
They have been referred to as “company practices”, “activities”
or “actions” (e.g., Slootweg, 2005; Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria,
2017c; Wolff et al., 2018). For example, Hickey et al. (2005)
developed a checklist for sustainable forest management
based on corporate disclosure material, highlighting four
macro-areas: adaptive management, planning and inventory;
forest environment and ecosystem protection; harvesting and
inspection; and social and economic dimensions of forestry.
Through content analysis of corporate reports, Boiral and
Heras-Saizarbitoria (2017a) identified a number of biodiversity
measures in mining and forest companies (e.g., programs for
public awareness and education, donations and sponsorships,
restoration and site rehabilitation). Wolff et al. (2018) identified
almost 500 biodiversity-oriented practices based on corporate
commitments to the French National Biodiversity Strategy and
Action Plan; they included direct mitigation of biodiversity
loss (e.g., impact avoidance, restoration, offset) and more
indirect activities (awareness, communication, involvement in
institutional policy processes). D’Amato et al. (2018) developed
a framework for company assessment of and response to
impacts/dependences on ecosystem services (e.g., mandatory
instruments like the Environmental Impact Assessment and
voluntary instruments like buffer zones, certification and carbon
accounting). Based on company interviews, Macellari et al.
(2018) also identified and discussed examples of BES measures,
including inventories and monitoring, reintroducing native
species and reforesting and deliberative landscape planning.

BES Issues (RQb)
Since the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA, 2005), the
ecosystem services concept has gained increasing popularity
(Costanza et al., 2017; Droste et al., 2018), not only in academia
and policy-making but also in the corporate realms (TEEB, 2012;
WBCSD, 2013; Natural Capital Coalition, 2016). The concept
highlights the often-undervalued relevance of natural and semi-
natural systems for social and economic wellbeing. Ecosystem
services are local and global ecological processes enabled by
biological diversity, which are considered useful for human

beings. They include, inter alia, provision of food, fibers and clean
water; regulation of climate, nutrient flows and hydrogeology,
pollination, natural hazards, diseases and pests; and contribution
to cultural aspects of human life, such as recreation and tourism,
spiritual experiences, education and science (MA, 2005). By
fulfilling various tangible and intangible human needs, ecosystem
services constitute an important, yet largely underestimated,
enabler of human physical and psychological wellbeing both
at the individual and the societal level. The available literature
examining company-led measures related to ecological health
have often focused on biodiversity (e.g., Slootweg, 2005; Boiral
and Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017a,b,c; Wolff et al., 2018), with fewer
studies examining a broader range of ecosystem services (e.g.,
Houdet et al., 2012; Macellari et al., 2018).

Company Motivations (RQc)
The strategic management literature suggests that corporate
sustainability, including BES issues, has become a crucial
and timely issue for companies (Li and Toppinen, 2011;
Aguinis and Glavas, 2012). The main rationales proposed
for business engagement with sustainability measures include
complying with or anticipating regulations, reducing costs
and risks, acquiring competitive advantage, co-creating shared
value with stakeholders and improving legitimacy at the
local and broader level (Kurucz et al., 2009; Carroll and
Shabana, 2010). In the specific context of BES management,
company risks and opportunities have been categorized as
follows: preventing and mitigating the effects of regulations
or reputational damage (i.e., legitimacy, license to operate);
improving organizational resilience; securing material resources
and continuity of operations; and attracting sustainability-
driven customers and financers (TEEB, 2012; WBCSD, 2013).
Similarly, Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria (2017b) suggest that the
main drivers of corporate commitment to biodiversity include
ethical concerns, improved stakeholder relations, economic
opportunities, and compliance with legal or other requirements.

Company Stakeholders (RQd)
Sustainability concerns are managed by business organizations in
relation to a broad spectrum of stakeholders, defined as actors
who influence, or are influenced by, the company. Stakeholders
are traditionally categorized in the business literature as
internal stakeholders (e.g., shareholders, employees, suppliers,
managers, investors) and external stakeholders (e.g., local
communities, political groups, civil society/NGOs, regulators
and decision-makers, universities and research institutes, trade
unions and media) (Freeman et al., 2004). Boiral and Heras-
Saizarbitoria (2017a,c) identified a number of internal and
external stakeholders relevant to the management of biodiversity
issues, mainly NGOs, experts and scientists, public authorities,
local communities, coalitions and industrial associations. In
analyzing biodiversity-oriented commitment measures adopted
by French companies, Wolff et al. (2018) identified stakeholders
as actors in the value chain (e.g., suppliers, clients, partners), in
the territorial system (e.g., local communities, experts) and in the
institutional system (e.g., public institutions, NGOs, academic
institutions and professional associations). Moreover, the authors
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categorized stakeholders as either executors, supporters or
targets of the biodiversity-oriented measures. The distinction
between internal and external stakeholders can be blurry (Vos,
2003). For instance, forest owners are considered internal
stakeholders if they are key suppliers or an important part
of company ownership; they may otherwise be considered
external stakeholders.

Governance Instruments (RQe)
In private governance, the company can be understood as the
main agent imposing/encouraging BESmeasures through a series
of instruments. The company is governed by legislation, but it
in turn attempts to govern itself and other actors in the whole
value chain. This results in a nested framework in which private
governance is embedded in and operates within the context of
public policy (Marshall, 2007). In Table 1, we used the public
policy instruments framework used by the Intergovernmental
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES, 2018)
and we modified it by adding the corresponding private
governance instruments, as well as a description of the
relation between public and private governance. The framework
consists of four types of instruments: legal and regulatory,
economic and financial, social and information-based, and
rights-based approaches.

