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Due to the ongoing sustainability megatrend, companies are increasingly incorporating envi-

ronmental sustainability concerns into their strategies. Meanwhile this sustainability transition, 
strategic renewal processes of individual companies are inevitably co-evolving with their increas-
ingly dynamic and complex business ecosystems. The internal rate of change in a company 
needs to be adjusted to that of its environment. Consequently, when companies are renewing 
their strategies, they need to consider not only the transition towards sustainability, but also their 
alignment within the constantly evolving business ecosystem and its focal value proposition. Ad-
dressing the limited existing knowledge on these issues, the objective of this study is to investigate 
how the process of strategic renewal towards environmental sustainability is co-evolving with its 
business ecosystem. 

To meet the research objective, a qualitative longitudinal single-case study of extreme kind 
was conducted at a technological forerunner Neste Oyj. Longitudinal and multi-sourced data cov-
ered Neste’s strategy process renewal from 2000 to 2019 with 6 top management interviews, 
validating group discussions with interviewees and Neste strategy team, 14 annual reports from 
2005 to 2018, and versatile secondary data. Data-driven and thematical analysis of the rich da-
taset was enhanced by mapping the longitudinal processes with critical incident technique and 
ecosystem mapping software Kumu. 

The findings show that the mapped strategic renewal process follows the steps of formulation, 
implementation and evaluation meanwhile its encompassing business ecosystem follows the 
business ecosystem lifecycle of birth, expansion, leadership and renewal. These co-evolutionary 
processes in Neste case have taken place over time in four identified eras, which each have had 
their own critical incidents that construct sub-processes of strategic renewal. These sub-pro-
cesses have been influenced by both internal and external drivers, which have discrete and on-
going natures. Identified internal drivers include organizational structure, organizational culture, 
competences and leadership, whereas external ones are divided into market development, regu-
lation, collaboration, society and other drivers.  

The study contributes to the intersection of strategic renewal, business ecosystem and sus-
tainability transition literature by providing longitudinal and processual insights to an extreme case 
with an exceptional strategic renewal process. As for managerial implications, top management 
benefits from considering strategy as a cyclic process that co-evolves with its business ecosystem 
and acknowledging that in the early phases of this co-evolutive process, internal drivers have a 
dominant role. Along with other internal drivers, strengthening an internal vision is of high im-
portance as it allows engagement and proactive steering of ecosystem actors through collabora-
tions throughout the entire process of strategic renewal. When renewing a value proposition along 
the renewed strategy, communications with ecosystem actors play a significant role in ensuring 
a successful re-alignment of business ecosystem to its focal value proposition. Further, the find-
ings of this study are useful to policymakers who consider driving measures for strategic renewal 
towards sustainability. For future research agenda, it is recommended to expand the research 
scope to the hindering factors and drivers which may simultaneously hinder and support the stra-
tegic renewal towards environmental sustainability.  
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Meneillään olevan kestävyysmegatrendin vuoksi yritysten tulee enenevissä määrin sisällyttää 

kestävyysnäkökulmia strategioihinsa. Samalla kun kestävyystransitio etenee, yritysten strategiset 
uudistumisprosessit ovat kuitenkin jatkuvassa vuorovaikutuksessa yhä dynaamisempien ja 
monimutkaisempien liiketoimintaekosysteemiensä kanssa, halusi yritys sitä tai ei. Yrityksen 
sisäisten muutosten tahti tulee sovittaa sen ulkoisten muutosten tahtiin. Siksi yritysten täytyy 
strategioitaan uudistaessaan huomioida paitsi kestävyystransitio, myös sijoittumisensa jatkuvasti 
kehittyvään liiketoimintaekosysteemiin ja sitä yhdistävään arvolupaukseen nähden. Tämän 
tutkimuksen tavoitteena on täydentää rajallista nykytietoa siitä, kuinka strategian uudistamisen 
prosessi kohti kestävyyttä ja sen liiketoimintaekosysteemi ovat vastavuoroisessa 
vuorovaikutuksessa, koevoluutiossa, keskenään. 

Tutkimustavoitetta lähestyttiin toteuttamalla laadullinen ja pitkittäinen extreme-
tapaustutkimus, jonka kohdeyrityksenä on teknologinen edelläkävijäyritys Neste Oyj. Pitkittäinen 
data on kerätty monista lähteistä tutkimusajanjaksolta 2000-2019, kattaen kuusi johtotason 
haastattelua, validoivat ryhmäkeskustelut haastatelluille sekä Nesteen strategiatiimille, 14 
vuosikertomusta vuosilta 2005-2018 sekä monipuolisesti dataa toissijaisista lähteistä. Rikas 
datasetti analysoitiin datalähtöisesti ja teemapohjaisesti. Lisäksi analyysia tuki pitkittäisten 
prosessien kartoitus kriittisten tapahtumien menetelmää ja Kumu-nimistä 
ekosysteemikarttaohjelmistoa hyödyntämällä. 

Tuloksista käy ilmi, että kartoitettu strateginen uudistumisprosessi noudattaa muotoutumisen, 
toteutuksen ja arvioinnin vaiheita, samoin kuin sitä ympäröivä liiketoimintaekosysteemi noudattaa 
liiketoimintaympäristön elinkaaren vaiheita syntymästä laajentumiseen, johtajuuteen ja 
uudistumiseen. Nämä koevolutiiviset prosessit muotoutuvat Nesteen tapauksessa neljän 
aikakauden aikana, joilla jokaisella on omat kriittisten tapahtumien määrittämät alaprosessinsa. 
Erilaiset sisäiset ja ulkoiset ajurit ovat vaikuttaneet näihin aikakausien alaprosesseihin diskreetein 
ja jatkuvaluontoisin tavoin. Tutkimuksessa tunnistettiin sisäisiksi ajureiksi organisaation rakenne, 
kulttuuri, kyvykkyydet ja johtajuus, kun taas ulkoisia ajureita edustavat markkinakehitys, 
regulaatio, yhteistyö, yhteiskunta ja muut ajurit.  

Tutkimus antaa panoksensa strategian uudistumisen, kestävyystransition ja 
liiketoimintaekosysteemikirjallisuuden leikkauspisteeseen strategisen uudistumisen extreme-
tapauksen pitkittäisillä ja prosessuaalisilla tutkimustuloksilla. Yritysjohtajille tutkimus suosittaa 
strategian mieltämistä sykliseksi prosessiksi, joka kehittyy vuorovaikutuksessa 
liiketoimintaekosysteeminsä kanssa. Vuorovaikutteisten prosessien alkuvaiheissa yrityksen 
sisäiset ajurit ovat dominoivassa roolissa ja erityisesti yrityksen visiota tulee vahvistaa sisältä 
käsin, jotta sillä voidaan sitouttaa ja ennakoivasti ohjailla yhteistyössä toimivia 
ekosysteemitoimijoita läpi strategisen uudistumisen prosessin. Jos strategian mukana myös 
yrityksen arvolupaus ja mahdollisesti koko liiketoimintaekosysteemin arvolupaus uudistuu, 
kommunikaatio ekosysteemitoimijoiden kanssa varmistaa liiketoimintaekosysteemin onnistuneen 
uudelleenryhmittymisen muutoksiin nähden. Yritysjohtajien ohella myös päättäjät voivat hyötyä 
tutkimustuloksista harkitessaan, kuinka kannustaa yrityksiä muuttamaan strategioitaan 
kestävämpään suuntaan. Jatkotutkimusaiheiksi suositetaan tässä tutkimuksessa tunnistettujen 
ajureiden tutkimista niiden strategian ympäristöllisesti kestävää uudistumista hidastavien 
piirteiden näkökulmasta sekä myöskin puhtaasti hidastavien tekijöiden tutkimusta.  
 

 
Avainsanat: strateginen uudistumisprosessi, strateginen uudistuminen, strategiaprosessi, 

liiketoimintaekosysteemit, ekosysteemit, ympäristöllinen kestävyys, kestävyystransitio 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the study 

Strategic renewal, nowadays, is more and more concerned on the environmental actions 

of the company. As the environmental problems are increasingly visible and discussed 

in the industry, academia and policymaking (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017), sustainability 

megatrend within the dynamic business environment has become inevitable and pro-

vides more new strategic alternatives than before (Schrettle et al., 2014). Infinite internal 

and external pressures demand the integration of sustainability into the company-level 

strategy processes in order to attain sustainability strategies (da Rosa et al., 2013). 

Therefore, company strategies are increasingly incorporating sustainability concerns 

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017) once renewing their strategies. Not only individual companies, 

but also complete sociotechnical systems face this pressing need of transiting towards 

sustainability (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Thus, an individual firm renewing its strategy 

under these pressures must consider not only the sustainability aspect (da Rosa et al., 

2013), but also the encompassing, ever-increasingly complex ecosystem (Adner, 2017). 

For reducing the environmental impacts of industrial operations, the most successful 

strategic choice is the one that leads to improvements in environmental management 

practices (da Rosa et al., 2013) and looks for new opportunities in terms of sustainability 

(Sharma, 2000). Those opportunities emerge through redesigning practices, which in-

crease the circularity and reduce resource leakages (Jørgensen & Remmen, 2018). Ca-

pabilities to sense, seize and reconfigure the strategy for example by orchestrating the 

business ecosystem are especially important to sustainability-based strategies (Mousavi 

& Bossink, 2017). However, until today, there is still little agreement on the circum-

stances under which sustainability practices can support creating a source of strategic 

competitive advantage (Schrettle et al., 2014). Strategic renewal towards sustainability 

within individual companies is the key research avenue for investigating these concerns. 

Strategic renewal is a matter of change, addressed for strategies of an organization be-

ing modified over time (Thompson et al., 2014). Strategic renewal in this study is consid-

ered as a combination of process, content and outcome of updates or changes in organ-

ization’s characteristics, which may affect the long-term prospects of an organization 

(Agarwal & Helfat, 2009). The study focuses on the processual dimension by discussing 
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strategic renewal process throughout the study, even when shortening it to strategic re-

newal.  

Research still lacks definite conclusions when it comes to understanding the choice 

(Schrettle et al., 2014) and implementation of sustainable organizational strategies (da 

Rosa et al., 2013). The choice and implementation of sustainability can be influenced by 

various drivers, which facilitate the renewal of strategy processes for more sustainable 

sociotechnical systems (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Systemic transition towards sustain-

ability is increasingly approached in companies by strategic decisions in slowing down, 

narrowing and closing resource flows with technological, social or organizational solu-

tions; in other words, circular economy. Circularity in resource flows goes hand in hand 

with sustainability with a set of different re-designing practices. They are increasingly 

gaining attention and being incorporated into strategies of both private and public sector 

organizations because of their abilities to respond to internal and external pressures of 

sustainability. (Jørgensen & Remmen, 2018)  

Drivers of strategic renewal do not have an unambiguous definition. Instead, many syn-

onyms, such as driving forces, triggers, motivators or enabling, facilitating or enhancing 

factors, emerge in literature when discussing positive driving forces of strategy. This 

study understands drivers as positive forces of change, which emerge in ecosystems, 

both inside and outside the investigated company. For example, markets, technology 

(Das & de Ven, 2000), regulation and consumers (Schrettle et al., 2014) do influence the 

strategic renewal from outside of the company but within its ecosystem scope. Among 

the external drivers of strategic renewal towards sustainability, the role of stakeholders 

calls special attention. In particular, investigation is needed on different stakeholders with 

which to interact to achieve sustainability goals. Furthermore, the nature of these stake-

holder relationships is to be examined for enhancing development towards sustainability. 

(Banerjee, 2002)  

Complex business settings demand managers to both consider sustainability aspects 

(Schrettle et al., 2014) and to look beyond their business setting’s networks (Aarikka-

Stenroos et al., 2017). As the current literature does not fully cover how networks can be 

best used in this difficult strategic decision-making of managers (Abrahamsen et al., 

2016), encompassing actors need to be considered more broadly on a business ecosys-

tem level in strategic renewal of firms. Operating in dynamic ecosystems with multiple 

ecosystem actors, companies need to re-consider their strategies in terms of their align-

ment within the ecosystem and the focal value proposition (Adner, 2017) along with the 

transition towards sustainability (da Rosa et al., 2013). In this study, ecosystem is under-

stood as an alignment structure of multilateral set of partners, which need to interact for 
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materializing the focal value proposition (Adner, 2017, p. 40). This approach distin-

guishes more clearly from other constructs because it provides a more actionable per-

spective on interdependence and offers a host of new, distinctive questions in the strat-

egy field (Adner, 2017). More specifically, this study concerns a setting of a business 

ecosystem, which typically has clear focal actors and highlights co-evolution of competi-

tion and collaboration as well as supply chain aspects. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017) 

Along with the transition to ecosystems, strategy literature has expanded to consider not 

only stakeholders, but more broadly ecosystem actors (Priem et al., 2013). Therefore, 

this study takes an ecosystem approach to consider stakeholders from traditional strat-

egy literature as ecosystem actors within a business ecosystem setting. Coordination 

between multiple ecosystem actors and shared responsibilities is seen evident 

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017) as ecosystem actors are a driving force for strategic renewal 

towards sustainability (Damert & Baumgartner, 2018). This is because ecosystem actors 

see the societal sustainability challenge and react by adjusting their expectations to-

wards individual companies accordingly (Schrettle et al., 2014). In fact, corporate sus-

tainability by its core definition is based on the importance of ecosystem actors, defined 

as meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders without compromising 

its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002, p. 131).  

Once one ecosystem actor renews its strategy, other actors in the ecosystem are prone 

to be influenced by the move, thanks to the co-evolutional nature of ecosystems 

(Peltoniemi & Vuori, 2004). Thus, the evolution of ecosystems and strategic renewal pro-

cesses of ecosystem actors are dynamic and interdependent. This makes the research 

area very interesting for academics and practitioners alike; for firm’s strategic renewal 

over time, it is required that the internal rate of strategic change is co-aligned with that of 

external environment (Ben-Menahem et al., 2013).  

Discovering and understanding the transition from innovation to business ecosystems is 

the key aim of a joint research program CICAT2025, to which this study belongs and 

contributes to. The research program is to support Finland’s strategic objective to be-

come a global leader in circular economy by investigating the transition from linear to 

circular economy with a dedicated ecosystem approach. Being part of the research pro-

gram, this study investigates strategic renewal towards sustainability and its co-evolving 

business ecosystem with a longitudinal qualitative case study. 
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1.2 Research objective, questions and scope 

Understanding strategic renewal towards sustainability within a business ecosystem 

context is an important yet under-researched avenue to give understanding and tools for 

co-creation and radical innovation of ecosystem actors (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 

2017). Literature is still in need of building more knowledge on the co-evolving temporal 

processes of strategy and business ecosystem evolution. The relationship of firm’s inter-

nal strategic renewal and its co-alignment with the ecosystemic change over time (Ben-

Menahem et al., 2013), as well as discovering what kind of drivers are the most influential 

and at what time of this co-evolution, is a research avenue addressed in this study.  

To respond to these issues and address the current limitations in the intersection of cur-

rent strategic renewal, sustainability transition and business ecosystem literature, the 

objective of this study is to understand how the process of strategic renewal towards 

environmental sustainability is co-evolving with its business ecosystem. The threefold 

issues are approached through the following research questions: firstly, the study inves-

tigates the critical incidents and eras that take place in the process of strategic renewal 

towards environmental sustainability. Secondly, the study examines how the business 

ecosystem evolves during the strategic renewal process. Only once understanding what 

exactly is happening throughout the strategic renewal (RQ1) and its co-evolving business 

ecosystem (RQ2), it is possible to derivate what drivers emerge within the business eco-

system and influence the process of strategic renewal towards environmental sustaina-

bility (RQ3). The exact research questions are constructed as follows: 

RQ1. What critical incidents and eras take place in strategic renewal process towards 

environmental sustainability? 

RQ2. How does the business ecosystem evolve during the strategic renewal process 

towards environmental sustainability? 

RQ3. What are the drivers identified within the business ecosystem during the stra-

tegic renewal process towards environmental sustainability?  

In order to seek answers to these research questions, the study scope is framed to a 

longitudinal and processual single-case study, which is a purposively selected extreme 

case. The longitudinal approach highlights the temporal dimension of the renewal pro-

cess and is promising for gaining reliable findings over time, for instance on the effect of 

climate policies during the evolution of strategies (Damert & Baumgartner, 2018). The 

processual approach, on the other hand, enables addressing important questions lying 

in the heart of management and organizational life (Langley et al., 2013). That, in turn, 
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is the key concern to be researched further in order to understand strategic change in 

terms of temporality and change actors (Kunisch et al., 2017).  