Legal and regulatory instruments, in the context of private
governance, can be interpreted as self-developed instruments,
such as prohibitions, regulations, assessments or planning, as
well as the voluntary granting of resource or land access
rights to third parties (e.g., recreational hunting, fishing, eco-
tourism)1. The development of these instruments may be
underpinned by the need to comply with or operationalize
already existing government regulations and/or to respond to
societal expectations and pressures from NGOs or other external
stakeholders2. Companies may further impose their own internal
standards, e.g., refusing unsustainably-sourced wood, on other
stakeholders, such as suppliers and forest owners (Keskitalo and
Liljenfeldt, 2014).

Economic and financial instruments implemented by
companies are incentives to nudge or support more sustainable
behavior among stakeholders, such as payments for ecosystem
services (PES), offsetting/compensation schemes (e.g., carbon
or habitat/biodiversity offsets), and green bonds issued to
fund a company’s own “green” activities. Forest companies are
usually on the receiving end in such incentive schemes, but
they can also provide monetary incentives to other stakeholders.
Incentives may include, for example, paying a price premium
to private the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC-)certified forest
owners, suppliers and contractors who adopt similar practices
or providing financial or other types of material support to third
parties for conservation or innovation projects.

1Should hunting and fishing permits be negotiated and granted to indigenous or
other communities on the basis of rights and claims, and not just business relations,
this would be classified as rights-based instruments.
2For instance, forest regeneration is required by law in Sweden, Finland and
Norway.While companies are obliged to comply, they may set their own standards
on how this is achieved, including additional reforestation targets than just those
they must respect by law.

Social and information-based instruments used by the
companies to manage BES issues include processes such
as certification, stakeholder agreements, capacity-building,
education and deliberative decision-making. Such collaborative
instruments aim to transform a company’s own behavior or the
behavior of other actors to achieve more desirable outcomes. For
instance, companies may develop, negotiate and foster forest
certification through dialogues with independent certification
agencies (Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017a). They may also
cooperate with national agencies or municipalities to improve
recreation opportunities.

Finally, rights-based approaches and customary norms
include dialogue and planning with specific stakeholder groups,
for instance indigenous people like the Sámi in the Nordic
countries and other local communities, while respecting
customary rights or other claims. The FSC requires more
extensive consultation over rights than what is legally mandatory
for Nordic forest companies.

The Overall Framework
The framework that results by combining the elements
described in Sections BES Measures (RQa), BES Issues (RQb),
Company Motivations (RQc), Company Stakeholders (RQd),
and Governance Instruments (RQe) can be used to conceptualize
and study private governance of BES in the context of our study
(Table 2).

METHODS

In Section Nordic Forests and the Forest Sector, we provide
a concise overview of forestry and the forest sector in the
Nordic countries. Details about the data collection process and
analysis are described in Sections Data Collection and Analysis,
respectively. For this study, we undertook an in-depth content
analysis on two sources of data (Figure 1). First, information
was extracted from the corporate reports of select Nordic
companies (step 1) to identify all the BES initiatives, relevant
stakeholders and instruments for their implementation. Second,
interviews were conducted with company managers to validate
the data and fill any eventual gaps; in addition, we inquired
into the company motivations for adopting BES measures (step
2). Company reports and interview material were analyzed
qualitatively, iteratively and abductively.

Nordic Forests and the Forest Sector
Forests (largely coniferous) cover more than 50% of surface area
in Finland and Sweden, and more than 30% in Norway. Aging
and urbanized private smallholder forest ownership is typical
(Kettunen et al., 2012). The countries are unique in Europe for
guaranteeing “everyman’s right” to access (even privately owned)
land and extract resources other than timber, fish and game
(Nichiforel et al., 2018). Such a legislative framework supports
berry and mushroom picking and outdoor recreation activities,
and it creates diverse claims by several stakeholders. Another
unique feature is the presence of the indigenous Sámi people in
the northern parts of the three countries. Reindeer husbandry, a
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TABLE 1 | Public policy instruments translated into instruments for private governance of BES (own elaboration, adapted from IPBES, 2018).

Public policy macro-categories and instruments (IPBES,

2018)

Corresponding private

governance instruments

Relation between public and private governance

Legal and

regulatory

instruments

Ensure property and access

rights

Within its own land, a company

grants or sells access or

resource use rights to third

parties.

Company voluntarily re-allocates land/resource rights,

determined by the public policy framework, to third

parties.

Standards and regulations Company develops rules or

quality standards for

self-regulation.

Company rules or quality standards are established in

compliance with, and in addition to, legal requirements.

Land planning, including,

e.g., protected areas

Company performs spatial

planning or allocates set-asides.

Company land planning is in compliance with, and in

addition to, legal requirements.

Economic and

financial

instruments

Reward desirable

socio-economic measures

Company engages in payments

for ecosystem services or

offsetting schemes, as either

buyer or seller.

Governmental agencies may set the legal and practical

framework for biodiversity offsets and compensation

schemes. Participation by the company as buyer or

seller can be mandatory or voluntary (albeit encouraged

by societal pressures), according to the country and

ecosystem service of interest.