With longitudinal and processual approach, this study is not only contributing to the stra-

tegic renewal, business ecosystem and sustainability literature, but also provides practi-

cal implications to company strategists and policymakers who intend to accelerate the 

strategic renewal processes towards sustainability within individual companies. Longitu-

dinal insights to the co-evolving strategic renewal processes and their business ecosys-

tems are valuable in order to respond to the increasingly visible and discussed environ-

mental problems that concern the industry, academia and policymaking alike 

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Companies considering or already applying sustainability 

practices in their strategies can benefit by familiarizing with this processual case and its 

findings to accelerate their progress towards sustainability. Particularly, companies can 

benefit from understanding what drives the strategic renewal process and at what time 

in the co-evolving processes of strategic renewal and business ecosystem evolution. 

In order to address the defined research scope, the study makes conscious limitations. 

The theoretical frame is limited to strategic renewal process, business ecosystems and 

the intersections of these streams of literature with highlighted sustainability context. 

These theory approaches offer a suitable perspective for the empirical case analysis. 

However, studies on strategic renewal are not expected to try cover all aspects of stra-

tegic renewal at once (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009). Therefore, the selected focus is on the 

process dimension of strategic renewal and less on the content, which is given in the 

case as an evident outcome of renewal towards sustainability. Further, the study consid-

ers strategic renewal and strategic renewal process to be synonyms. It uses the latter to 

highlight the processual dimension of the researched phenomenon.  

Strategic renewal process is influenced by positive drivers. Thus, hindering and opposing 

forces are purposively excluded from the research scope. Regarding methodological 

choices, the study limits to qualitative methods because they are seen suitable to de-

scribe real life, form a big picture of the research target and reveal new information in an 

explorative way (Hirsjärvi, 2009, pp. 161–166).  

Because of the versatility in ecosystem literature, it is important to specify how this study 

understands the researched ecosystem. The case ecosystem is constructed much like 

Adner (2017) understands it, thus having a focal firm in the center and business ecosys-

tem actors around it materializing a focal value proposition (Adner, 2017). Finding it suit-

able for this kind of case, the study applies business ecosystems as a generic overarch-

ing concept of co-evolving systems of actors, technologies and institutions (Aarikka-
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Stenroos & Ritala, 2017). Business ecosystems have commonalities with innovation eco-

systems, which are characterized by innovation-driven goals and value creation and cap-

ture uncertainties. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017) However, in this study, innovation 

ecosystem is to be considered inherent to business ecosystem, the unit of analysis ap-

plied in the study. Studying business ecosystems, the study’s main interest lies on their 

temporal dimension, including dynamics and co-evolution which occur during the lifecy-

cle of the ecosystem. (Phillips & Ritala, 2019) 

Even though being part of circular economy driven CICAT2025 research program, this 

study is not limited to circular economy per definition. Instead, while recognizing sustain-

ability to consist of environmental, economic and social aspects explained in the triple 

bottom line of Elkington (2013), this study focuses only on the environmental side of 

sustainability. Thus, when discussing sustainability in this study, it refers only to the eco-

logical aspect of the triple bottom line, while keeping in mind that it has its indirect effects 

on the social and economic aspects within the ecosystem (Elkington, 2013).  

The study is narrowed to a specific single-case context and industry. Many scholars rec-

ommend empirically investigating industry-specific ecosystems to better understand the 

strategic renewal towards sustainability (Abrahamsen et al., 2016; Banerjee, 2002; 

Schrettle et al., 2014). For example, academic literature and media have scrutinized 

large players in the oil and energy industry, but the degree to which they accept and 

adapt the disruptive renewable energy technologies appears to stay under-examined 

(Chaiyapa et al., 2018). The purposively selected extreme case, Neste Oyj, is a company 

operating in the oil and energy industry. The industry is typically characterized by large 

and expensive investments. (Adelman, 1987) Within the empirical case, the study limits 

to strategic renewal regarding its renewable business instead of including the fossil fuel 

business in the research scope. 

1.3 Structure of the study 

The first chapter introduces the background and the focus of the research in the inter-

section of strategic renewal, sustainability and business ecosystem literature. Further-

more, it addresses the objectives, research questions, scope and structure of the study. 

The first chapter is followed by two theory chapters. First of them covers strategy litera-

ture to position this study within the strategy process stream and presents strategic re-

newal ad its drivers in sustainability context in more detail. The second chapter intro-

duces a short recap of literature development towards ecosystem paradigm, examines 

the ways ecosystems evolve over time and how strategies can consider ecosystems, 
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and evaluates ecosystem actors as drivers for strategic renewal. Thus, both theory chap-

ters take a differing view on studying the theoretical basis on how the process of strategic 

renewal towards environmental sustainability is co-evolving with its business ecosystem, 

which is concluded in an integrative framework at the end of the third chapter. 

Theory chapters are followed by the research methodology of the study, which discusses 

and justifies the methodological choices in chapter 4. As for methodology, a qualitative 

approach with a longitudinal extreme case has been selected. Multi-sourced data gath-

ering from interviews and annual reports was complemented with group discussions and 

other secondary data, such as the case company website and news articles. Data-driven 

analysis of the data follows thematic approach and takes advantage of critical incidents 

technique as well as an ecosystem mapping software called Kumu. 

Addressing the lack of empirical validation in the existing sustainability strategy literature 

(Menon & Menon, 1997; Schrettle et al., 2014), chapter 5 presents the empirical results 

for each of the research questions. Thus, first the emerging eras and their critical inci-

dents during the strategic renewal process are identified. Second, the business ecosys-

tem evolution during the strategic renewal process is mapped era by era with a relation-

ship mapping software. Lastly, the drivers emerging from the business ecosystem are 

analyzed.  

In chapter 6, the empirical results and integrative theoretical framework are compared 

and discussed in order to derivate fruitful insights for practitioners and academics alike 

to understand how the process of strategic renewal towards environmental sustainability 

is co-evolving with its business ecosystem. Before references and appendices, chapter 

7 finalizes the study with conclusions, including meeting the objectives, presenting both 

theoretical and managerial implications, assessing the quality and limitations of the study 

and finally providing its suggestions for future research agenda.  
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2. STRATEGIC RENEWAL PROCESS TOWARDS 
ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY 

This chapter defines strategy and the related key concepts and approaches before po-

sitioning itself to the strategy process stream. Then, the chapter continues by presenting 

different approaches to strategic change and renewal. Lastly, this chapter covers recent 

strategy literature in the context of environmental sustainability to identify drivers for stra-

tegic renewal process towards sustainability.  

2.1 Strategy and its research streams 

Strategy, often considered in its simplicity as a way to achieve goals, has a multidimen-

sional nature. Strategy can be understood as a plan of getting from one point to another 

or a pattern of actions over time. On the other hand, strategy is a position, which reflects 

decision-making on offerings for particular markets. Strategy can also be a perspective, 

which means a vision and direction. (Mintzberg, 2000, pp. 23–27) There are as many 

definitions of strategy as there are definers (Lindroos & Lohivesi, 2006, 27). In an attempt 

to integrate these various definitions, Hax & Majluf (1988) clarified strategy to be a fun-

damental framework through which an organization can assert its vital continuity (Hax & 

Majluf, 1988, p. 37).  

Strategy itself is as old as the profession of managers, originating from the military use 

of ancient Greeks (Ghemawat, 2002). Strategy literature has recognized many strategy 

types throughout its relatively long history, including for example technology strategy, 

business strategy and innovation strategy. The series of strategy types is to be continued 

with the most recent topics at hand; sustainability and ecosystem strategies (Adner, 

2006; da Rosa et al., 2013). Traditional strategy literature has been interested in strategic 

planning and strategic management. Strategic planning is a top management process, 

typically described by annual planning sessions and reviews with, for example 5-year 

planning cycles (Stead & Stead, 2013). In contrast, the term of strategic management 

has emerged to consider strategizing as a continuous process. Strategic management 

aims at achieving organizational goals by fitting the organization to its environment with 

the support of competitive advantages and the efforts of top managers. (Barney, 1991) 

Strategic management consists of strategic actions, which are an effort of a company to 

influence its network position in the network of which it is part of. As for an example of 

strategic actions, strategizing is an activity concerning the choices on how to interact with 

actors who are connected through business relationships (Gadde et al., 2003, 358).  
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Strategic management is understood in the academic literature as a three-dimensional 

phenomenon, consisting of content, context and process (Figure 1). Content refers to 

the actual product emerging from the strategizing, the “what” of the strategy. Context 

refers to the fact that the companies are strategizing to suit a varying combination of 

organizational and environmental factors, as discussed shortly in the previous chapter. 

Finally, the third dimension is process, the “how” of the strategy shaping. These three 

dimensions are intertwined and hence cannot be observed in isolation. (De Wit & Meyer, 

2010, p. ix) 

Similar to what Barney (1991) noted on strategic management, strategy is traditionally 

an attempt to maintain a dynamic adjustment between company offering and what the 

environment is looking for (Miles et al., 1978). As the study field is very broad due to the 

relatively long history of strategy literature, two main schools have emerged, focusing 

either on the position within the external environment (e.g. Position school) or the internal 

environment (e.g. Resource-based view). (Martins et al., 2014) Both schools agree that 

a match between the company and its environment must be established, but the ap-

proach for achieving this fit differs (De Wit & Meyer, 2010, 214-215).  

The first school is focusing on how the environment must be considered in strategies 

and strategizing. In other words, the success is determined by the market positioning of 

a company. (Porter, 2008) Positioning matters the most because the structure of the 

environment largely affects company’s performance. Positioning school is traditionally 

Figure 1. Three dimensions of strategic management 
(adapted from De Wit & Meyer 2010, p. ix)  
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concerned on finding a market position that is safe from existing and potential competi-

tors as well as bargaining power of suppliers and buyers (Porter, 1991). Strategy must 

enable managing the adaption to the changes of environment in order to gain competitive 

advantage. Thus, addressing the stakeholder benefits is the ultimate goal of a strategy. 

(De Wit & Meyer, 2010, 12) Strategy itself can be seen as an emergent process of learn-

ing and adapting to the external environment of the organization, while taking into ac-

count the stakeholder interests and satisfaction (Martins et al., 2014). Levels of unpre-

dictability, malleability and harshness of the environment define the best way to approach 

the strategy (Reeves et al., 2012). 

As a response to positioning school of strategy, resource-based view emerged to con-

cern the internal resources of a company as a source for sustained competitive ad-

vantage (Barney, 1991). Internal company resources, let them be financial, physical, hu-

man or organizational, enable conceiving or implementing strategies. The company has 

both external and internal competencies, which are built and reconfigured by dynamic 

capabilities of the company. (Teece et al., 1997) Dynamic capabilities have evolved from 

the resource-based view on strategy (De Wit & Meyer, 2010, 214), differing in the belief 

of being more able to develop the internal capabilities than the previous paradigm sug-

gested (Ghemawat, 2002). Dynamic capabilities have risen interest in strategy literature 

in the beginning of the millennial thanks to their central role in the development and sus-

tainability of competitive advantages.  

No matter the strategy research approach trusted more, companies face the need to 

continuously adjust their strategies based on both environmental conditions and organi-

zational structures to the established strategies. Consequently, strategy and strategic 

alignment are not done in isolation, but as a continuous process of adaptation and 

change instead. (Mintzberg et al., 2003) A process can be seen as a sequence of events, 

incidents and steps describing the change of things over time. (de Ven, 1992). Process 

deals with the steps needed - let them be rational, structured, formal or not – in order to 

form a strategy (De Wit & Meyer, 2010, 2). The research on strategy processes is a field 

of study dating back to at least 30s, concerned with the administrative systems and de-

cision processes that influence company’s strategic positions (Chakravarthy & Doz, 

1992). The processual perspective on strategies is supported by popular strategy re-

searchers Pettigrew and Mintzberg among others (De Wit & Meyer, 2010, 2). 

Strategy process research focuses on exploring how effective strategies are shaped, 

validated and implemented successfully in a company, taken that the change is evident 

to stay up to date with the dynamic business environment and use the gained compe-
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tencies (Chakravarthy & Doz, 1992). Strategy process research has evolved considera-

bly, transferring the focus from strategic planning to how antecedents affect the strategy 

process and its outcomes (Hutzschenreuter & Kleindienst, 2006). Strategy process ap-

proach was distinct especially strongly from strategy content approach in the 90s to com-

plement the needs of traditional strategy literature (Burgelman et al., 2018). Hirsch 

(1991) provides a metaphor on point: strategy process resembles a full color cinematog-

raphy, whereas strategy content research of the days equaled black and white still pic-

tures (Hirsch, 1991).  

Having presented the position school, resource-based view, dynamic capabilities, con-

tent and process approaches of strategy, Table 1 concludes the main streams of strategy 

research with the authors that have been cited in this literature review (Table 1). Among 

the existing approaches to strategy research, this study is adopting a strategy process 

perspective. Thus, the study positions itself in the strategy process literature stream by 

considering strategy to be an ongoing process. 

 

RESEARCH STREAM CITED AUTHORS FOCUS AREA 

Position Porter 1991; Porter et al. 1995; Porter 2008 
Market positioning in relation to external 

environment 

Resource-based view Barney 1991 
Internal resources of a company as a source 

for sustained competitive advantage 

Dynamic capabilities Teece et al. 1997 

Dynamic capabilities of a company build and 

reconfigure company’s internal and external 

resources 

Content 
(To distinct content from process approach) 

Burgelmann et al. 2018; Hirsch 1991 

The outcome of a strategy, what strategy is 

about; “black and white still picture” 

Process 

Mintzberg et al. 2003 ; de Ven 1992 ; 

Chakravarthy & Doz 1992 ; Cohen & Cyert 1973 ; 

Hutzschenreuter & Kleindienst 2006 

Strategy is a continuous process of adapta-

tion and change; “full color cinematog-

raphy” 

 

If a strategy is a process, how is this process constructed? The question has been an-

swered by many different strategy process frameworks, but a classical way is to divide 

strategy process into three steps: formulation, implementation and evaluation of strategy 

(Cohen & Cyert, 1973; Mintzberg et al., 2003). Content-wise the different strategy pro-

cess frameworks are rather similar to the classical model despite some of them having 

more detailed steps. To provide an example how the strategy process steps can be 

framed differently, Cohen & Cyert (1973) claim the formulation stage to consist of formu-

lation of goals, analysis of the environment, assigning quantitative values to the goals, 

the micro process of strategy formulation, the gap analysis and strategic search and 

selecting the portfolio of strategic alternatives (Cohen & Cyert, 1973). Then again, for 

Table 1. Strategy research streams 
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Andrews & David (1987), strategy formulation is a sub-process that consists of identifying 

opportunities and risks, determining resources, considering management’s personal val-

ues and acknowledgement of noneconomic responsibility towards society (Andrews & 

David, 1987). Later evaluation of Farjoun (2002) suggests to further include scanning, 

problem finding, interpretation, analysis, evaluation, choice, implementation planning, 

negotiation, persuasion and invention to the formulation process (Farjoun, 2002).  

In this study, strategy formulation is considered as the first main step of strategy process, 

followed by strategy implementation and evaluation (Cohen & Cyert, 1973; De Wit & 

Meyer, 2010, pp. 42–45; Mintzberg et al., 2003) (Figure 2). 

 

 

In practice, the strategic management steps are not necessarily this discrete, but inter-

related instead (Nicholas, 2009). The strategy process is rarely as linear as the traditional 

schools suggest because of the nature of strategic decisions (Farjoun, 2002). On the 

contrary, it is emphasized that strategy process shall be considered as a repetitive, cyclic 

process (Cohen & Cyert, 1973). Furthermore, MacKay & Chia (2013) call for a renewed 

strategy process approach that acknowledges the reality to be complex and chaotic, thus 

needing a more open perspective towards the unintended changes in organizations. 

(Mackay & Chia, 2013)  

There are dozens of more specified strategy processes presented by academics than 

that of Figure 2. For instance, according to MacKay & Chia (2013), there are four ways 

to form a strategy; intention, natural selection, reactive adaption and chance (Mackay & 

Chia, 2013). Similar more specified processes are reflected for instance in the strategic 

approaches of Reeves et al. (2012): classical, adaptive, visionary, shaping and renewal 

approaches. For each of them, a specialized combination of steps, different from the 

Figure 2. Strategy process steps (adapted from Cohen & Cyert 1973) 
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traditional ones from for example Cohen & Cyert (1973), are recommended (Reeves et 

al., 2012). Classical approaches to strategy shaping focus on return on capital and mak-

ing the most out of profit, often with a gap in the design and implementation phases of 

strategy. Classical approach has discrete steps from analyzing to planning and execu-

tion. Evolutionary approach sees the environment as a survival ground of natural selec-

tion where differentiating is the key for continuity. Reactive approach lets strategy 

emerge step by step while the company has to face contingencies and changes in the 

market. Shaping approach is based on engaging the partners with a shared vision and 

orchestrating them to evolve the whole ecosystem, whereas renewal is a strategy ap-

proach to react or anticipate to a change in environment in order to economize and reach 

new growth. (Reeves et al., 2012) Despite the different categorizations of specified pro-

cess steps, the described strategy processes have typically many commonalities and the 

differences are mostly on the label level. 

Process studies of strategic change are often focused on the individuals who crucially 

shape the course of organizational events and thus determine the success or failure of 

the strategy. However, unintended outcomes tend to rise, even if there is not much room 

for them in the handling of organizational processes. In fact, the possibility of so-called 

unknown unknown is ever present. They do have their roots in the decisions made by 

different organizational actors, with chance of environmental circumstances, but arise 

unexpectedly and might still be decisive for the organization’s future. Therefore, recog-

nizing this chance is highly valuable for the organization. (Mackay & Chia, 2013) There-

fore the consideration of strategy process’ ecosystem is valuable.  

2.2 Strategic change and renewal  

Strategy process literature gets an interesting twist once considering the change of an 

existing strategy. The issue is often researched in a situation of emerging innovation 

(Aarikka-Stenroos et al., 2017), crisis or organizational change. It is acknowledged that 

strategic change can happen through different channels, depending on the choice, the 

environment and the degree to which those are “owned” by the organization (Reeves et 

al., 2012).  

Strategic change is seen as a combination of events, activities and choices over time 

(Langley et al., 2013). Strategic change is defined as changes taking place over time to 

the strategies and objectives of an organization. Change can take place in various forms. 

Traditionally, the types of strategic change are presented in three categories. Explained 

in the systemic review of Kunisch et al. (2017), the literature in the field is divided among 

deterministic, dialect and voluntarist change studies. According to the deterministic view, 
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strategic change results of exogenous shifts in the environment or in the organizational 

structure, whereas the voluntarist change in a result of managerial choice, emphasizing 

the individuals. Dialect perspective sees strategic change as something in between, a 

dynamic phenomenon born in the reciprocal relationship between deterministic con-

straints and managerial choice. (Kunisch et al., 2017) 

The degree of severity for change is depending on the level of change. There are six 

different levels, starting from the least radical for the change: operational tasks and ac-

tivities, competitive strategies, organization structures, systems and processes, corpo-

rate strategies, the organizational mission and lastly the corporate culture. (Thompson 

et al., 2014, 837) Other divisions of strategic change are for example gradual, emergent, 

evolutionary, or discontinuous, dramatic and revolutionary change. Gradual change oc-

curs slowly, similarly to emergent strategies, which emerge over time and typically in-

volve elements of trial and error. (Thompson et al., 2014, 10) Evolutionary change de-

scribes prolonged time periods of growth without major occurrences whereas revolution-

ary refers to substantial turmoil in the organization (Greiner, 1998). Discontinues and 

dramatic changes are not as large. (Thompson et al., 2014, 10) As a more recent addition 

to the list is restoration as a change move to re-enact an abandoned strategy (Miller et 

al., 2019).  

Strategy can follow a so-called path, which can be dependent on the external shocks. 

The phenomenon of the actors becoming locked into their selected path by self-enforcing 

mechanisms is referred to as path dependence. The evolution of the path is determined 

by contingencies, chance events on the path. In other words, the strategy process can 

change its path only once an external shock takes place. (Vergne & Durand, 2010) Thus, 

a path dependent process develops as a function of the process’ own past (David, 2001). 

However, the given self-reinforcing mechanisms can be not only given (Vergne & 

Durand, 2010), but also strategically manipulated by actors within path creation. The 

initial conditions are thus constructed instead of been given, and the contingencies 

emerge based on the ongoing action. In path creation, the actor is locked in temporarily 

within a wider structurational process. As a key element of path creation, an actor can 

create its path based on the combination of its past and future visions instead of waiting 

for an external shock to disturb the balance. (Garud et al., 2010) 

One certain type of change is renewal, defined as a process allowing organizations to 

change their path dependence by transforming the strategic direction and capabilities 

(Schmitt et al., 2018). Strategic renewal is a managerial process that adjusts or substi-

tutes the business model of a firm in order to adapt to emerging environmental opportu-

nities and risks. This process is eventually building up to firm’s long-term survival and 
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prosperity (Schmitt et al., 2016). The combination of process, content and outcome of 

refreshment or replacement of organization’s attributes may notably affect the long-term 

opportunities of the organization. Strategic renewal influences the operating ecosystem 

on multiple levels, which makes the impact of strategic renewal to the organization very 

deep. Activities demonstrating strategic renewal include for instance innovation, market 

entry and investment. (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009)  

Strategic renewal can be divided into two categories, which also fall into the strategic 

change categories (Thompson et al., 2014, 10): discontinuous strategic transformations 

and incremental renewal. Large transformations require typically multiple dimensions of 

a company to change, such as business model, technological base and organizational 

structure. On the other hand, proactive incremental renewal might also help coping with 

changes in the external environment either through altering or exploring outside the core 

business, enabling even to shape the environment to the company’s advantage. When 

observed in a longer time span, a series of incremental improvements can accumulate 

into a larger change within a company. (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009) 

Drivers are triggering or accelerating the change in strategy, which is why strategy pro-

cess begins typically with the analysis on the internal and external factors that drive the 

change in process. Five classical drivers for general strategic change include technical 

obsolesces and technical improvements, political and social events, globalizing markets, 

organizational transform and increased strategic awareness and skills of managers and 

employees. (Thompson et al., 2014, 808-809) As for strategic renewal, external factors 

include for example technology and technological change, globalization, market entry, 

acquisitions, venture capital investments, customer demand, market pressures, primary 

market maturation or declination, deregulation, governmental regulation and changes in 

the competition. (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009) External drivers can also be found in com-

pany’s environment, including the ecosystem actors, their attributes and behaviors, strat-

egies, relationships and performances, developments, forces and discontinuities. 

(Farjoun, 2002) Then again, internal drivers include organizational capabilities such as 

states, forces and developments of company resources, relationships, technologies, so-

cial structure, organizational structure and processes such as the strategy making pro-

cess. (Farjoun, 2002) More specifically for strategic renewal, internal drivers of strategy 

may consist of R&D efforts, underlying processes, rules, routines, capabilities, organiza-

tional-level attributes, organizational structure, reorganization, internal social and politi-

cal context, organizational identity, incentives and individuals in especially top manage-

ment level. (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009) 
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2.3 Drivers for strategic renewal towards environmental sus-
tainability 

Existing strategy literature related to environmental issues is developed in a diverse but 

somewhat unsystematic way (Burritt et al., 2018), including concepts of corporate sus-

tainability, corporate responsibility and environmental. These streams of literature are 

reviewed to collect the drivers relevant for strategic renewal towards sustainability, which 

are presented more closely in this section and concluded below in Table 2. 

 
CATEGORY DRIVER AUTHORS 

IN
TE

R
N

A
L 

D
R

IV
ER

S 

Leadership 

Leadership van Bommel 2011; Barbieri 2011 
Ethical motives of leadership values Bansal & Roth 2000 
Top management commitment Banerjee 2002 
Environmental values of managers Papagiannakis et al. 2014; Sharma 2000 
Leadership values Bansal & Roth 2000 
Managerial long-term focus Banerjee 2002 
Business motivations Damert & Baumgartner 2018 

Organizational 
culture 

Ethical motives Bansal & Roth 2000; da Rosa et al. 2013 
Culture Schrettle et al. 2014; de Mattos & Albuquerque 2018 
Cooperation between departments van Bommel 2011; Barbieri 2011 
External orientation and transparency van Bommel 2011; Barbieri 2011 
General guidelines/ conduct code van Bommel 2011 
Autonomy and possibility for experimenting van Bommel 2011; Barbieri 2011 

 Networking de Mattos & Albuquerque 2018 

 Team commitment de Mattos & Albuquerque 2018 

Relationship 
with 

environment 

Environmental operations van Bommel 2011 
Sustainability activities van Bommel 2011 
Current level of environmental action Schrettle et al. 2014 
Past performance Schrettle et al. 2014 
Climate issues' integration to risk management Damert & Baumgartner 2018 
Sustainability-oriented innovation management process da Rosa et al. 2012 
Eco-innovation activities Paraschiv et al. 2012 

Organization & 
its structure 

Company size Schrettle et al. 2014 
Organizational structure de Mattos & Albuquerque 2018 
Resources Schrettle et al. 2014; de Jesus & Mendonça 2018 
Strategy Schrettle et al. 2014 
Innovation van Bommel 2011 
Product/organization van Bommel 2011 
Organizational factors Damert & Baumgartner 2018 
Learning and adapting van Bommel 2011; Barbieri 2011 

EX
TE

R
N

A
L 

D
R

IV
ER

S 

Stakeholders 

Stakeholders Damert & Baumgartner 2018 
International stakeholders Papagiannakis et al. 2014 
Stakeholder pressure Bansal & Roth 2000 
Multi-stakeholder initiatives van Bommel 2011; Papagiannakis et al. 2014 
Partners Papagiannakis et al. 2014 

 Customers Papagiannakis et al. 2014 
Suppliers Papagiannakis et al. 2014 

Regulation 

Regulation Papagiannakis et al. 2014; Banerjee 2002; Damert & 
Baumgartner 2018 

Legitimation Bansal & Roth 2000 
Regulatory intensity Menon & Menon 1997 
Legislation Bansal & Roth 2000; de Mattos & Albuquerque 2018 
Environmental regulation Schrettle et al. 2014; Porter et al. 1995 ; de Jesus & Men-

donça 2018 
Local government support de Mattos & Albuquerque 2018 
Standardization de Jesus & Mendonça 2018 

Competitive-
ness 

Competitiveness Bansal & Roth 2000 
Economic opportunities Bansal & Roth 2000 
Competitive intensity Menon & Menon 1997 
Market opportunity Menon & Menon 1997 
Economic opportunities Bansal & Roth 2000 
Market drivers Schrettle et al. 2014 

Public concerns 

Ecological responsivity Bansal & Roth 2000; de Jesus & Mendonça 2018 
Public concern Banerjee 2002 
Customer environment sensitivity Menon & Menon 1997 
Societal values & norms Schrettle et al. 2014 

 Social awareness de Jesus & Mendonça 2018 

Industry 
Industry factors van Bommel 2011; Banerjee et al. 2003; Banerjee 2000 
Certification/ Open schemas van Bommel 2011 

Table 2. Drivers for strategic renewal towards environmental sustainability 
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Once environmental issues started to rise in the past, the discussion concerned corpo-

rate environmentalism and ecological responsiveness of companies. Corporate environ-

mental strategy (CES) can be defined as a dynamic process that is driven by accumu-

lated capabilities from the investments of the past and to come (Papagiannakis et al., 

2014). Corporate environmental strategy is not only a response to external pressures, 

but also potential for increasing competitiveness and creating short-term and long-term 

benefits (Porter et al., 1995). The level of environmental issues integration into a corpo-

rate strategy is influenced by numerous external and internal factors, which have remark-

able differences in their influence. (Banerjee, 2002) 

Corporate environmental strategies can vary from resource productivity, addition to legal 

compliance and leadership of environmental cost all the way to eco-oriented products. 

The decision between these options is based on company’s focus on either creating 

competitive advantage through cost or differentiation, or competitive focus  through prod-

ucts or processes. (Orsato, 2002) When having a short-term oriented focus, integration 

of environmental issues is implemented in strategy process by complying with environ-

mental legislation, maintenance support of environmental issues and training of employ-

ees. This functional level of complying is called a single loop learning process. When 

gaining deeper integration level of environmental concerns not only functionally, but 

among the entire corporation, a double loop learning approach is taking place. (Banerjee 

2002) 

Instead of loops, Papagiannakis et al. (2014) consider environmental strategy to be 

shaped in a feedback process, triggered by attained positive environmental outcomes, 

which in turn develop capabilities and upgrade environmental goals. Goal setting can be 

dependent on the needs and wants of important stakeholders. The feedback process 

goes on until the high levels of environmental conduct are more and more integrated with 

business strategy and its competitive advantage. When comparing the original goals and 

the outcomes, positive or negative feedback is observed, which in turn affects both the 

expectations towards strategy’s success as well as the level of commitment to the envi-

ronmental goals. (Papagiannakis et al., 2014) 

Managers can perceive corporate environmentalism through corporate environmental 

orientation, focusing on company’s internal values, standards and ethical behavior, level 

of commitment to environmental protection and responsibility, perceptions on external 

stakeholders and the need to respond to their interests and needs. (Banerjee, 2002) To 

accelerate the feedback process and affect its magnitude, the environmental values and 

attitudes of the managers are significant (Papagiannakis et al., 2014); if managers value 

environmental issues high, they are more probable to see them as opportunities (Sharma 
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2000), and have a different level of expectations for the environmental outcomes. Once 

managers believe in corporate environmental goals, their environmental knowledge and 

organizational confidence is often strengthened. This has a positive effect on organiza-

tional commitment, and finally increasing the quality and quantity of the environmental 

outcomes. (Papagiannakis et al., 2014) 

In the study of Papagiannakis et al. (2014), three different environmental strategy pat-

terns were identified. In all patterns, international stakeholders, customer, suppliers and 

partners influenced the original initiative to shape the strategy towards sustainability. 

Once motivated by desire to preempt future environmental regulation, the investments 

were only incremental and lead to improving stakeholder relationships, process innova-

tions and, also negatively to increased costs. Compliant behavior by the companies were 

driven by stricter rules, decelerating the development of CES. (Papagiannakis et al., 

2014) Then again, in the case when the motivator for environmental investments is val-

ues and attitudes, significant investments were made and actions for diffusion and inte-

gration made, leading to not only stakeholder integration, but also reputation and process 

innovations. In the most successful pattern of the case study, also product innovations 

were an outcome, leading to more decisions to invest more in product stewardship with 

the motivation to enhance stakeholder integration and reputation even more. This in turn 

generated a creation of R&D department and environmental learning, which accelerated 

environmental investment decisions even further. (Papagiannakis et al., 2014) 

As other positively associated factors towards corporate environmentalism strategies, 

regulation, public concern, top management commitment and long-term focus stand out. 

Additionally, industry factors have an effect on the relationship between corporate envi-

ronmentalism and its antecedents. (Banerjee, 2002) Drivers for ecological responsive-

ness in strategy renewal include stakeholder pressure, economic opportunities and eth-

ical motives, developed based on the leadership corporate values. Other motivations 

that induce corporate ecological responsiveness are legitimation, competitiveness and 

ecological responsivity. Motivations were influenced by the context, including field cohe-

sion, issue salience and individual concern. Cohesion consists of proximity and intercon-

nectedness, issue salience consists of certainty, transparency and emotivity, and finally, 

individual concern consists of ecological values and discretion. (Bansal & Roth, 2000) 

In the context of an environmentally oriented marketing strategy, similar drivers emerge 

once again. External to the company, the regulatory intensity, customer environment 

sensitivity, competitive intensity and market opportunity attractiveness drive the strategy. 
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In terms of internal factors, managerial sensitivity, power base of converts, specializa-

tion, centralization and formalization of the company define the so-called environpre-

neurial marketing strategy (Menon & Menon, 1997) 

Within the ecological and environmental literature, climate change has deserved special 

attention. In the literature overview of Damert and Baumgartner (2018), internal factors 

are having the greatest impact to climate change responses of companies. These inter-

nal factors cover organizational attributes, climate issues’ integration to risk manage-

ment, management characteristics such as board structure, chief executives’ educa-

tional background and work diversity, business motivations and financial performance. 

(Damert & Baumgartner, 2018) More specifically, managerial skills and employees’ 

awareness of environmental issues drive action. Damert & Baumgartner (2018) found 

that it could be beneficial to have the responsibilities internally clear and involve the entire 

organization, educate workforce and provide outcome-based remuneration for manage-

rial incentives (Damert & Baumgartner, 2018). According to Kolk & Levy (2001), the sen-

ior managers who have the responsibility for climate-related strategy know each other 

well and have regular meetings in different conferences and negotiations. Regular meet-

ing leads to an increased likelihood that the managers tend to form similar perspectives 

to the issues at hand. (Kolk & Levy, 2001) 

As for the findings of Damert & Baumgartner (2018), when it comes to external drivers, 

regulation, stakeholders, shareholder and customers are first to be named in the litera-

ture to tackle the climate change. As climate change is a global challenge, regulations 

and stakeholders are exposing especially the multinational companies (Damert & 

Baumgartner, 2018). Not only just the stakeholders, but also their closeness to the com-

pany has a role to play (Haddock-Fraser & Fraser, 2008). However, the common under-

standing in the literature is that the strictness of home country’s policy regime does not 

associate with the implementation level of the response strategies to climate change, nor 

does the degree of internationalization of the company. Even if the regulation itself would 

not be efficient, it is recommended for supporting climate strategies uptake indirectly by 

influencing customer behavior and creating pressure to the companies. Companies in-

teracting more with end customers tend to be more active in their climate actions, most 

likely because being exposed to their environmental pressures. (Damert & Baumgartner, 

2018) Furthermore, tendency to pressure exposure is typically larger for companies that 

are bigger in size, thus they are driven more with climate pressures (Bansal, 2005). 