Secure conservation

financing

Company provides financial

support (on a philanthropic or

profit-oriented basis), such as

grants or green bonds for its own

projects or third parties.

Financial support provided by the company to third

parties is generally done on a philanthropic basis. Both

public and private investors can buy green bonds,

supporting the company’s sustainable investments.

Foster technological/social

innovation

Company provides R&D or other

kinds of “innovation” support to

third parties.

Projects can be co-financed by public and private

entities. Generally, participation is voluntary (albeit it may

be encouraged by societal pressures).

Social and

information-based

instruments

Promote eco-labeling and

certification

Company adopts certification

schemes and promotes them

among forest owners, suppliers

and contractors.

Certification is voluntary and often driven by market

forces (e.g., social concerns for biodiversity and

indigenous peoples).

Promote agreements and

partnerships

Company establishes

agreements and partnerships

with societal groups, e.g.,

partners, NGOs, local

communities.

Formal relations with various actor groups are

established on a mutual voluntary basis (often largely

driven by societal pressures), exceeding legal

requirements.

Promote public participation

and collaboration

Company engages in

participation and collaboration

with societal groups, e.g.,

partners, NGOs, local

communities.

Informal relations with various actor groups are

established on a mutual voluntary basis.

Support desirable social

norms and lifestyles

Internal value-based leadership. Education, training and capacity-building. Integrated

reporting and adoption of internationally relevant

reporting and disclosure guidelines.

Rights-based

approaches and

customary norms

Strengthen use of

indigenous and local

knowledge practices

Matching of its own land-use

plans with indigenous land-use

plans (e.g., reindeer grazing

plans by Sámi).

Company decisions on land use and management plans

are adapted to ensure synergies and minimize trade-offs

(e.g., with reindeer grazing needs of Sámi people).

Promote recognition of the

needs of indigenous people

and local communities

Regular dialogues with

indigenous communities.

Consultation before final felling is required by law, and

some certification schemes reinforce this requirement.

key part of Sámi culture and livelihood, is practiced on 30–40%
of the land in each country (Kettunen et al., 2012).

The use of forests for economic purposes has historically
been an important part of the Nordic culture and economy.
In 2016, Sweden and Finland accounted for 30% of all
roundwood production among the EU28 (Eurostat, 2020).
Even-aged management with clear-cutting is a common
practice in all three countries, with considerable impacts on
biodiversity and ecosystem services (Savilaakso et al., 2019).

In the past decade, there has been an increasing need for
sectoral renewal. Economic and sustainability strategies at
the EU and national levels have recently focused on the
concept of a circular bioeconomy, emphasizing the potential
social and environmental benefits of wood-based energy,
materials, compounds and pharmaceuticals (Westholm et al.,
2015).

BES issues in the forest sector are often context-
dependent, but generally land-use-related challenges include
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TABLE 2 | An example of the framework at use in this study (for each BES measure), the framework displays the BES issues being targeted, company motivations, the

stakeholders involved and the private governance instruments used for the implementation.

BES measures BES issues

targeted

Motivation Stakeholders involved Private governance

instrument

Example: forest inventory

and monitoring of

ecological/cultural values

Example: carbon

storage

Example: strategic Example: partners

demanding or supporting

the calculations

Example: regulatory

Example: participation in

offsetting/compensation

schemes

Example:

biodiversity

Example: profit Example: buyers and

brokers involved in the

scheme

Example: economic

FIGURE 1 | Methodological process employed in this study.

managing forest resources and stakeholder conflicts and
expectations related to land, resources and development
(e.g., trade-offs between timber provision and food
production, nutrient and water cycles, biodiversity and
habitat maintenance; conflicts with local livelihoods, traditional
culture or recreational opportunities). Climate, biodiversity,
recreation and cultural values are especially relevant in
the management of Nordic forests (Kettunen et al., 2012;
Häyrinen et al., 2017; Lindahl et al., 2017; Matthies et al.,
2018). Livelihoods, water and soil, and biodiversity are
critical in the context of intensive, large-scale plantation
forestry in emerging economies, such as China and Uruguay
(Mikkilä et al., 2005; Malkamäki et al., 2018), where some
Nordic companies have established forestry and mills in the
past decade.

Data Collection
From a list of the 100 largest forest, paper and packaging
companies in the world by sales revenue (PWC, 2016), we
selected the ones with headquarters based in the Nordic
countries. Our sample included 12 companies that are market
leaders in Sweden, Norway and Finland (Table 3). Ten of the
twelve companies owned forest land, two of which owned
forest land in the Global South in addition to other locations.

Nine of the companies were combined forest owners and
industries. We collected the most recent corporate sustainability
reports published by each company and conducted a content
analysis to answer our research questions. Based on that
approach and the knowledge gaps identified, we created a semi-
structured questionnaire to elicit the knowledge of company
managers (Step 2). Interviews with seven companies were
then performed during spring of 2019, while the remaining
five companies decided not to participate. The managers
were selected based on their role and knowledge about
sustainability and BES issues in the company (e.g., sustainability
officer, sustainability manager, forestry operations manager).
The interviews were conducted with one manager from each
of the seven companies, either face to face or via phone
(which are both acceptable approaches for qualitative interviews;
see Sturges and Hanrahan, 2004). The managers were asked
to verify, edit and complement the data collected through
our analysis of the sustainability reports, with particular
emphasis on missing information regarding BES measures,
the BES issues being addressed and the stakeholders involved.
The interviewees were also asked to explain the company’s
motivations for adopting each measure and provide any
comments or insights on the overall company vision for
addressing BES.
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TABLE 3 | Data sources for the study, including disclosure material and managerial interviews with representatives of the 12 Nordic forestry companies featured among

the 100 largest forest, paper and packaging companies in the world by sales revenue (PWC, 2016).