The global issues of corporate environmentalism and ecological responsiveness as well 

as climate change have received lots of attention in the recent past of strategy literature. 

That is to be followed by environmental sustainability strategy stream. The variety of 
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sustainability-oriented strategic choices is expanding (Schrettle et al., 2014) compared 

to the somewhat standardized set of either not implementing sustainability, prioritizing 

environmental requirements or seeking sustainable innovation within the supply chain 

(Van Bommel, 2011). For instance, sustainability strategy can be built on resource 

productivity, legal compliance, environmental cost leadership and eco-oriented products 

(da Rosa et al., 2013; Van Bommel, 2011) 

Sustainability strategy can be approached through the lens of innovation (da Rosa et al., 

2013). Innovation is often a driver of strategic renewal (Van Bommel, 2011) and perform-

ing eco-innovation activities is a method of implementing environmental issues of corpo-

rate sustainability, especially the environmental aspects, in the organization (Paraschiv 

et al., 2012). Sustainability and innovativeness go often hand in hand; innovation is con-

sidered essential for business sustainability in multiple contexts, such as ecological, so-

cial, economic or cultural. (Barbieri et al. 2009) The integration of sustainability and in-

novation is essential for minimizing environmental impacts and ensuring environmental 

preservation with products and processes (da Rosa et al., 2013). Consequently, as da 

Rosa et al. (2013) state, a sustainable innovation strategy can be formulated with a prod-

uct, a process or both. The selection of sustainability strategy is probably aided by an 

existing sustainability-oriented innovation management process. (da Rosa et al., 2013) 

It is to be noted that the choice of sustainability strategy is influenced by the character-

istics of innovation operations (da Rosa et al., 2013) and innovation (Van Bommel, 2011). 

There are plenty of more factors that have been suspected and studied to have an impact 

on the strategic renewal towards environmental sustainability. Just like in corporate en-

vironmental strategies, in the exact context of sustainability, industry and stakeholder 

initiatives are present. (Van Bommel, 2011) Seeking social approval can be one of the 

reasons why companies start seeking environmental change in their strategies (Bansal, 

2005). Market environment and its multiple stakeholders have a driving effect as well. If 

a certain company is the first to introduce a sustainability move and succeeds, it forces 

the rest to follow in the same direction. In addition to market drivers, regulation, social 

values and norms drive the strategic renewal for sustainability. (Schrettle et al., 2014) 

According to the most authors of this literature review, regulative actions, including envi-

ronmental legislation can have a positive influence on strategy shaping. Regulation is 

giving the companies a signal about potential improvements on technologies and re-

source utilization. It does support the awareness on environmental issues, as well as 

reduces uncertainty on the value of environmentally friendly investments. Lastly, regula-

tion has its reinforcing effect on innovations when acting as a buffer and protector of 
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completing innovation schemes that otherwise would be hindered due to the market com-

petition. (Porter et al., 1995) However, some have doubted the role of regulation; despite 

strong incentives for going green, compliant actions do slow down the transition process 

towards sustainability (Papagiannakis et al., 2014). Regulation is recommended to give 

space for companies to choose their own industry-based implementation approach, re-

duce uncertainty as much as possible in all levels of regulation process and above all, 

promote continuous improvement (Porter et al., 1995).  

As for internal strategic drivers, ethical business policies and practices are considered 

the most important for stimulating environmental action by the companies, second most 

important are the environmental management systems. The least important are environ-

mental certifications. (da Rosa et al., 2013) The practices, operations, products, organi-

zation and general guidelines such as code of conduct define the company’s internal 

capabilities for sustainable renewal (Van Bommel, 2011). However, Morioka et al. (2018) 

found that taking sustainability indicators into use is not enough by itself. They do require 

to be associated with clear corporate sustainability goals and priorities. (Morioka et al., 

2018) 

It is suggested for companies to have cross-departmental cooperation and enable learn-

ing, adapting and experimenting possibilities, which can be facilitated by adequate lead-

ership. Responsible leadership is a means of implementing organizational sustainability. 

(Paraschiv et al., 2012) Being result-driven and keeping in mind the external orientation 

and transparency, leaders can facilitate innovation in the implementation of a sustaina-

bility strategy (Barbieri, 2017; Van Bommel, 2011), enabling the strategic renewal for 

sustainability to take place. To support strategic decision-making, the size of the com-

pany, past performance and current environmental actions should considered (Schrettle 

et al., 2014). The implementation of organizational sustainability is based on sustainable 

organizational culture and organizational change (Paraschiv et al., 2012).  

The most recent sustainability-related paradigm, circular economy, has brought new 

winds to the way strategic renewal can be considered and driven. Businesses and public 

organizations have both become interested in the circular economy strategies as they 

promise resource effectiveness by redesigning practices. Circular economy is based on 

business models that define a competitive strategy through the product or service design, 

the pricing for it, production costs and the value proposition to differentiate from other 

companies, and how the company positions in its value chain within the value network 

(Rasmussen, 2007). When creating a circular economy strategy, the key is to aim for 

closing the loops and leakages with technological, social or organizational solutions. For 
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limited resources, this means normally a choice between four strategical options: main-

taining products, reusing and redistributing products, refurbishing and remanufacturing 

products or recycling components and materials. (Jørgensen & Remmen, 2018) 

Jørgensen & Remmen (2018) present a method for planning the circular economy strat-

egy. They call this method a circular economy journey, starting with mapping the initial 

circular economy options with either product lifetime extinction, product refurbishment or 

material recycling. In the mapping stage, the roles of different stakeholders, such as 

customers, suppliers and users are observed in relation to the environmental concerns 

in innovation, among other factors. The initial identification phase is followed by further 

analyses with a more detailed view. After the analyses have been conducted, it is time 

to explore possibilities how to potentially change the product or service and redesign 

them. Redesigning can be done in three ways: redesigning services, products, users, 

service or infrastructure; redesigning the value chain relations regarding either suppliers 

of customers and users; redesigning the organization internally by planning of tasks, 

competences, structures and technologies, especially in relation with the two first options 

of redesigning. Finally, in the last step of circular economy journey, the changes are 

implemented in all redesigning levels that have been discussed in analysis step. 

(Jørgensen & Remmen, 2018) The process can also be presented in a simplified form, 

in which there are only mapping step, analyses step and impact step (Jørgensen & 

Remmen, 2018), which resemble again the general strategy process steps in Figure 2.  

In the circular economy literature, internal drivers include company culture, team com-

mitment, networking and support from the demand network. External enablers are local 

government support, legislation and geographical proximity. Out of these, Mattos & Al-

buquerque’s (2018) findings highlight especially legislation, organizational structure, new 

organizational processes and having an independent business unit in a large company 

to focus on circular economy. (de Mattos & de Albuquerque, 2018)  

Another way of dividing the strategy drivers is that of hard and soft factors, hard ones 

being technical, economic, financial or market based and soft ones institutional, regula-

tory, social or cultural. Technical drivers facilitate the resource optimization and develop-

ment of sharing solutions with the customers. Economic, financial and market drivers are 

related to the trends on the demand and supply sides of business. As for soft drivers of 

institutional and regulatory factors, the increasing importance is on environmental legis-

lation, standardization and waste management directives. Lastly, concluding with the so-

cial and cultural drivers, the connected social awareness, environmental understanding 

and preferences of customers shape the renewal for circular economy. (de Jesus & 

Mendonça, 2018) 
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3. ECOSYSTEM APPROACH TO STRATEGIC   
RENEWAL  

This chapter is presenting the current ecosystem paradigm by guiding briefly through the 

main developments of ecosystem literature and discussing the main characteristics and 

lifecycle of business ecosystems. Further, the study takes an ecosystem approach to 

identify drivers for strategic renewal. Ecosystem actors and other drivers, which influence 

the strategic renewal of individual companies, are discussed at the end of the chapter 

before concluding the synthesis of the entire literature review. 

3.1 Towards the understanding of ecosystems 

Already back in 1984, Freeman suggested that management of stakeholders would pro-

vide a solution to the growing need of new strategy approaches. The constructed classi-

cal framework, stakeholder theory, become very popular afterwards. Stakeholder theory 

considers stakeholders as any individuals or groups affecting or having the ability to af-

fect the achievement of organization’s objectives. (Freeman, 2010) The implementation 

of stakeholder theory become also rather common as a part of environmental analysis, 

executed on a generic level in the early steps of strategy process (Freeman & McVea, 

2005). As a next step in building a better understanding of company’s environment, the 

identification of stakeholders is followed by developing relationships and finding mutually 

beneficial solutions with them (Savitz & Weber, 2006).  

The relationships have typically been researched from the perspective of a so-called 

focal firm, the one central to a variety of stakeholders. The interconnected relationships 

between stakeholders and the focal firm have been researched widely under multiple 

theoretical streams all along from value chains, nets, systems (Adner, 2017), platforms 

and networks to the particular interest of this study, ecosystems (Möller & Halinen, 2017). 

The relationships between stakeholders become especially interesting when the connec-

tions are formed not only directly with the focal firm, but also between the stakeholders 

themselves. Value chain perspective was to open this research avenue (Porter, 1991), 

defining value chains as a flow of capital and information and the product chain with up 

and downstream flows (Jørgensen & Forman, 2009). Afterwards, academic discussion 

has expanded to consider the surrounding actors more deeply than only a chain. Accord-

ing to Möller & Halinen (2017), strategic nets emerged alongside strategizing in the be-

ginning of the millennial, with interest in the types of nets (Möller & Halinen, 2017). Nets 
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are formed through stakeholder relationships (Möller et al., 2005), which tend to connect 

the organizations and their competences horizontally (Herrala et al., 2011).  

Since then, the development of net research has evolved towards networks, and the 

term network has stabilized in the literature. Literature, again, is fragmented to for in-

stance strategic, value and business nets and networks, as well as innovation, regulatory 

and local networks (Jørgensen & Forman, 2009). To provide some examples of the dif-

ferent network types, an innovation network is said to be based on development of new 

processes, products and services, including other players in the value chain (Jørgensen 

& Forman, 2009), whereas business networks are defined as ecosystems that are orga-

nized around a ‘keystone species’ and characterized multiple loosely interconnected ac-

tors who depend on each other for mutual effectiveness and survival (Iansiti & Levien, 

2004). Despite the use of term ecosystem in the latter definition, it is not to be mixed with 

the upcoming discussion of true meaning of ecosystems. An alternative for the innovation 

and business networks is a regulatory network, which includes public authorities and civil 

society organizations who directly or indirectly formulate the business environment. 

Lastly, there are local networks, for which local natural resources, infrastructure, staff, 

local regulation are playing a role in the value chain. (Jørgensen & Forman, 2009) 

Despite the fragmentation of literature, networks do always have the same characteris-

tics, no matter what type of networks they are. These characteristics include subject, 

objective, resources, composition, organizational structure and culture, context and out-

comes. (Kahle et al., 2018) The variety of different net and network types provided by 

academics can be placed in a value system continuum, which varies from a stable and 

well-defined value system all the way to emerging value systems and radical changes. 

However, a more detailed division of strategic net types can be done with division to 

vertical, horizontal and multidimensional value nets or networks. Vertical value nets aim 

for increasing the operational efficiency of the value system. Vertical value nets include 

supplier nets, channel and customer nets and vertically integrated value systems. Hori-

zontal value nets cover a wider range of both actors and net types. Among horizontal 

value system actors, government agencies, industry associations, research institutes, 

universities and competitors are typically involved. Horizontality comes to life in compe-

tition alliances, capability access alliances, market and channel access and cooperation 

alliances and so-called networking forums. Lastly, multidimensional nets include core 

and hollow organizations, complex business nets and new value-system nets. (Möller et 

al., 2005)  

The development of theories throughout the decades is shifting to the point where the 

conceptual focus within industrial marketing and management research is changing from 
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networks to ecosystems. Network literature is interested in how dyadic with other com-

panies within the network can benefit companies, whereas ecosystem research is fo-

cused on the focal offer and its value proposition. Then again, strategic networks form 

inter-organizational structures through alliances, whereas ecosystems are formed inter-

actively with respect to the focal value proposition by relevant actors and activities. 

(Kapoor, 2018) Ecosystem as a concept has been used more and more throughout the 

thirty past years: between 1992 and 2018, over 300 articles have been produced, with 

two-thirds taking place during the last five years (Bogers et al., 2019). The shift has indi-

cated a rise in connectivity, interdependence and co-evolution within the ecosystemic 

actors, technologies and institutions (Phillips & Ritala, 2019), opening the existing under-

standing of networks to even broader reflections and research. 

Hand in hand with the increased popularity of ecosystems, they are often taken as a sort 

of buzzword (Kapoor, 2018), which creates increasingly various inconsistent concepts to 

describe different kinds of structures and processes namely called ecosystems (Kaiser 

& Landau, 2019). Similarly to network research, the literature of ecosystems has scat-

tered  to identify different types of ecosystems, such as business ecosystems, technol-

ogy ecosystems, entrepreneurial ecosystems, knowledge ecosystems (Thomas & Autio, 

2019), innovation ecosystems (Granstrand & Holgersson, 2019), industrial ecosystems, 

economies as an ecosystem, digital business ecosystems or as a social ecosystems 

(Peltoniemi & Vuori, 2004).  

The ecosystem paradigm originates from applying biological and ecological logic to the 

business environment. According the original interpretation of Moore (1993, p. 26), an 

ecosystem is an economic community supported by the organisms of the business world, 

a foundation of interacting organizations and individuals. The economic community is 

dedicated to produce value in the form of goods or services for the customers, who be-

long to the same ecosystem. (Moore, 1996) This approach of Moore represents an eco-

system that is nowadays often specified as a business ecosystem. The actors within the 

ecosystem are further defined as keystones, dominators and niche players depending 

on the role they adapt to. (Iansiti & Levien, 2004; Moore, 1996) The keystones are the 

ecosystem leaders whose vision of roles and structure for ecosystem is followed (Adner, 

2017). Ecosystem actors co-evolve in their roles and capabilities, typically along with the 

keystones, who are valued by the community (Moore, 1996). 

More recently, Adner (2017) clarifies ecosystem to be an alignment structure of multilat-

eral set of partners, which need to interact for materializing the focal value proposition 

(Adner, 2017, p. 40), the definition applied in this study. Another and one of the most 

recent study for defining ecosystems is the attempt of Bogers et al. (2019, p. 2), naming 
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ecosystem as an interdependent network of self-interested actors jointly creating value. 

The definition is built upon 17 other definitions from academics in the field. (Bogers et 

al., 2019) They claim that the definition of for example Adner (2017) is more suitable in 

a subset of ecosystem research, whereas theirs is concise and precise while maintaining 

over-arching perspective needed for the nature of ecosystem research (Adner, 2017). 

As the phenomenon of ecosystems is relatively new in literature, along the definitions, 

multiple conceptualizations have emerged. Some of the most interesting and widely 

spread approaches are provided by Adner (2017) and Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala (2017). 

The first conceptualization of ecosystem-as-affiliation views ecosystems as communities 

of associated actors defined by their platform affiliations and networks. The other view is 

that of ecosystem-as-structure, for which ecosystems are configurations of activity, de-

fined by value proposition (Adner, 2017). Additionally, ecosystem can be considered as 

an additional layer to the existing network frameworks such as the one presented by 

Möller & Halinen (Möller & Halinen, 1999), composed of embedded networks with con-

stantly evolving boundaries, or alternatively, as a new perspective which influences at 

the level of networks, nets and their relationships. Especially the latter perspective has 

overarching implications on the management of business networks within the ecosys-

tem. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017) 

Despite different ways of interpreting ecosystems, it is agreed that they do consist of a 

similar set of basic elements. Nucleus, or the keystone actor (Iansiti & Levien, 2004; 

Moore, 1993), is the key element at the center of the ecosystem for building the basis for 

the focal value proposition of the ecosystem (Kaiser & Landau, 2019). Activities specify 

the actions that are undertaken to materialize the value propositions. In business eco-

systems, activities involve both cooperation and competition, which take place simulta-

neously (Peltoniemi & Vuori, 2004). Actors are the entities taking an action or multiple 

actions in the ecosystem. Multiple actors can also take up only one action together. 