Company ID Country Report analyzed Managerial interview

A Finland Annual report 2017 Face to face

B Finland Sustainability report 2017 Face to face

C Finland Integrated (annual + sustainability) report 2017 Face to face

D Finland Sustainability report 2017 n/a

E Sweden Integrated (annual + sustainability) report 2017 n/a

F Sweden Integrated (annual + sustainability) report 2017 n/a

G Sweden Sustainability report 2017 n/a

H Sweden Integrated (annual + sustainability) report 2017 Phone

I Sweden Annual report 2017 Phone

L Sweden Integrated (annual + sustainability) report 2017 Face to face

M Norway Annual report 2016 n/a

N Norway Annual report 2017 Phone

Analysis
Company reports and interview material were thoroughly
read, and qualitative content analysis was performed
using manual coding with Atlas.ti. Based on the joint
analysis of corporate reports and interviews, for each
BES measure led by the companies (RQa), we collected
the following information: (RQb) the environmental
and social problems being addressed (e.g., biodiversity,
carbon, recreation), (RQc) the companies’ motivation(s),
(RQd) the stakeholders involved in or benefitting from
the measures (e.g., suppliers, partners, local communities),
and (RQe) the governance instruments being employed
by the companies to enforce/solicit the measure in
coordination with the stakeholders (regulatory, economic,
information-based, rights-based).

The information collected for RQa, RQb, and RQd was
reduced to categories through an iterative, abductive process,
and the codes were repeatedly modified and refined to achieve
a satisfactory balance between information representativeness
and synthesis. An abductive approach implies that categories are
developed based on the data, while at the same time drawing
from existing theories or conceptualizations. Classification
of various measures adopted by the companies (RQa) was
informed by Hickey et al. (2005), Houdet et al. (2012),
and Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria (2017a). BES issues (RQb)
were classified based on the concept of ecosystem services
(MA, 2005). Stakeholders (RQd) were classified based on
stakeholder theory (Freeman et al., 2004; see also Boiral and
Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017a). Types of governance instruments
and company motivations (RQc, RQe) were deductively
informed by existing literature. The categories devised for
company motivations (compliance, strategic, profit-seeking)
were based on TEEB (2012) (see also Kurucz et al., 2009;
Carroll and Shabana, 2010). Private governance instruments
(regulatory, economic, and information/rights-based) were
classified based on an adaptation of public policy instruments
(IPBES, 2018).

Limitations
Even when implemented in the light of international guidelines,
corporate sustainability disclosure can be narrow and partial.
Companies have often focused on reporting issues such as
energy consumption, water and raw material abstraction,
emissions and waste, thus largely responding with technological
measures aimed at improving efficiency and eco-innovation
(Málovics et al., 2008; Lozano and Huisingh, 2011; Meuer
et al., 2019). On the other hand, their disclosure of details
related to BES issues is often fragmented, rhetorical or limited
(Jones and Solomon, 2013; Lähtinen et al., 2016; Addison
et al., 2018). Company disclosure material often refers to
international voluntary guidelines, such as the ones issued
by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the International
Organization for Standardization (ISO) and the Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Another
multi-stakeholder initiative is the Carbon Disclosure Project
(CDP), which collects, inter alia, forest-related information. In
addition, the UN Sustainable Development Goals have recently
become a benchmark reference for corporate sustainability,
where, for instance, the SDG 15 is particularly relevant for forest
companies (Scheyvens et al., 2016; Vildåsen et al., 2017).

Companies in the forest sector tend to be more proactive in
disclosing information on biodiversity and nature conservation
compared to other land-use intensive sectors (D’Amato et al.,
2019), and generally, the Nordic countries exhibit a high level
of corporate sustainability performance (Strand et al., 2015).
Our study focused on twelve forest sector leaders in the Nordic
countries, which is considered an appropriate sample size for
qualitative research. We coupled extensive analysis of corporate
sustainability reports with interviews of company managers to
best mitigate the limitations related to the content availability
of corporate reports. This allowed us to clarify and enrich
the data. It is possible that certain types of information was
more actively disclosed in reports or during the interviews
than others because such information was more traditionally
associated with company sustainability management and was
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thus routinely disclosed in written reports or well known by
the interviewees or else because it was less confidential and
“cutting edge” in terms of strategic management. The interviews
represented the only means for eliciting in-depth information, so
motivations were not recorded for the five companies unavailable
for interviews. Despite the physiological challenges in collecting
qualitative research data, we are confident that we reached
a satisfactory level of data saturation. In this study we did
not aim at evaluating company performance or effectiveness
in addressing BES. Therefore, we did not need to assess the
veracity and effectiveness of the implemented measures by
means of triangulation with information from sources external
to the companies.

RESULTS

We recorded a total of 127 BES measures based on the analysis of
company reports and managerial interviews, i.e., more than ten
per company on average. The measures were further classified
into seventeen types (Table 4). We identified thirteen types of
BES issues, and 41 types of stakeholders involved. Types of
governance instruments and company motivations included four
types each.

The most common BES issues targeted by the 127 measures
were biodiversity, sustainable forestry, carbon climate, water,
recreation (berry picking, fishing, hunting), cultural value, soil
and local livelihood (one measure could target multiple issues).
According to the managers, many of the measures were largely
driven by strategic and profit-seeking motivations, whereas they
mentioned compliance less often. Notably, they often grouped
all three motivations together, e.g., for practices such as land
sparing, stakeholder dialogue/deliberative decision-making and
monetary valuation of ecosystem services. The most common
internal stakeholders involved or benefiting from the measures
include forest owners, suppliers, customers, contractors and
harvesting operators. The most common external stakeholder
were third-party certifiers, global/national communities, local
communities and indigenous people, NGOs, non-profits and
environmental organizations, universities and research institutes,
and public authorities and administration. Approximately 62% of
all BES measures were implemented through private regulation
mechanisms by the company, 26% were information- or
rights-based; ca. 6% were economic; and ca. 5% were mixed
instruments (Figure 2). Note that the company is the main agent
imposing/encouraging such private governance instruments.
The measures may or may not be required by the public
policy framework.

1. Forest inventory and monitoring of ecological/cultural values
(N = 16) were implemented as a company-set rule;
this included data related to timber stock, biodiversity
(e.g., ecologically relevant or endangered species), carbon
sequestration, soil, water and cultural values. The issues
addressed by such measures thus included sustainable
forestry as well as fibers, biodiversity, carbon storage, water,
soil and cultural values. The stakeholders involved were
partners demanding or supporting the measures as well as

beneficiaries of the measures: research institutes, forest and
environmental organizations, NGOs, public authorities, local,
national and global communities, recreationalists, contractors
and customers. Compliance, strategic and profit motivations
were all mentioned as relevant by the companymanagers, with
a focus on profit and strategic reasons.

2. Partner auditing (N = 14) was mainly implemented as
company-set rules or information-based processes, according
to which partners (e.g., forest owners, suppliers, contractors)
were expected or invited to adhere to certain quality
standards (in one case, a premium was paid for certified
raw material, although suppliers still needed to comply with
a number of requirements). Such standards could be either
formalized by third-party certified schemes (e.g., FSC, PEFC)
or implemented internally as codes of conduct, with the
aim of informing customers. For example, the companies
promoted group certification among suppliers, including in
emerging economy countries in, for instance, South America
and Southeast Asia. These measures generally addressed
biodiversity and sustainable forestry as a bundle of issues.
The companies tended to focus on strategic and profit-
seeking reasons.

3. Land sparing (N = 12) refers to the measure of directly
establishing conservation areas or banning purchasing of
wood harvested illegally from genetically modified plants
or from ecologically/culturally sensitive and valuable land.
The stakeholders regarded as relevant were largely external,
including local and global communities, local authorities,
indigenous peoples, recreationalists, managers and employees
of protected areas, researchers, and forest and environmental
organizations. Internal stakeholders include suppliers and
company teams doing quality checks. Motivations were
mentioned as a bundle, with strategic motivations being
particularly relevant. Land sparing can be required by law
and is also demanded in the context of voluntary certification
schemes, and this provides the framework for a forest
company to design its own regulations.

4. Education initiatives/capacity building (N = 11) were
promoted by the companies through information-based
instruments. They included: the training of harvesting
operators, field workers, contractors and other employees
to improve practices related to the sustainability of forestry
operations, biodiversity, water and cultural values; programs
that develop local livelihoods in emerging economy countries
and address livelihoods, crops and fisheries; and information
and infrastructure for the general public and recreationalists
(e.g., parks, environmental and education centers) addressing
issues of education and recreation. All motivations were
mentioned, especially strategic and profit motivations.

5. Stakeholder dialogue/deliberative decision-making (N = 11)
was implemented by the companies through information-
and rights-based instruments, including participation in
further developing multi-stakeholder certification schemes
and other nature conservation processes, communication
with stakeholders affected by forestry operations (including
indigenous Sámi people) and discussion/lobbying activities in
the realm of international policy-making. Three companies in
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TABLE 4 | The framework used in this study to investigate private governance of BES.

Components of the framework Categories identified based on the data

BES measures Adoption of third-party standards; damage mitigation during forestry operations; ecosystem structure/habitat

maintenance; ecotourism/recreation; education initiatives/capacity building; financing instruments; forest inventory

and monitoring of ecological/cultural values; forest regeneration; habitat/ecosystem restoration or enhancement;

integrated/multiple land use; land sparing; monetary valuation of ecosystem services; participation in

offsetting/compensation schemes; partners auditing; philanthropic support for conservation; research and

innovation; stakeholder dialogue/deliberative decision-making.

BES issues Biodiversity/habitat; carbon storage/climate regulation; cultural value (indigenous); energy; fibers; local livelihood;

pollination; public health; recreation (e.g., berry picking, hunting, recreation); scientific/educational; soil

maintenance; Sustainable forestry (i.e., bundle); water purification and regulation.

Company motivations Compliance (respecting or anticipating regulatory processes); strategic (meeting societal expectations, reducing

reputational risks, securing resources and continuity of operations); profit (reducing costs, attracting new

customers or financing opportunities).