(Adner, 2017) As examples for the actors, stakeholders such as companies, universities, 

research centers, public sector organizations are named among other ecosystem influ-

encers (Peltoniemi & Vuori, 2004). Each ecosystem actor brings varying perspectives, 

problems and risks to the ecosystem (Singer, 2009). The access is also a common char-

acteristic, describing the ease to which new actors may enter the ecosystem. Mapping 

where ecosystem actors stand in their action-taking, there are positions, which also char-

acterize who controls who. Governance presents the degree to which the actors and 

their actions are being under control and formalization. (Kaiser & Landau, 2019) Lastly, 

there are links that specify transfers across actors. Content-wise the transfers may vary 
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from materials, information, influencing or funds. Links may also not have a direct con-

nection to the focal actor of the ecosystem. (Adner, 2017) The links and interaction be-

tween the actors is sometimes referred to as relationship dimension of ecosystems 

(Kaiser & Landau, 2019). The nature of ecosystems is complementary, meaning that no 

value is created until all components comprising the ecosystem are present (Jacobides 

et al., 2018). 

The generalizable ecosystem elements are all tied to conceptual, structural and temporal 

dimensions. Conceptual dimension reflects boundaries and perspectives on the ecosys-

tem, whereas structural dimension is interested in hierarchies and relationships. The last 

dimension, temporality, is the most interesting one in the scope of this study. It includes 

dynamics and co-evolution which occur during the lifecycle of the ecosystem. (Phillips & 

Ritala, 2019) The interdependent dynamics of ecosystem actors can be of cooperative, 

competitive or coopetitive nature (Bogers et al., 2019).  

3.2 Evolution of ecosystems 

Ecosystems’ evolution over time is typically examined as an ecosystem lifecycle. The 

stages of lifecycle are rather simple, divided traditionally in four: birth, expansion, lead-

ership and self-renewal. (Moore, 1993) In the emergence of a new ecosystem, actors 

tend to take certain roles in leadership, value creation, value support and entrepreneurial 

ecosystem. Actors in leader roles attract and link partners to the common platform, be-

cause alone they would not be able to engender an ecosystem. (Dedehayir et al., 2018) 

At the early stage of ecosystem development, companies have an opportunity to take a 

shaping approach to the whole industry if its environment is unpredictable and malleable 

enough. This kind of environment has unexploited potential, is shapeable through col-

laboration, has shapeable regulations and is lacking a dominant player or platform. Suit-

ability of the industry is emphasized even more with accelerating technological change. 

These circumstances take typically place in either freshly disrupted industries, emerging 

markets or a young and dynamic industry. While operating in such an unpredictable and 

malleable environment, a company must both explore options over time and make in-

vestments to shape selected options and to ensure success. This, however, is quite im-

possible without collaborating with other ecosystem actors. (Reeves et al., 2012) 

Birth as the first stage of ecosystem lifecycle is challenging for the need to define a value 

proposition together with key stakeholders, customers and suppliers (Moore, 1993). Eco-

system strategy is needed to align the partners by first identifying the existing gaps and 

then creating conditions to fill them (Adner, 2017). The value offer is worked on together, 
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but leaves the individual companies struggling to protect their ideas and tie up key play-

ers to themselves (Moore, 1993). This is referred to as engagement in the three-step 

model of Reeves et al. (2012), which they call a shaping strategy (Reeves et al., 2012). 

The second stage, expansion, brings the designed value proposition to the markets. To 

scale up, cooperation is needed with ecosystem actors, but still the need of defeating 

alternative ideas is present. In other words, the ecosystem has to compete against other 

ecosystems in order to take the control of strategic markets. The third stage, leadership, 

provides a shared vision for the existing active ecosystem actors to continue improving 

the value proposition. The third stage requires maintaining strong bargaining power to-

wards the key players within the ecosystem, instead of the previous major competition 

against other ecosystems. (Moore, 1993) Ensuring the leadership position is in accord-

ance with the recommendation of Adner (Adner, 2017). 

Similarly to the expansion and leadership stages of Moore (1993), Reeves et al. (2012) 

discuss orchestration and evolving an ecosystem by scaling and keeping its flexibility 

(Reeves et al., 2012). Orchestration capabilities influence new business openings 

through radical innovations and relate to future-oriented value production (Möller et al., 

2005). While orchestrating the ecosystem, the central company needs to build a platform 

to facilitate the ecosystem actor interactions and to lock in ecosystem actors and value 

within ecosystem. The platform can be either digital or non-digital, and aims for driving 

the evolution of the ecosystem rather than strictly managing it. (Reeves et al., 2012) 

Last stage of the lifecycle model of Moore (1993) culminates in the self-renewal, origi-

nating from the innovators who bring new ideas to the existing ecosystem. The challenge 

in the last stage is to prohibit the innovators to create a competing new ecosystem and 

to retain the key customers while figuring out the new value proposition. The last stage 

can, naturally, end in the death of the ecosystem in case the renewal fails. (Moore, 1993)  

It is claimed that ecosystem success depends on the goals of ecosystem actors, the 

interdependence between them and the attributes of their network. The goals vary de-

pending on the ecosystem roles and type of actor. (Bogers et al., 2019) 

To avoid the death and remain healthy, robustness, productivity and niche creation are 

presented as three critical health measures. Robustness highlights the ability to persist 

the environmental changes, whereas productivity is an ability to transform technology 

and raw materials into new products with lower costs. Niche creation allows differentia-

tion and supports diversity in the ecosystem. (Iansiti & Levien, 2004) The diversity of 

response options is handled through resilience and governance. Governance is neces-

sary coordination of actor interaction to maintain the ecosystem output process. On the 
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other hand, response diversity enhances ecosystem’s abilities to adjust to changes in 

demand and to generate a variety of offerings. (Thomas & Autio, 2019)  

Naturally, ecosystems develop and change during their lifecycle in more complex ways 

than just the four discrete stages presented by Moore (1993). In practice, the stages blur 

in the complex interplay between competitive and cooperative business strategies 

(Moore, 1993, p. 76). The rate of change is depending on the lifecycle and type of eco-

system, eventually leading to larger impacts, such as co-evolution (Phillips & Ritala, 

2019), a synonym to Moore’s (1993) complex interplay. 

Because of the nature of ecosystems, temporal dimension in particular, spatial and tem-

poral co-evolution is occurring between the ecosystem actors (Aarikka-Stenroos & 

Ritala, 2017). When a company evolves, it affects the evolution of other companies within 

the ecosystem. This co-evolutionary means strategy-wise that once one company 

changes its strategy, other companies in the ecosystem will strongly be influenced by 

the move and likely to adapt their strategies accordingly, making ecosystem co-evolution 

an interesting area for managers. (Peltoniemi & Vuori, 2004) Co-evolutionary logic gives 

a broader outlook on the network boundaries and composition, allowing the investigation 

of increasingly interconnected actors, technologies and institutions. Consequently, man-

agerial focus needs to be enlarged from the evolution of business networks to system 

co-evolution. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017) There are multiple perspectives to co-

evolution that scholars have identified. For example, the co-evolution of ecosystem and 

the business models of ecosystem actors explains the reasoning for actors to join, stay 

and leave the ecosystem at a specific point of time. Other academics have researched 

the internal competition driving the ecosystem co-evolution, as well as the external fac-

tors to influence co-evolution within system. (Thomas & Autio, 2019) The driving forces 

for ecosystemic co-evolution originate from internal or external factors (Thomas & Autio, 

2019), within the ecosystem or as cross-level evolution (Rosenkopf & Nerkar, 1999). 

In addition to co-evolution, the development of business ecosystems is channeled 

through self-organization, emergence and evolution. Self-organization refers to a pro-

cess for novel structures or features to arise within the system without a controller to 

intervene. The process is ongoing and contributes to the novelty of the ecosystem. As 

the ecosystemic interactions bring actors together voluntarily, self-organization takes 

place rather freely in a preferred design, despite possible intervention of the government. 

Emergence results from the self-organization, whereas adaptation is linking the emer-

gent properties to the environment. Lastly, evolution of the ecosystem concerns the long-

term achievements of the emergent properties. (Peltoniemi & Vuori, 2004) 
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3.3 Ecosystem strategies  

Ecosystem literature is interested in discovering how the links between ecosystem actors 

and their activities influence the value proposition of the focal offer, and further, how this 

value proposition influences companies’ strategies and ensures their competitiveness 

(Adner, 2017). To succeed in the adaptation process between the external and internal 

sides of the organization (Miles et al., 1978), a company can choose to combine multiple 

strategy approaches. The mix-matching can be done through relying on external eco-

system, which leads to a mixed set of strategy approaches for the ecosystem actors. 

(Reeves et al., 2012) Especially, if a company operates in a turbulent environment with 

complex relationships, it needs an ecosystem strategy (Iansiti & Levien, 2004). An eco-

system strategy considers ecosystem structure, ecosystem roles and ecosystem risks 

(Adner, 2017). Illustrating the variety of ecosystem strategies, Olsson and Bosch (2017) 

identified the total of 15 strategic choices in their profound study: in innovation ecosys-

tems, the strategies vary among the ways how the strategic partners are picked and with 

who the value is co-created, whereas in differentiating ecosystems, implemented strate-

gies resemble incremental change and radical change. (Olsson & Bosch, 2017) 

Successful ecosystems allow companies to create value that would not have been cre-

ated by a single firm of the ecosystem alone (Adner, 2006). In other words, the strategic 

choices are means to coordinate and align the interdependent activities within the eco-

system. Focal company can consider strategic alignment activities through firm bounda-

ries, balance of cooperation and competition as well as the focal offer itself (Kapoor, 

2018) The alignment structure refers to the positions and flows of ecosystem actors, 

agreed mutually to a certain extent. This is the company goal to be pursued by an eco-

system strategy (Adner, 2017). The value within ecosystem is reinforced and increased 

along with the membership and diversity in the ecosystem boundaries (Singer, 2009). 

Ecosystem-based strategy tends to allow faster innovation at a lower cost and risk from 

the perspective of one ecosystem participant, letting the ecosystem to grow and adapt 

quickly to changes. Additionally, ecosystems benefit from lock-in and network effects, 

and typically have the capacity to take over the entire market alone. (Reeves et al., 2012) 

Creation of an efficient ecosystem strategy requires a clear understanding of relevant 

pieces and boundaries of dependence and independence (Adner, 2017). The companies 

can decide upon innovating within one component or across multiple components. The 

first, an improving strategy, leads to choose partnering for improving the identified bot-

tleneck component without involving other ecosystem components to investigation. The 

latter strategy, co-innovating strategy, allows the ecosystem actors to innovate across 

the component boundaries. The improving strategy is more attractive to the dominant 
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actors, whereas co-innovating is recommended for those in a less dominant role. The 

weakest actors rarely benefit from either of these ecosystem strategies. (Hannah, 2018) 

Ecosystem-as-affiliation encourages to increase the number of ecosystem actors in to 

increase expected power in the center of the platform or as the focal actor. This leads to 

bargaining power and enhanced system value through direct and indirect network exter-

nalities. This approach may also release the likelihood of new interactions between part-

ners and combinations to increase the overall value creation of the system. A different 

approach of ecosystem-as-structure starts with defining the value proposition and then 

starts building the set of actors needed to accomplish the value proposition. Thus, the 

latter ecosystem strategy does not value the number of ecosystem actors but their quality 

over quantity. (Adner, 2017) Setting aside the discussion of number of ecosystem actors, 

with no doubt other ecosystem actors are needed for sharing the risks, contributing to 

complementary capabilities and building fast new markets (Reeves et al., 2012).  

A firm can adjust its ecosystem strategy by choosing a role based on its internal will or 

the business context, choosing between niche, keystone or physical dominator role. 

Niche strategy suits a turbulent situation in which to strengthen own capabilities, whereas 

keystone refers to a firm being in the center of a complex network, operating in turbulent 

environment and with complex relationships. Keystone capitalizes the ecosystem’s ca-

pability to react in disruptions. Physical dominators operate in mature industries with 

complex relationships, which ultimately turn into new ecosystems once the current eco-

system strategy as physical dominator is no longer valid for them. (Iansiti & Levien, 2004) 

The actual process of building an ecosystem strategy is typically reviewed in literature 

from the perspective of a focal firm. To successfully choose an ecosystem shaping strat-

egy, a company must have an excellent timing and the ability to orchestrate the ecosys-

tem. Orchestrating is enabled only with adequate influence, gained for example by dis-

ruptive innovating. Having an open organizational culture enhances trust among the eco-

system actors. Information acts as a facilitator of the interaction, enabling external inno-

vations in addition to the internals. In the end, the success of ecosystem shaping strategy 

is typically measured in the growth and profitability of the ecosystem, while the most 

common trap remains in the over-management of the ecosystem. (Reeves et al., 2012) 

The contractual hazards can be minimized, for example, by vertical integration strategy 

that helps managing the ecosystemic interdependencies (Adner & Kapoor, 2010). 

To build an ecosystem strategy, the first step for a focal firm is to set expectations and 

objectives and proceed with screening the risks from perspectives of both the focal firm 
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as well as interdependence and integration risks. With interdependence risks, the diffi-

culty is the coordination of complementary innovators, and with integration risks, the focal 

firm has to concern the solution to be adopted by the complete value chain. (Adner, 2006) 

For business ecosystem success, pioneering visions should be shared by all ecosystem 

actors, composed by an ecosystem leader (Stead & Stead, 2013). Thus, the focal firm 

needs to engage the ecosystem actors with a shared vision, emerged either singularly 

or collaboratively. Ecosystem actor interests should be mapped and evaluated focusing 

on how they contribute to and influence each other while performing in the ecosystem 

(Reeves et al., 2012). Additionally, the core values, boundaries, platforms and relation-

ships are shaped by the focal firm. The leading strategic role acts as a hub in the network 

of interactions, which is providing space for value sharing opportunities and sustained 

competitive advantage for the niche actors of the ecosystem. (Stead & Stead, 2013)  

Not only does the focal firm but also the other ecosystem actors create their own eco-

system strategies. For creation of sustainability-based business ecosystems, however, 

Stead & Stead (2013) argue that only the leader and niche players are significantly val-

uable for building the needed types of relationships. The smaller actors taking a niche 

role are sort of self-contained modules which are aligned around the shared vision of the 

ecosystem. The importance of niche players in developed markets is in strategies for 

innovation, specialization and differentiation. In sustainability-oriented ecosystems, they 

slow the entropic flow, promote eco and socio-efficiency, product stewardship, sustain-

able consumption and sustainable business models. However, in undeveloped or devel-

oping markets the niche actors’ strategies build economic, human and social capital in 

the value chain and promote stakeholder engagement, collective partnerships, co-pro-

ducing and co-creating. (Stead & Stead, 2013) 

3.4 Ecosystem approach to drivers of strategic renewal 

This study adopts an ecosystem approach to identify external drivers for strategic re-

newal. As noticed in the strategy literature review in chapter 2, various stakeholders are 

often named as drivers for sustainable transitions in strategic renewal processes. All 

sustainability actions should be encompassing the direct and indirect stakeholders in 

order to meet their needs in the present as well as the future (Schrettle et al., 2014), 

which makes developing relationships and finding mutually beneficial solutions 

(Freeman, 2010; Savitz & Weber, 2006) naturally applicable to sustainability strategizing 

(Morioka et al., 2018). In this study, stakeholders equal ecosystem actors in the frame of 

the dedicated ecosystem approach. Ecosystem actors are business, economics and in-

stitutional parties that have an interacting and interdependent nature. Ecosystem context 
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highlights the increasingly interlinking of actors, also outside the business boundaries 

and the industry. (Russo-Spena et al., 2017) This section investigates how ecosystem 

actors influence strategic renewal through the co-evolution of ecosystems.  

An ecosystem approach typically proves powerful in influencing firm-level, firm relation-

ships, industry-level and the level between industries (Agarwal & Helfat 2009). In firm 

level, top management of focal firm has expectations from various levels of ecosystem 

actors (López-Toro et al., 2016; Savitz & Weber, 2006; Schrettle et al., 2014). The indi-

vidual environmental concerns of ecosystem actors emerge from inside and outside the 

focal firm. Internal concerns include the importance of the issue, its personal relevance 

and personal interests, level of worrying and feeling connected with the nature. External 

ecosystem actor concerns include dealing with consumer products as opposed to pollu-

tion, handling environmental pollution and facing economic trade-offs. (Banerjee, 2002)  

When it comes to important ecosystem actors, suppliers, customers, users and compet-

itors have a somewhat classical role (Porter, 1991). However, in the context of strategy 

and especially strategic renewal towards sustainability, a remarkably wider range of eco-

system actors are concerned. The literature overview of ecosystem actors driving the 

strategic renewal towards sustainability is presented below in Table 3.  

CATEGORY ECOSYSTEM ACTORS AUTHORS 

Shareholders Investors & Shareholders Savitz & Weber 2006 

Customers 

Customers Berry & Rondinelli 1995 
Clients Savitz & Weber 2006 
Consumer interest groups Menon & Menon 1997 
Service users López-Toro et al. 2016 
Consumers Burritt et al. 2018 

Policy & 
policymakers 

Politicians Savitz & Weber 2006 
Prosecutors Savitz & Weber 2006 
Lawyers Savitz & Weber 2006 
Governments Banerjee 2002; Burritt et al. 2018 
Policymakers Banerjee 2002 
Future environmental regulation Jørgensen & Remmen 2018 
Regulatory bodies Menon & Menon 1997 
Ministry offices López-Toro et al. 2016 
Legislation López-Toro et al. 2016 

Media Media Savitz & Weber 2006 

NGOs NGOs Jørgensen & Remmen 2018; Kolk & Levy 2001; López-Toro et al. 2016; Burritt et al. 2018 

Partner 
companies 

Business companies Banerjee 2002 
Subsidiaries Kolk & Levy 2001 
Industry players Bocken et al. 2014 
Informal & formal private sector López-Toro et al. 2016 

Other 
organizations 

Public health organizations Savitz & Weber 2006 
Industry associations Kolk & Levy 2001 
Other organizations Menon & Menon 1997 
Intergovernmental organizations Burritt et al. 2018 

 Advocacy groups Banerjee 2002 

Public 

Public Banerjee 2002 
Community groups Savitz & Weber 2006 
Local communals Berry & Rondinelli 1995 
Citizens Jørgensen & Remmen 2018 
Municipality López-Toro et al. 2016 

Other 
Environment Berry & Rondinelli 1995 
Environment interest groups Berry & Rondinelli 1995 
Engineering students Bocken et al. 2014 

 Intermediaries De Silva et al. 2018 

Table 3. Ecosystem actors driving strategic renewal towards environmental sustainability 

 



34 

 

 

The literature review of driving ecosystem actors of strategic renewal towards sustaina-

bility enabled identifying a large variety of ecosystem actors. They are categorized by 

their actor type in shareholders, customers, policy and policymakers, media, non-gov-

ernmental organizations, partner companies, other organizations and public as the main 

categories of ecosystem actors (Table 3).  

Company responsibility is wider required by not only customers (Berry & Rondinelli, 

1998; Savitz & Weber, 2006) and company investors and shareholders (Savitz & Weber, 

2006), but also politicians (Savitz & Weber, 2006), media (Savitz & Weber, 2006), local 

community groups (Berry & Rondinelli, 1998; Savitz & Weber, 2006), prosecutors (Savitz 

& Weber, 2006), lawyers (Savitz & Weber, 2006), public health organizations (Savitz & 

Weber, 2006), environmentalists (Savitz & Weber, 2006), environmental interest groups 

and environment itself (Berry & Rondinelli, 1998), citizens, non-governmental organiza-

tions and future environmental regulation (Jørgensen & Remmen, 2018). The list is com-

plemented by adding governments, policy makers, advocacy groups, business compa-

nies and the public around the globe (Banerjee, 2002). 

Company’s decision-making process is influenced by environmental political interac-

tions, related to the attempts by regulatory bodies, consumer interest groups and other 

organizations (Menon & Menon, 1997). Multinationals developing a strategy need to 

base the development process on a broad set of inputs from interactions with subsidiar-

ies, industry associations and NGOs. They highlight that the intense interactions within 

the ecosystem actors of the industry has been one of the most important strengthening 

factors in their strategy making. (Kolk & Levy, 2001) Industry players as well as engi-

neering students have been emphasized in the research of Bocken et al. (2014) in order 

to enhance sustainability business models, whereas López-Toro et al. (2016) mention 

service users, community-based organization, NGOs, informal and formal private sector, 

municipality, ministry offices, legislation (Bocken et al., 2014; López-Toro et al., 2016). 

Lastly, Burritt et al. (2018) name governments, NGOs, intergovernmental organizations 

and consumers as the most typical ecosystem actors that criticize and challenge multi-

nationals to develop more sustainable long-term plans (Burritt et al., 2018).  

Some ecosystem actors accelerating the transition towards sustainable socio-technical 

systems may take a role of an intermediary, who is not directly involved but has an indi-

rect impact in the sustainability transition within the ecosystem; within innovation re-

search, innovation intermediaries are often defined as organizations that generate value 

to other system actors of innovation (De Silva et al., 2018). An intermediary can be a 



35 

 

base participant or partner, as for example a research organization, a regulator or indus-

trial organization (Makarov & Ugnich, 2015). Process intermediaries influence specific 

processes or transitions within experimental projects (Kivimaa et al., 2019). Intermediar-

ies are able to support the success of an ecosystem by increasing trust between eco-

system actors (Majava et al., 2016). Intermediaries have a role to play in driving the 

ecosystemic co-evolution as a supporting dynamic, which is important in regulating the 

growth and stability of the ecosystems (Thomas & Autio, 2019). On the contrary, in cer-

tain ecosystem strategies, focal firms are emphasized to drive the effective market mech-

anisms instead of the intermediaries. (Reeves et al., 2012) 

3.5 Synthesis of the literature review  

Both theory sections of this study represent fragmented research fields, but for opposing 

reasons. Strategy literature is a relatively old and much researched stream, whereas 

ecosystems have emerged as a new paradigm only recently and thus lack conceptual 

consensus. This literature review results in a theoretical framework which combines the 

interrelated concepts (Martins et al., 2014) of strategic renewal process and business 

ecosystem, presented below in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3. Integrative framework of strategic renewal process towards environ-
mental sustainability and its emerging drivers within the business ecosystem 
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The process of strategic renewal is encompassed by its business ecosystem, where var-

ious internal and external drivers are emerging and influencing the course of strategic 

renewal process. In Figure 3, these drivers are placed in two boxes, internal ones includ-

ing leadership, organizational culture, organization and its structure and relationship with 

nature. The external drivers include multiple ecosystem actors, their attributes, strategies 

and relationships (Farjoun, 2002), technical, political, social, market (Agarwal & Helfat, 

2009; Thompson et al., 2014, p. 838) and regulative changes (Porter et al., 1995) in the 

environment. Despite the strategy literature being fragmented in responses to environ-

mental threats and opportunities all the way from environmental responsiveness to cir-

cular economy, the approaches have in common the need of considering ecosystem 

actors. As shown in Figure 3, ecosystem actors driving the strategies towards sustaina-

bility include policy and policymakers, customers and partners, NGOs, public and media, 

shareholders, industry and competitiveness, among many other drivers mentioned in the 

business ecosystem and strategy literature.  

Ecosystem paradigm studies the focal offer and its value proposition (Kapoor, 2018), 

extending the perspectives from network approach in new ways. Ecosystem is an addi-

tional layer to the embedded networks that enables the actors to interact to aim for reach-

ing their strategic aim. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017) Ecosystems have several com-

peting definitions among which this study uses a definition of Adner (2017) considering 

business ecosystem as an alignment structure of multilateral set of partners, which need 

to interact for materializing the focal value proposition (Adner, 2017).  

Based on the literature review, the temporal dimension seems to bring strategic renewal 

processes, business ecosystems and drivers together. Strategic renewal process is 

strongly dependent on the temporal dimension, as the strategic decisions take place over 

time under the current circumstances and based on the decisions made in the past 

(Garud et al., 2010). Temporality of business ecosystems is highlighting the dynamics 

and co-evolutionary nature in the business ecosystem lifecycle, to which ecosystem ac-

tors need to adjust their strategies. Vice versa, the strategic changes of individual eco-

system actors may make the business ecosystem around that specific actor to evolve 

(Peltoniemi & Vuori, 2004). The evolution of business ecosystem is investigated in this 

study adapting to the frames of Moore (1993), taking into account that the complex na-

ture and interplay of the interdependent business strategies still blur the theoretical 

stages of evolution (Bogers et al., 2019; Moore, 1993) The drivers emerge from the busi-

ness ecosystem at a certain moment of the co-evolutionary process and influence the 

development of strategic renewal during the different process steps. Strategic renewal 
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can also influence the emerging drivers in a continuous interplay. This is demonstrated 

in Figure 3 with black bidirectionally arrows. 

Every actor has its own ecosystem strategy (Adner, 2017) that seeks alignment and co-

ordination of interdependent activities in the encompassing business ecosystem 

(Kapoor, 2018). This strategy is a process (Martins et al., 2014) influenced by the 

changes of other ecosystem actors’ strategies (Peltoniemi & Vuori, 2004) and other in-

ternal and external drivers of the ecosystem (Thomas & Autio, 2019). Ecosystem actors 

can make strategic decisions among, for example, orchestrating and shaping the eco-

system themselves (Reeves et al., 2012), improving the ecosystem bottleneck and co-

innovating across the boundaries (Hannah, 2018), or specializing and differentiating in 

the business ecosystem as a niche player (Stead & Stead, 2013). The strategic options 

vary not only based on the actors’ role within the ecosystem, but also by the type of 

ecosystem they are involved in (Holmström Olsson & Bosch, 2017). In any context, the 

strategy of an ecosystem actor should consider ecosystem structure, actors and risks in 

its alignment (Adner, 2017) for the ecosystemic value creation (Adner, 2006) during stra-

tegic renewal.  

In order to implement sustainable strategies, business ecosystems offer excellent struc-

tures (Stead & Stead, 2013). These structures are increasingly shaped by various driv-

ers, often actors whose visions of a more sustainable future unite new business ecosys-

tems. Therefore the capabilities to sense, seize and reconfigure the strategy for example 

by orchestrating the business ecosystem are those especially important to a sustainabil-

ity based strategy (Mousavi & Bossink, 2017). Drivers within the business ecosystem are 

supporting both the transition of business ecosystems and individual strategies, which 

both co-evolve during the strategic renewal towards sustainability. This study applies an 

approach of drivers that emerge within the ecosystem to investigate the strategic renewal 

process towards sustainability within its business ecosystem. 
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4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This chapter is discussing the research methodology needed to explore how the process 

of strategic renewal towards environmental sustainability is co-evolving with its business 

ecosystem. First, adapted research design and strategy are presented. They are fol-

lowed by arguments for the case selection and clarifications on the data gathering and 

analysis process. In the end of this chapter, the validity and reliability of selected ap-

proaches are evaluated.  

4.1 Research design and strategy  

The purpose of this research is to both discover the events in the researched phenome-

non and to deliver insights to the topic, indicating exploratory nature, as well as gaining 

an accurate profile of the researched situations with a descriptive approach (Saunders 

et al., 2009). To best answer the research questions, a combination of these research 

approaches is applied, remaining the emphasis on exploratory research. 

Qualitative research design is suitable for this research thanks to its abilities to describe 

real life, form a big picture of the research target and reveal new information in an ex-

plorative way (Hirsjärvi, 2009, pp. 161–166). Furthermore, it helps the researcher to 

make sense of the subjective meanings related to the phenomenon that is being studied 

(Saunders et al., 2009). It also serves the investigation of the different dimensions of 

ecosystems (Phillips & Ritala, 2019), which is one of the main interests of the research.  

As the research aim focuses on the strategic renewal process towards sustainability and 

its co-evolution with the encompassing business ecosystem, the research has to be able 

to consider the change over time and adopt a holistic view on the ongoing processes. 

These needs recall applying a case study strategy, for it has the ability to describe, un-

derstand, predict and/or control an entity, such as an organization (Woodside & Wilson, 

2003). Furthermore, once a research intends to study theoretical findings in real-life con-

text while focusing on describing one or a few well-defined targets, a case study ap-

proach is recommended (Eriksson & Koistinen, 2005).  

To best benefit from the case study strategy, single-case approach and holistic case 

approach were purposively combined. This combination is suited when the nature of the 

case is somehow special (Saunders et al., 2009). To examine how the process of stra-

tegic renewal towards environmental sustainability is co-evolving with its business eco-



39 

 

system, the most convenient case study approach is a longitudinal case study. A longi-

tudinal case study approach is identifying and explaining patterns in the changing pro-

cess, with the ability of shedding light on multiple sources and loops of causation 

(Pettigrew, 1990), along with processual case approach that integrates understanding of 

how past history shapes the organization and how the interaction of agents and contexts 

occur over time in a cumulative way. (Pettigrew, 1997, p. 339) In particular, strategy 

process research calls for detailed longitudinal field work to avoid making unknowing 

assumptions, as well as to create a complete picture, avoid simplifying the case and 

understand the process and its boundaries completely (Chakravarthy & Doz, 1992). 

Thus, longitudinal approach is chosen for this single case study thanks to its nature of 

providing long-term in-depth insights (Miles et al., 1994; Yin, 2012) and therefore tracking 

the strategic renewal towards sustainability in the case.  

4.2 Case selection 

Purposive sampling method is typically used and suited for qualitative studies (Wu Suen 

et al., 2014). Reasons to choose purposive sampling were to ensure a unique and rich 

case and to gather information from carefully chosen representatives within it. Selecting 

such an information-rich and special case, the study is sampling particularly an extreme 

case. Extreme cases provide an opportunity to learn from unusual success or failure. 

Being unusual means that the case contains lots of information because it illuminates 

both the unusual and the typical. (Patton, 2014, pp. 277–278) Sampling an extreme case 

with unusual success story of strategic renewal towards sustainability is considered the 

most valuable approach to provide rich insights to research questions of this study. 

The sampled extreme case responds to a certain set of selection criteria. Firstly, the case 

demonstrates an unusual success in strategic renewal over time. The strategic renewal 

process as well as its outcomes shall be outstanding. Furthermore, the outcomes should 

be sustainability or circular economy oriented to meet the research questions and inter-

ests of CICAT2025 program. Secondly, the chosen case company has a focal role in its 

ecosystem in order to provide a fruitful focal view on the business ecosystem of the 

study. Thirdly, the selected case needs to allow a good access to both past and current 

data, on the organizational level as well as on the individual level. This criterion is set 

because the access issues are often a time-consuming problem in in-depth qualitative 

research that needs to be considered (Patton, 2014). Case access is even more difficult 

to gain once the research topic handles a sensitive topic (Okumus et al., 2007): strategic 

renewal is not necessarily a painless transformation process for the case organization 

that they want to discuss openly. Thus, the selection criteria highlight good access to 
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data, both inside and outside of the case company. Additionally, the chosen case com-

pany is not only successful with its strategic renewal in the past but shows good grasp 

on it also real-time. This is because study findings can be biased by the prior knowledge 

on the strategic change outcomes. Even though historical knowledge of strategy devel-

opment is necessary in strategy process research, it is even better to investigate the 

strategic change processes real-time to gain insights on the natural ongoing field set-

tings. (de Ven, 1992)  

The chosen case company, Neste Oyj responds to these criteria in an excellent way. 

Neste Oyj, former Neste Oil, is further referred to as Neste when not needed to highlight 

the ending of its name. The early strategic shift in the beginning of 2000s’ has provided 

Neste its current position as the renewable fuel market leader, with more and more cus-

tomers interested in a more sustainable way of consuming fuels (Schildt 2019). This is a 

very radical turnaround strategic change for a company especially in oil and energy in-

dustry, which makes the case extreme (Patton, 2014). Applying sustainability manage-

ment to a single business case is complex (Burritt et al., 2018), not to mention the oil and 

energy industry. Additionally, when speaking of a multinational, adapting to a climate-

based strategy is even more complex because of a wide range of dispersed uncertainties 

and conflicting pressures (Kolk & Levy, 2001). These challenges in this extreme case 

are providing a promising setting for finding interesting results in the frames of research 

questions, to be discovered with the selected longitudinal single-case approach. 