Stakeholders or beneficiaries Authorities; beekeepers; bond buyers; contractors; customers; emission; certification sellers; employees;

equipment manufacturers; experts; field workers; fishermen; forest and environmental organizations; forest

owners; forest owners associations; general public; global community; harvesting operators; hunters;

implementation people; indigenous people (Sami); industry representatives; local communities; partners;

manufacturers; mining company; national community; national public authority; NGOs; non-profit organizations;

protected areas managers and employees; public administration; quality checking team; recreationists;

researchers and university; R&D teams; seasonal workers; shareholders; society; suppliers; value chain actors.

Private governance instruments Regulatory (e.g., self-developed quality standards, spatial planning, granted access or use rights to other

stakeholders); economic (e.g., markets for ES, philanthropic financial support to conservation); information-based

(certification, partnerships, collaboration); rights-based (e.g., dialogue with indigenous people); mix.

FIGURE 2 | Seventeen types of BES measures (N = 127) were used by the Nordic companies investigated in this study; implementation for each BES measure type

was done through four types of private governance instruments (regulatory, economic, information/right-based, and a mix of regulatory and economic).

particular highlighted dialogue with Sámi people. In addition
to sustainable forestry in general, the issues addressed were
biodiversity, climate, energy, recreation, local livelihoods
and cultural values. Stakeholders included forest owners
and related associations, third-party certifiers, forest and
environmental organizations, industry representatives,
recreationalists, local communities, NGOs, indigenous
peoples, public administrations and researchers. All three

motivations were mentioned as relevant by the company
managers. It should be noted that the FSC and existing
legislation (e.g., in Sweden) provide a substratum of basic
requirements for consultation with Sámi people.

6. Adoption of third-party standards (N = 9) included adopting
certifications, such as FSC and PEFC, or otherwise principles
such as the Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO)
Voluntary Guidelines on Planted Forests. Note that measures
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2 and 3 also relate to standard setting. In our analysis, we
classified the adoption of standards as company rules (i.e., a
regulatory instrument) because the companies have adopted
them as a minimum quality level to comply with. In one
case, a company had created its own trademark for sustainable
products. Sustainable forestry (as a bundle of elements) was
the main issue addressed, but biodiversity/habitat were also
mentioned. Stakeholders of relevance included third-party
certifiers, forest owners, suppliers, customers, NGOs and
authorities. The company motivations focused on strategic
and profit reasons.

7. Forest structure/habitat maintenance (N = 9) concerns
measures, such as deadwood retention, selective
cutting, controlled fires and buffer zones aimed at
conserving/improving biodiversity, water and soil at forestry
operation sites. Stakeholders involved or benefitting from
the measures included forest owners and the local, national
and global community. Although generally implemented as a
rule, one company provided the option for suppliers (forest
owners) to include biodiversity measures on their own forest
lands; we considered such a case to be an information-based
instrument because it was made voluntary for the forest
owners. The company motivations had to do with strategic
purposes and matters of compliance.

8. Habitat/ecosystem restoration or enhancement (N = 9) are
measures conducted elsewhere than at forestry operation sites,
including in valuable natural areas, to improve biodiversity,
water, soil, recreation, local livelihoods and pollination. They
included, for instance, beach cleaning, establishing insect
or wildlife corridors, and adopting measures for improving
the availability and quality of water for domestic purposes.
They were implemented as a mixture of company rules and
information-based instruments (in one case, for example,
measures to protect threatened species were implemented
together with the county administrative boards). In addition
to forest owners, other stakeholders were mainly external,
including partners, local communities and administrations,
recreationalists, forest and NGOs, as well as the national and
global communities. The motivation were strategic.

9. Forest regeneration (N = 7) after tree harvesting was
conducted according to company rules and mainly targeted
issues related to fiber production and carbon storage, and
it involved authorities and implementation professionals,
forest owners, contractors, customers and local and global
communities. The company managers mentioned all three
motivations, though a profit-driven motivation (such as
fast-growing tree varieties) and compliance appeared more
relevant. It should be noted that forest regeneration is required
by law in Sweden, Finland and Norway. While companies are
obliged to comply, they may set their own standards for how
this is achieved, including additional reforestation targets than
those they must respect by law.

10. Ecotourism/recreation (N = 6) activities were implemented
by the companies mainly as regulatory instruments, which
included developing and maintaining recreation areas within
or outside forestry operation sites and selling hunting and
fishing licenses. At some level, information-based instruments

were also put into place, e.g., a case of cooperation with
municipalities and NGOs to develop a recreation area. The
main issues addressed by these measures included biodiversity
and recreation (hunting), and they involved stakeholders
such as public administrations, NGOs, hunters, fishermen,
recreationalists and forest owners. The interviewees listed
strategic and profit-oriented motivations.

11. Monetary valuation (N = 6) included estimates of economic
value were calculated for carbon sink services, the recreational
use of forests, and rawmaterial used as fibers, and biodiversity.
Such estimates varied widely, presumably due to different
valuation methods. This kind of exercise is used by the
company internally for decision-making purposes related
both to planning (regulatory) and propaedeutic to setting
up economic instruments, such as markets for ecosystem
services. Stakeholders deemed relevant were shareholders and
value chain actors as well as conservationists, recreationalists
and the global community. The interviewees mentioned all
three motivations.