4.3 Data gathering 

Data gathering for the longitudinal single case study included accessing the case com-

pany and data early in the study, obtaining baseline information while creating a retro-

spective case history of the context and events until present and collecting data from a 

real-time study (de Ven, 1992). In the literature, several studies underlie a mixture of 

qualitative methods, such as interviews, archival data and observations in order to ex-

amine contemporary processes in an in-depth manner (Mackay & Chia, 2013). In partic-

ular, business ecosystem research requires interdisciplinary perspective and support of 

multiple methods (Kapoor, 2018) and sources (Basole et al., 2015). Consequently, this 

study uses both primary and secondary data to form a complete picture of the strategic 

renewal and business ecosystem co-evolution over time and to create a recommended 

retrospective case history (Chakravarthy & Doz, 1992; de Ven, 1992). Thanks to the very 

satisfying case company access, this possibility was harnessed in the study by combin-

ing interviews, group discussions, annual reports and secondary data, concluded below 
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in Table 4. These data sources are each presented in more detail in sub-sections 4.3.1 

to 4.3.4. 

DATA TYPE DATA AND AMOUNT OF DATA 

Interviews Top management interviews (6) 

Group Discussions Group discussion for 7 top management interviewees (1) 

Group discussion for 12 members of Neste strategy team (1) 

Annual Reports Case annual reports 2005-2018 (14) 

Secondary Data 

 

Trade journal articles (7) 

Magazine and newspapers articles (8) 

Theses (2) 

Case company blog posts and news (18) 

Case company videos (16) 

Case company presentations (3) 

Other related websites (17) 

 

To allow comprehensive understanding of the strategic renewal of the purposively sam-

pled extreme case, longitudinal data gathering is based on multi-sourcing during the re-

searched time period from 2000 to 2019. Interviews were conducted between June and 

October 2019 and group discussions conducted in December 2019 and January 2020. 

Annual reports and multi-sourced secondary data were collected between February and 

August 2019 and revisited during the interviewing as well as analysis of data to confirm 

the coherence of collected information. Annual reports and secondary data were princi-

pally used to form strategic renewal timeline and business ecosystem maps. Interviews 

and group discussions have been chosen as a data gathering method to deepen the 

understanding of the underlying issues in the strategic renewal towards sustainability. 

The main data sources and supplementing data sources for each research question are 

concluded below in Table 5.  

 

Table 4. Overview of the data sources 

Table 5. Main data sources and supplementing data sources per research question 

 

NO RESEARCH QUESTION MAIN DATA SUPPLEMENTING 
DATA  

RQ1 
What critical incidents and eras take place in strategic re-
newal process towards environmental sustainability? 

Annual reports 
Interviews 
Secondary data 

Group discussions 

RQ2 
How does the business ecosystem evolve during the strate-
gic renewal process towards environmental sustainability? 

Annual reports 
Secondary data 

Interviews 
Group discussions 

RQ3 
What are the drivers identified within the business ecosys-
tem during the strategic renewal process towards environ-
mental sustainability? 

Interviews 
Group discussions 

Annual reports 
Media sources 
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4.3.1 Interviews 

Top management of the company is the most acknowledgeable of the past and ongoing 

process of strategic renewal. It is difficult to understand the change process fully without 

understanding the managerial perspective (de Ven, 1992). Consequently, interviewing 

is a good data gathering method. Moreover, interviewing is one of the recommended 

approaches to data gathering especially in ecosystem research (Phillips & Ritala, 2019). 

For qualitative data gathering in the interviews, a non-probability sampling approach was 

chosen so that the most relevant persons from the case company top management level 

would be reached across functions.  

Especially in large corporations, gaining access may cause issues, as the top managers 

of today value their time highly (Okumus et al., 2007), are very busy in their work and 

not so easy to reach. Therefore, a combination of purposive sampling and snowballing 

sampling methods was adapted. Purposive sampling was more specifically about expert 

sampling, which is needed when acquiring different experts, which in this case refers to 

top managers from different company functions. (Mujere, 2016) Snowball method is es-

pecially recommended when the target population is difficult to reach, and such is the 

case with busy and distant top management level of a large company (Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 303). Sampling was conducted as follows: first one top manager of the research 

population was identified and reached out to. The first interview gave leads to more top 

managers. Eventually, already identified interviewees were used to find further interview-

ees until a suitable sampling size was reached. (Mujere, 2016) This snowballing method 

was helpful for getting references from other top managers to reach more interviewees, 

who tend to be occupied with their work and difficult to access. Finally, an exceptionally 

good access was gained as a combination of hard work and good luck with sampling. 

Only very few contents were sensitive and thus not communicated to the researcher on 

purpose despite the sensitive topics discussed in the interviews. 

Interviews were conducted in a semi-structured way, which is very well suited for explor-

atory research thanks to the ability to gain insights to the research topic (Saunders et al., 

2009). This type of interview is about interaction between interviewee and interviewer in 

a situation where the phenomena discussed is familiar to both, but the specific form of 

questions has not been set completely. (Hirsjärvi, 2009, pp. 204–205) The questions 

were grouped in a thematic manner beforehand, which enables reacting flexibly during 

the interview. Consequently, interviews enabled deeper understanding of the research 

topic and rich data collection by building on top of the previous questions and allowing 

the interviewer to ask follow-up questions. Semi-structuring is recommended also for 

questioning complex and open-ended topics. (Saunders et al., 2009)  
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Interviewing tends to open organizational access more efficiently than questionnaires, 

as the interviewee is not required to write anything and they can, instead, focus on re-

flecting the topic (Saunders et al., 2009). To gain as open access to the research data 

in the company as possible, it is important to motivate the members of the case organi-

zation. Consequently, the research questions needed to be designed carefully to address 

the important research questions (de Ven, 1992) but framed so that they are interesting 

for the approached top managers (Saunders et al., 2009). With semi-structured inter-

views, this meant selecting the discussed themes carefully and in coherence with the 

theoretical framework identified from academic literature in the field. The themes encom-

passed the story of Neste with its main milestones and main ecosystem actors during 

the story. During the story, the questions emphasized the importance of different drivers, 

such as changes in the business ecosystem, the actors in business ecosystem, techno-

logical change and regulation changes. The complete interview structure is available in 

appendix A. However, is to be noted that the themes evolved depending on the expertise 

of the interviewed person. The interviewees had the chance to get the interview themes 

in advance if they wanted, which allowed them to prepare mentally to discuss the topics 

around the research questions. 

The research reached 6 interviewees in total, which is a very good number in top man-

agement level. The interviews took on average one to two hours. Interviews 2 and 6 were 

conducted by one researcher, otherwise there were two researchers present. See below 

the Table 6 for a summary. To clarify the case of interviewee 7, the person was only 

invited to group discussion 1. During the interviews, as recommended for researchers, 

the audio was recorded and notes were taken (Saunders et al., 2009). The recording 

was transcribed afterwards by an external transcriber. All the interviews took place at the 

headquarters of Neste at Keilaniemi in private meeting rooms or at the café. 

 

NO DATE DEPARTMENT LEVEL DURATION 

I1 26.6.2019 Research & Technology Vice President 1h 56min 

I2 19.9.2019 Renewables platform Top management 1h 6min 

I3 23.9.2019 Marketing Top management 1h 44min 

I4 2.10.2019 Sustainability & Public Affairs Senior Vice President 51min 

I5 2.10.2019 Public affairs; Feedstock regulation Top management 1h 9min 

I6 3.10.2019 Communications Top management 44min 

I7 N/A Sales Top management N/A 

 

Table 6. Interview data 
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4.3.2 Group discussions 

After having conducted all the interviews and analyzing their results, a collective group 

discussion was arranged. All the interviewees were invited to join in the discussion. From 

six interviewed people, all except I1 and I6 were available to participate. In addition, one 

additional top manager from sales department was invited (I7), as the person was willing 

to join the interview round but could not do so due to scheduling issues. The collective 

group discussion of 1.5 hours took place on Friday the 13th, December 2019, and was 

facilitated by presenting a slideshow of the preliminary research findings, including fig-

ures 4-8. In addition to the top managers of Neste, two additional researchers of Tam-

pere University participated in the session.  

The verifying comments from the group discussion provided detailed updates to the pre-

liminary findings. On Monday 27th of January 2020, the updated slideshow of preliminary 

findings was presented to the strategy team of Neste. The present team concluded 12 

people, and the presentation was held in English. The same two external Tampere Uni-

versity researchers joined the group discussion as in the previous one. Both group dis-

cussions were recorded with suitable equipment and transcribed by external transcribing 

company.  

The intention of the group discussions was to go through the preliminary findings that 

were constructed based on the analysis of interviews, annual reports and secondary 

data. Both sessions were intended to validate and deepen the understanding of the pre-

liminary analyzed findings by providing the interviewees as well as the strategy team a 

possibility to discuss them together. These interactive discussions facilitated new emerg-

ing perspectives and ideas to be considered in the research, including results and dis-

cussion sections of this study as well as managerial implications for companies renewing 

their strategies towards sustainability. 

4.3.3 Annual reports  

Annual reports were suitable for building up the understanding regarding the first two 

research questions, mainly to form the process of strategic renewal and map the busi-

ness ecosystem evaluation. Because the annual reports played a remarkable role in the 

data gathering, they are considered as one of the primary sources of data despite their 

usual consideration as a solely secondary data source. The annual reports cover a time 

period of 2005-2018 because during this time period, they were well accessible and pub-

licly available online.  
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Companies do explain reasoning behind their investment decisions in renewable energy 

in the annual reports (Chaiyapa et al., 2018), which is why the openly accessible annual 

reports of Neste were an excellent database supplementing the other data sources. 

While recognizing their possible limitations, their usage is still recommended (Chaiyapa 

et al., 2018).  

4.3.4 Secondary data 

Secondary data from publicly open data sources was used in order to avoid retrospective 

bias and to deepen the overall understanding on the in-depth analyzed case study. It is 

argued that secondary data is an advantage because it can be evaluated already before 

its use (Saunders et al., 2009). Order-wise the familiarization of secondary data began 

before the interviewing and finished before the second interview. Typically used in both 

descriptive and explanatory researches, secondary data was seen as an appropriate 

data source in this research. Especially promising for the use of secondary data is the 

feasibility of longitudinal studies and potential to lead to unforeseen discoveries. 

(Saunders et al., 2009, pp. 325–331) As Saunders et al. (2009) recommends, it was kept 

in mind that the secondary data may contain some bias, but it can still support meeting 

the research objectives (Saunders et al., 2009). 

The research on secondary data was conducted in a comprehensive way, covering the 

following document based compiled data: trade journals, magazine and newspaper arti-

cles, theses, case company blog posts and news, case company videos, case company 

presentations and other related websites. Table 4 concludes the secondary data sources 

and shows them in numbers. 

4.4 Data analysis 

The data analysis section presents the analysis process and tools. Data-driven thematic 

analysis was applied to processing all the multi-sourced data. For answering research 

question 1 and mapping the critical incidents and eras of the strategic renewal towards 

sustainability, critical incident technique was chosen. Furthermore, an ecosystem map-

ping technique was applied in order to map the ecosystem evolution as requested by 

research question 2. 

4.4.1 Data-driven thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis is considered as a systematic, accessible and flexible approach to 

qualitative research. Thus, it was a suitable and overarching method for processing all 
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the primary and secondary data. As choosing purely deductive or inductive approach 

can be problematic for the scope of analysis, thematic analysis allows to move between 

these two approaches. (Saunders et al., 2009) For these reasons, a data-driven thematic 

analysis was applied to the analysis phase of the study.  

As Saunders et al. (2009) recommends, the data analysis began with becoming familiar 

with the data (Saunders et al., 2009). Next, primary data was coded in order to group the 

qualitative themes with a text editing program. Code names derived from the data with 

an open coding technique. The focus remained on data content instead of linguistic fea-

tures. To search for key topics and themes as well as recognizing relationships between 

them, a summarizing Excel sheet was created with the themes as columns and rows as 

interviewees.  

The same approach of concluding findings in an Excel sheet was implemented also for 

annual reports and secondary data. This conclusive Excel spreadsheet was constructed 

as a timeline, which was very useful especially for answering research questions 1 and 

2. To recognize the most important themes in the perspective of research objectives, 

both conclusive Excel spreadsheets of different data sources were evaluated with critical 

incident technique, explained in 5.4.2. 

Lastly, the analysis themes were refined as recommended (Saunders et al., 2009). The 

themes derived from different data samples were compared and used to formalize the 

final set of changes over time, as needed for meeting the research objectives. Overall, 

the analysis process was not perfectly linear; instead, multi-sourced data was revisited 

during the process to refine the final themes.  

4.4.2 Critical incident technique 

In order to answer to the first research question of the critical incidents and eras during 

the strategic renewal, as well as to map the business ecosystem for the second research 

question, critical incident technique was applied. Critical incident technique (CIT), devel-

oped almost 60 years ago in 1954, is a natural retrospective, qualitative procedure to 

facilitate investigating remarkable occurrences, including events, incidents, processes or 

issues (Gremler, 2004). Recognizing remarkable occurrences, in turn, can lead to cata-

lyzing discoveries and innovation. These occurrences are called critical in the sense that 

they have been significant for the individual concerned, either in a positive or negative 

way. (Hughes et al., 2007) 

As for benefits of CIT in this study, it suits the qualitative research setting well. It is rec-

ommended in the use of individual interviews as it is able to give real-life insights with 
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immediacy and significance (Hughes et al., 2007), with a greater focus on context (Bott 

& Tourish, 2016) and freedom of respondent not to limit to any frames and respond in 

high detail (Gremler, 2004). CIT interviews enable linking context, strategy and out-

comes, defining efficient frames of research (Hughes et al., 2007). As CIT is useful when 

broad understanding of a little-known phenomenon is created (Gremler, 2004), it remains 

flexible and gives space for discoveries not defined in the existing literature (Bott & 

Tourish, 2016; Hughes et al., 2007). Lastly, CIT provides a rich set of data that generates 

an accurate record of events. (Gremler, 2004) Even if CIT lacks a strong theoretical un-

derpinning, it can still be an advantage for developing conceptual frames. (Hughes et al., 

2007) 

CIT is well implemented in inductive data analysis as a classification process. (Hughes 

et al. 2007). In order to create a classification system that provides insights of the fre-

quency and patterns of effects on the researched subject, the researcher must consider 

the general frame how to describe the incidents as well as the inductive evolvement of 

main and subcategories. (Gremler, 2004)  

In this research, the identification of critical incidents was done in the scope of research 

questions, limiting to the incidents relevant in the strategy process related to NExBTL 

and sustainability issues. The dataset was analyzed, and classification of emerging 

themes was done in a data-driven way with CIT. The critical incidents emerged in a data-

driven way, encompassing strategic moves and investments, technology and research, 

regulation and society as well as programs and strategic partners. The critical incidents 

were mapped on a timeline based on these data-driven categories by their year of ap-

pearance, not in more detail. However, the regulation incidents often did not have a year 

of initiation, which is why they were placed on the timeline based on the year they were 

first mentioned in annual reports. Identifying the critical incidents enabled distancing cer-

tain eras throughout strategic renewal. Thus, critical incident technique supports not only 

finding the critical incidents of Neste’s strategic renewal towards sustainability, but also 

the eras of strategic renewal and main developments in the encompassing business 

ecosystem.  

4.4.3 Ecosystem mapping technique 

Typical for qualitative studies, data for this research provided a great variety of details 

going on in the business ecosystem setting. These details are considered important be-

cause they bring account of the context (Bell et al., 2018). For ecosystem research, an 

overview of ecosystem history and its key events is recommended, and preferably com-

plemented with longitudinal modelling (Phillips & Ritala, 2019), which was provided in 
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answering to research question 1. Regarding research question 2 about ecosystem evo-

lution, the data was analyzed with a dedicated ecosystem mapping technique. Applying 

a mapping approach to an ecosystem supports the identification of key events and struc-

tural changes that drive the ecosystem transitions. (Phillips & Ritala, 2019) 

Neste’s business ecosystem was mapped in a relationship mapping software Kumu, 

suitable for modeling the structure of ecosystems with all the actors and connections. 

The multi-sourced data of business ecosystem actors, gathered mainly from annual re-

ports and secondary data, was inserted to the software manually, totaling 588 items. The 

data included different business ecosystem actors of Neste, which were categorized in 

a data-driven way. No direct data reference to the business ecosystem actor type was 

needed, instead the idea level deriving from the data was enough for categorizing the 

actor types. In the cases of having a business ecosystem actor representing multiple 

ecosystem actor types, the classification was done is a way that the major type deter-

mined the color and an additional connection showed the connection to the other eco-

system actor type. Categorizations were colored with their individual colors. The names 

of categories, as well as Neste in the middle were modified by size to stand out in the 

map. Collaborating ecosystem actors are connected on the business ecosystem map. 