12. Research and innovation (N = 4) included company rules or
information-based instruments aimed at improving forestry or
studying climate change impacts on business. Such measures
addressed soil, water, climate or fiber-production issues.
Stakeholders considered relevant as partners or beneficiaries
included R&D teams, manufacturers and operators, suppliers,
industry actors, researchers, public administrations, forest and
environmental organizations, and the national and global
community. The motivations were profit-related.

13. Damage mitigation during forestry operations (N = 3)
involved measures implemented as company rules to address
soil and water quality (e.g., temporary bridges, improved
harvesting methods). They required involving harvesting
operators as the main stakeholders. Such measures were
motivated by a mix of strategic and profit-oriented reasons.

14. Participation in offsetting/compensation schemes (N = 3)
were classified as economic instruments. They included two
possible scenarios: the company as a buyer (beneficiary) or
as a seller (producer) of ecosystem services. The first case
(buyer) included a hypothetical market situation, simulating
the potential costs of carbon emissions. The second case
(seller) included two actual market transactions, the delivery
and “sale” of both a biodiversity offset and a carbon offset.
The motivations suggested by the respondents were strategic,
although a profit-making component for sellers was involved.

15. Philanthropic support for conservation (N = 3) included
funding for innovation provided by the companies to
nature conservation societies or scientific projects; the
issues addressed were thus biodiversity and scientific
research, and relevant stakeholders were identified as the
receiving organizations, including non-profit organizations
and research institutes, but also local communities or
recreationalists benefitting from the projects. All motivations
were mentioned.

16. Integrated/multiple land use (N = 2) were implemented as a
rights-based instrument. One company granted access to land
or resources to support local livelihoods related to farming
or beekeeping in the context of emerging economy countries;
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another company supported the multipurpose use of forests
in Nordic contexts, including aspects of human wellbeing
and recreation. Local communities, recreationalists and forest
owners werementioned as the stakeholders involved, while the
company motivation was strategic.

17. Financing instruments (N = 2) are intended as instruments
set up by companies to self-finance sustainability-oriented
projects. Two of the companies in the sample issued green
bonds. Projects considered eligible for being financed by the
bonds included sustainable forestry as well as innovation or
management related to production, water, energy and waste
resources. Due to the diverse nature of the projects financed,
it is difficult to pinpoint all the stakeholders involved, beyond
bond buyers. The interviewees explained the motivations as
being strategic and profit-oriented.

Finally, land ownership emerged as a cross-cutting theme in
the interviews, foundational to many BES issues. Some of
the interviewees suggested that greater control over decision-
making at the forest stand and landscape levels improved
opportunities for management and novel sources of income.
Three respondents representing forest industries discussed these
issues during the interviews, indicating the belief that ownership
of forests provides more operative flexibility and control for
BES decision-making.

DISCUSSION

In addressing the relation between corporate social responsibility
and public policy (Albareda et al., 2008), the business
literature typically views company-led measures as voluntary
and as additional contributions to public efforts, whereas
the government is the main agent responsible for promoting
sustainability and for prompting, mediating and facilitating other
actors’ contributions (Wolff et al., 2018). Governance scholars
question whether increasing the emphasis placed on non-
governmental actors may result in antagonizing, complementing,
substituting or reinforcing the role of government (Klijn and
Skelcher, 2007). While extended governance is called for to
maintain common goods, including most ecosystem services
(Muradian and Rival, 2013), an intense academic debate exists
regarding its risks (Klijn and Skelcher, 2007).

In particular, the mobilization of financial resources
from the private (including the forest) sector (e.g., through
carbon/biodiversity offsetting and payments for ecosystem
services) has been extensively promoted in the past decade by
international initiatives, scholars and practitioners worldwide
as a potential avenue for business engagement with BES issues
(Forest Trends, 2008; EFTEC, 2011; Barbier, 2012; Brand, 2012;
TEEB, 2012; OECD, 2013; Matzdorf et al., 2019). However, the
monetization of ecosystem services and the use of market-based
policy instruments (such as payments for ecosystem services
or offsetting schemes) are seen by several experts as a form of
nature commodification which is detrimental to, rather than
supportive of, nature conservation (Hrabanski, 2017). A global
process of progressive nature commodification would mean that
nature is increasingly framed as a mere provider of benefits to

human wellbeing, eroding relational, non-instrumental values
associated with nature. Such concerns have generated debates
and conflicts in the research and policy communities, especially
when such strategies are used as silver bullets and “adopted
without wider consideration of [. . . ] relevance, acceptability—or
possible dangers” (Tregidga, 2013, p. 827). At any rate, most of
the existing market-like schemes for ecosystem services have
gathered little private engagement capital and remain publicly
funded (Froger et al., 2015; Hahn et al., 2015). Moreover, the
involvement of the private sector in such schemes is influenced
and shaped by national legal frameworks, which is a further
indication of the crucial role of government (Koh et al., 2019).

Our study confirms that although instruments related to
the mobilization of financial resources for conservation are
emerging as profitable or strategically interesting opportunities
for forest companies (Houdet et al., 2012), more traditional
instruments, which are deeply embedded into public legislation
(e.g., forest inventories, regeneration and set-asides, partners
auditing) continue to be the core of corporate BES governance.
In total, by analyzing the 12 companies, we found 127 BES
measures, which we categorized in seventeen different types.
The most innovative measures implemented by the companies
included integrated land use, monetary valuation, green bonds,
biodiversity offsets, granting rights to hunters and eco-tourists,
and other types of formal and informal collaborations with civil
society groups. Such innovative measures were accompanied
by a company vision of value creation from forests managed
for multiple non-timber ecosystem services. Importantly, land
ownership emerged from some interviews as an enabler in
engaging with certain BES measures, especially in relation to
novel forest values and opportunities. During the last decade,
timberland in Europe has increasingly been considered an
alternative real asset for investment diversification (Korhonen
et al., 2016). However, not all forestry companies have pursued
a land acquisition (or re-acquisition) strategy to the same extent,
and this has implications for how they approach BES strategy and
implementation today.

The measures often addressed BES issues as a bundle (i.e.,
sustainable forestry), but other times were more specifically
focused on either fibers, biodiversity, carbon storage,
water, soil and cultural values. The stakeholders included a
diverse array: research institutes, forest and environmental
organizations, NGOs, public authorities, local, national and
global communities, recreationalists, contractors and customers.

Although the interviewed managers often grouped the three
motivations together when discussing BES measures, they more
often focused on profit-seeking and strategic motivations. While
market-driven certification acted as an umbrella for many of
the voluntary measures that the companies have engaged in,
legitimacy and reputational issues were also concrete strategic
motivators for companies (as also noted by, e.g., Smith et al.,
2019). Compliance was not often explicitly mentioned in the
interviews, but several measures implemented by the companies
are nested in public policy (legislation and governmental
regulations). For the same reason, it is difficult to evaluate the
level of additionality created by voluntary measures: many of
the rules and standards currently embedded in the companies’
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voluntary sustainability measures were developed as a response
to government regulations or national targets, and in some
cases, voluntary sector responsibility has replaced detailed legal
national regulations (e.g., since 1993 the Forest Act in Sweden
has been based on a “freedom with responsibility” principle,
which compels forest owners to develop voluntary approaches to
achieve national environmental targets) (Lindahl et al., 2017).

CONCLUSIONS

Using an interdisciplinary and phenomenon-based approach,
our study has addressed the role of business organizations in
managing and co-governing biodiversity and related ecosystems,
focusing particularly on Nordic forest companies. Companies
can be understood as agents imposing/encouraging a range
of BES measures (e.g., habitat restoration, partner auditing,
stakeholder dialogue, monetary valuation, offsetting schemes)
through private governance instruments (regulatory, economic,
information/rights-based instruments) in coordination with
internal and external stakeholders (e.g., employees, forest owners,
experts, local communities, public administration, NGOs) and
in light of multiple external and/or internal motivations (e.g.,
compliance, strategic, profit-seeking). The contribution of this
study includes reflections of relevance for both the scholarly,
policy and managerial realms.

From a research perspective, this study addressed the need
to further develop an understanding of BES management and
governance from an organizational perspective. There is room to
further analyze the extent to which BES measures are integrated
into core company activities, the level of embeddedness,
ambition and additionality of voluntary targets/objectives in
relation to legislative requirements, and the breadth/depth
of action in relation to a full overview of sustainable
development goals. Relevant topics for future research also
include further investigating the role of company motivations
in the development of innovative measures. Alternative units
of analysis include companies beyond the Nordic forest
sector as well as the complementary perspectives of key
stakeholder groups.

From a policy perspective, our study suggests that private
governance in the Nordic countries is nested in public policy
and representative democracy, so that legislation and other
formal institutions still form the backbone of governance.
The advantage of such a nested governance model is that
responsibility and innovation are fostered, regardless of whether
the measures developed by companies are proactive or reactive.
It remains to be seen how the increasingly technical framework
for corporate disclosures (e.g., the forthcoming EU taxonomy for
sustainable activities and the Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive) may drive changes in BES private governance,
and, on the other hand, how purely voluntary sector-wide
agreements (e.g., Equator Principles) may support or pre-empt
government regulations.

From a managerial perspective, we have provided an overview
of potential measures that forest companies can implement to
address biodiversity and other socio-ecological issues at the

land-use level. In addition to well-established practices, such as
forest resource management, partners auditing or land sparing,
some of the Nordic European companies examined in this
study are now beginning to explore new measures considered
profitable or strategically interesting. They include the monetary
valuation of ecosystem services, integrated land-use planning,
biodiversity/carbon offsetting and the use of green bonds.
Notably, these practices have generally been adopted along with
a company perspective that views forests as a source of multiple
(timber and non-timber) values for a diverse range of societal
actors, and where land ownership has determined the studied
companies’ ability to engage with the full spectrum of possible
BES measures.

We suggest that the effectiveness and appropriateness of the
various BES measures should be evaluated by the companies
against the broader panorama of socio-ecological issues to
be addressed; the stakeholders involved; the national legal
framework and other institutional settings, including global
and local societal expectations; and the mitigation hierarchy
approach. Prudence is advisable when engaging with monetary
valuation andmarkets for ecosystem services due to stakeholders’
concerns regarding such measures.

This study ultimately shows that the potential for business
organizations to co-govern BES issues occurs through multiple
processes and extends well beyond markets for ecosystem
services, although these latter have been in the past decade
the focus of much of the emphasis and expectations by the
international research/practitioner community.
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