To produce the business ecosystem maps, tagging and filtering tools of the software 

proved useful. Therefore, the business ecosystem actors, categorized and connected in 

the software, were first tagged manually with their years of appearance. To analyze the 

data in the business ecosystem map, the tags were filtered based on the identified eras, 

which were found based on the findings of the first research question. This tracked the 

temporal evolution of the ecosystem (Phillips & Ritala, 2019). Business ecosystem maps 

are still photos of the newly emerging ecosystem actors for each era, to be compared 

with each other by the differences and similarities. 

The tagging of business ecosystem actors was based on all years of appearance found 

from the data. Once using a tag filter, the business ecosystem actor only appeared in 

the map in the era when it was first mentioned in the data, thus had its first tag. This kind 

of filtering system results to the fact that an ecosystem actor did not show during the later 

eras, even if it would still contribute to the business ecosystem; in other words, the map 

is not accumulative. When analyzing the maps for findings, it is thus to be acknowledged 

that each business ecosystem map is reflecting only the emergence of new ecosystem 

actors. Showing only the new ecosystem actors per era is making the differences be-

tween eras more visible. However, some of the actors do not have a tag, as they are 

present along the whole process without a doubt. As an example, the shareholders such 

as the state of Finland is present all along. It is to be noted that these “tagless” ecosystem 
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actors show on the map in each of the eras. To be best able to compare the business 

ecosystem maps, the results part of research question 2 presents both the business 

ecosystem maps of each eras with their newly emerged ecosystem actors, as well as 

the map without tagged business ecosystem actors and the map with all the accumulated 

actors throughout the strategic renewal process (Figure 6).  

4.5 Methodological validity and reliability 

The potential reliability and validity flaws of the methodology must be considered to en-

sure the quality of the study. Reliability is seen as the ability to repeat the same study 

with the same methodology and resulting in the same sort of findings. Validity refers to 

the ability to measure and explain the researched phenomena as intended in an objective 

setting. (Hirsjärvi, 2009, pp. 226–228) Validation is a process to verify the data, analysis 

and interpretation to establish their authenticity and credibility (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Reliability and validity depend mostly on accessibility and researcher’s own evaluation, 

which focused on the assessment of the reputation of the data sources and methods of 

data collection. As all the data was collected by the researcher and did not originate from 

an external database, it was most suited for aiding reaching research objectives of this 

study. (Saunders et al., 2009)  

Reliability issues concern normally participant error, participant bias, research error and 

researcher bias, whereas validity issues encompass face, construct, content and predic-

tive validity (Saunders et al., 2009, pp. 202–207). Threats to validity were intentionally 

minimized using two general validation techniques; data triangulation and validation of 

the interview participants. First, data triangulation establishes validity and credibility; the 

conducted multi-sourcing of data complements the flaws of each of the data source that 

they would suffer from alone. Second, participant validation technique was implemented 

to decrease the effect of misinterpretation in interviews (Gremler, 2004).  

The interviewees were informed of the results and invited to discuss them together in the 

group discussion. These group discussions with interviewees and strategy team played 

an important part in not only ensuring high validity of results, but also their attention to 

correct detail. This was especially valuable for checking that the research interpretations 

of the most critical incidents (RQ1) and identified drivers (RQ3) were in accordance with 

the perceptions of interviewees and the strategy team. Hence, the two group discussions 

deepened the rich set of results and allowed the researcher to verify the results before 

proceeding with them in the research process.  
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After group discussions, the comments were processed and integrated into the final ver-

sion, which again was sent to the participants for final comments. (Saunders et al., 2009) 

The interviewees had the full right to see the findings before their publication to ensure 

the researcher having correctly interpreted the data. Announcing this procedure ensured 

a more trustworthy atmosphere and better access to data already during the interviews.  

Interviewing can provide high levels of validity if conducted carefully, but also cause bi-

ases within interviewer or interviewee. The interaction during interview impacts the col-

lected data and allows building confidence during the interview, which allows insights to 

the discussed topics. Audio recording and notes both do support avoiding biases in the 

analysis. However, audio recording can lower reliability in case the interviewees hold 

back because of staying too aware of it. The exceptionally good access was highly val-

ued throughout the research process and maintained by appropriate researcher actions 

and behavior to ensure the best possible data gathering opportunities. When it comes to 

reliability, semi-structured interviews do not necessarily even intend to be repeated as 

they reflect the personal reflections at the time of collection. (Saunders et al., 2009)  

The number of interviews in top management level is very satisfactory. To reduce validity 

risks, the interviewees were selected across the company functions. As for sampling, 

sampling error risks may threaten the validity and reliability issues. Sampling error can 

take place in two major ways: through bad luck, or by sampling bias of the researcher. 

Both case selection and interviewee selection can be impacted by this. However, even 

if the purposive sampling is prone to researcher’s subjective selection, this is not consid-

ered to be a weakness for qualitative research design. Snowballing sampling causes the 

sampling error to be impossible to determine in case it occurs. Also, as snowballing tech-

nique can make it difficult to identify the correct units of population, the sample is not 

necessarily representative for the whole population. (Mujere, 2016) This risk was re-

duced by attaining interviews from top managers across case company functions. 

The interviews were conducted in the speakers’ native language, minimizing the risk of 

linguistic misunderstandings. Another group discussion was held in English, which might 

have increased the risk of some participants not completely understanding the discus-

sion and prohibited them from contributing in the session. The external transcription com-

pany was ensuring that the transcriptions were prepared with sufficient time and level of 

carefulness.  

The thematic analysis is based on the subjective interpretations of the researcher. Thus, 

once constructing the strategic renewal process map, business ecosystem maps and 

driver classifications, classification choices were made in a data-driven way, which still 
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remains subjective (Gremler, 2004). Critical incident analysis, despite its benefits for this 

research, has received some criticism in terms of reliability and validity. In this study, it 

was noted that the interviewees were not always able to remember specific incidents, 

and in many cases, they had not been working at the company during the entire time 

span of the longitudinal study. These notifications have also been recognized in the lit-

erature; CIT is sometimes limited in generalizability, subjectivity of analysis phase and 

possible limitations of data. For instance, the respondents might not remember or want 

to explain the correct incidents, nor the research be able to interpret them correctly. 

(Hughes et al., 2007) These issues were relieved in the research by multi-sourcing of 

CIT data, which enabled the interviews to focus on more in-depth questions rather than 

spending time trying to memorize critical incidents and their dates.  
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5. RESULTS 

This section presents the results of the study. First, the case company and its industry 

are introduced properly. Then, the research questions are answered one by one based 

on the dataset analysis. 

5.1 Introduction to Neste Oyj and its industry 

Case company selected for this study is Neste Oyj. Neste, founded in 1948 (Lipponen 

2018) is traditionally known as an oil refining company, focusing on producing, refining 

and marketing oil, providing engineering services and licensing new technologies in pro-

duction. Nowadays Neste is the world’s largest renewable diesel producer, using waste 

and residues in refining processes. Currently, Neste is expanding its business from re-

newable transportation fuels to aviation and plastic industries. The company is listed in 

Helsinki Stock Exchange, the major owner of the company is the state of Finland with 

50,1% and its headquarters are located at the capital region of the country. (Neste Oyj 

2019b) Neste has been very successful in many aspects of its strategic renewal through-

out the past decades, both in grasping opportunities and surviving challenges. Conse-

quently, Neste meets the case selection criteria and offers an interesting and unique 

research environment for investigating how the process of strategic renewal towards en-

vironmental sustainability is co-evolving with its business ecosystem. 

The traditional fossil-based oil and energy industry is threatened by sustainability mega-

trend, being among the first to be targeted by wide sustainability pressures. Differentiat-

ing perspectives on long-term economic advantages in this kind of situation can lead to 

various ways of constructing a corporate strategy and diversifying business portfolio to-

wards renewable solutions in oil and energy industry (Chaiyapa et al., 2018). As compa-

nies tend to vary in their strategies towards the call for sustainability under the complex 

set of uncertainties (Kolk & Levy, 2001), so has also Neste, with exceptional success. 

Since its foundation, Neste has pioneered in niche focus and high quality: Neste has 

always been guided by technological knowledge, feedstock competences, analytics and 

digitalization, which have made it possible to pioneer in the different niches (I1). As an 

example, Neste was the first to bring low sulfur products to Finnish markets, followed by 

being the first to bring unleaded petrol to markets (I3; I4).  

Oil industry with its traditionally non-differenced primary products is typically capital-in-

tensive (Bansal, 2005). Furthermore, oil and energy industry is traditionally having a high 
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level of cohesion and interaction among different companies (Adelman, 1987). The ex-

pertise of oil and energy companies is based on geology, chemistry, large-scale contin-

uous process operations and management of vertically integrated supply chains. Due to 

the global oligopolistic nature of the industry, companies tend to prevent competitors’ 

attempts to gain undue advantage by copying their moves, whereas on the other hand, 

senior executives of these companies meet frequently and are able to form a shared 

perspective on the oil and energy industry. (Kolk & Levy, 2001) 

When it comes to sustainability, oil and energy companies typically have a negative im-

age (Adelman, 1987). Even if some of the oil giants had worked on similar sustainable 

solutions like Neste already before the recession of 1980s, they could not scale up like 

Neste (I4) and settled with producing bulk. In the 2000s’, legitimation, among other driv-

ers, has been motivating oil and energy companies to take more environmental action 

(Bansal & Roth, 2000). Oil and energy companies’ respond has not, however, included 

much of resource allocation towards political efforts, but instead to the investments in 

low-emission technologies with more short-term approach, such as diesel cars and fuel 

cells. (Kolk & Levy, 2001) Neste as a small player in the bulk-based oil and energy in-

dustry managed to avoid the competition by renewing its strategy towards sustainability-

oriented niche business very early on. In this niche, it has been able to build its own 

business ecosystem around renewable fuels and become the ecosystem leader. Sus-

tainability is incorporated deep in the organization of Neste, and they keep improving the 

traditionally weak image of an oil and energy industry company (Adelman, 1987).  

Exceptionally for a company in oil and energy industry, Neste has made a remarkable 

turnaround in its strategy. Nowadays Neste is visioning of leading the way towards a 

sustainable future together (I3). Working towards the vision, Neste has approximately 5 

000 employees operating in 15 countries (Lehmus 2018). Currently Neste has grown its 

annual revenues to almost 15 000 million euros with an annual profit of over 1 400 million 

euros. Neste is breaking the records with improved business and profitability due to in-

creasing both sales and margins during 2018. Renewable energy sources have grown 

to be its largest business with a return on capital of 52 % (Eskola 2019). Neste has been 

ranked as the best performer in oil and energy industry in multiple rankings in consecu-

tive years, including both Forest Footprint Disclosure and Global 100 list, among many 

other trophies and nominations acquired during the past decade. (Neste Oyj 2019b)  

Sustainability and circulation of carbon dioxide have become a part of Neste’s core. The 

cornerstone of the expansion to renewable fuels business has been the NExBTL tech-

nology (Neste Oyj 2019c), with which the fatty acids of the feedstock, including vegetable 

oils and waste animal fat, are turned into hydrocarbon (HVO) in the NExBTL process. 
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Once Neste’s renewable products are used, CO2 emissions are released in the nature. 

However, the released CO2 binds to the same amount of plants that are, in fact, photo-

synthesized by the plants from which the feedstocks for renewable fuel production are 

originating. (Neste Oil 2007) Therefore, both renewable fuels and renewable feedstocks 

are cycling the same carbon dioxide in a circular way (Neste Suomi 2019). Additionally, 

even if Neste has fossil fuels in its portfolio, they can also create feedstock flows for the 

use of renewable business in for example bio plastics (I1): 

“We do not aim for creating a carbon-free world, but a world in which the amount of 

carbon is not increasing; it is circulating instead.” (I1)  

For the NExBTL production, Neste collects over 10 different feedstocks around the world. 

Feedstocks are first purified and then processed in refineries that have the technical 

capability to utilize 100% waste and residue fats and oils to produce fuels. The technol-

ogy enables using the fuel with the full concentration percentage or mixing with fossil 

diesel without restrictions. (Neste Oyj 2019d) The NExBTL product family of four, Neste 

MY Renewable Diesel, Neste MY Renewable Gasoline, Neste MY Renewable Propane 

and Neste MY Renewable Jet Fuel, reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 90% over the 

fuels’ lifecycle compared to fossil fuels. (Lehmus 2018)  

5.2 RQ1: What critical incidents and eras take place in strategic 
renewal process towards environmental sustainability? 

Neste’s strategic renewal process is evaluated by dividing the analyzed time period into 

eras, generalized in Figure 4. The figure is directly to be followed by Figure 5, which 

presents the more detailed development of strategic renewal with the critical incidents. 

The most critical incidents, marked with blue-colored symbols, ere the most influential in 

defining the era changes (Figure 5). To provide specific explanations of each of the crit-

ical incidents of strategy process timeline Figure 5, a concluding table is presented in 

appendix B. Furthermore, Figure 5 is explained in detail in the following subsections from 

5.2.1 to 5.2.5, which each begin with a short era summary and are followed by explaining 

all the critical incidents of the era. 
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Figure 4. Eras of Neste’s strategic renewal process towards environmental sustainability 
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Figure 5. Critical incidents in Neste’s strategic renewal process towards environmental sustainability 
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5.2.1 Late 90s: Invention of NExBTL 

Neste’s path for renewable business had been paved in the 90s by the decisions to drop 

oil field shares and focus on providing added value through refining the feedstock (I1). 

Neste’s portfolio used to be way larger than it is nowadays, including for example solar 

power. For that, Neste was too much ahead of its time and Neste did not own the tech-

nology itself. After the Soviet Union collapsed, the ending bilateral contract was posing 

a threat visible in the environment. A critical incident initiating the later NExBTL process 

was to acquire a business leader from competitor Shell who had a vision and risked his 

career to claim that Neste has such great machinery it should block the competitors with 

a quality-based strategy. This vision was shared by more and more other leaders as the 

time passed. Finland as a small country with high salary costs and fixed costs represents 

a location where added value needs to be gained from the refined products. (Group dis-

cussion 2)  

Even if Neste is traditionally known for its strong technology-based competences and 

background (I1; I2; I4), the story of renewable fuels officially starts in 1996, when just a 

couple of Neste laboratory workers in the technology center invented the technology of 

NExBTL (I4). Thus, a few individuals stood out in the early phase, including the research 

manager, and encouraged these young people in the technology center to look beyond 

the horizon in their research (Group discussion 2). During the decade, Neste had already 

investigated the growth path of traditional biodiesel production but was not satisfied with 

its quality (I1). The method for traditional biodiesel is to take rapeseeds, more precisely 

their fatty acid methyl ester (I3), and turn them into ester biodiesel with esterification 

process, resulting typically in some remarkable quality issues (Neste Oil 2008). However, 

the NExBTL technology is different; instead of esterification it is about hydro-treated veg-

etable oil (I3). The invention is the core component of the currently ongoing strategic 

renewal, maintaining technical top quality in Neste’s core.  

The new technology enables using different vegetable oils and waste animal fat as feed-

stock in the making of renewable biofuels, bio hydrocarbons, with hydrogenation process 

that produces much better-quality products. (Neste Oil 2007), and functions as a way to 

differentiate from the much-competed fossil fuel industry (Group discussion 2). The 

NExBTL process itself is rather simple by its chemical foundation, but it is much harder 

to implement in industrial scale and when using more unclean feedstocks in the process 

(I2). Being the first in its field, the new technology did not have markets or regulation, 

and therefore was not seen suitable for commercialization. However, the research man-

ager told the inventors to keep the idea safe by patenting it (I4; ID1 in appendix B).  
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5.2.2 2000–2005: Foreseeing and risk-taking 

The first identified era of Neste’s strategy process is characterized by foreseeing and 

risk-taking. This era takes place between 2000 and 2005 and consists of critical incidents 

ID2-ID6 in appendix B, further described in this section. Foreseeing applies to both reg-

ulative and market changes, enforced by the slowly growing public interest in environ-

mentally friendly consuming. As some of the most critical incidents for the first era, Eu-

ropean Union began working on the first biofuel directives, Neste set a goal of becoming 

a world leader in renewable fuels and decided to invest in its first renewable fuel produc-

tion plants in Porvoo. First moves of being involved in the public environmental discus-

sion were also taken during this era. The era is summed up with the growing need of 

creating new ways of business thinking, which also required a bold risk-taking attitude 

from the individual managers of Neste.  

In the beginning of the millennium, European Union started working on the biofuel direc-

tives that encourage its member countries to rise the share of traffic biofuels to 5,75% 

until the end of 2010. Also, many European countries have added tax incentives to fur-

ther support the progress in the biofuel industry. (Neste Oil 2006) This regulative pro-

gress seems to be one of the reasons why in 2002, the patented NExBTL technology 

was brought back to Neste’s research tables (I1). The interest in environmental issues 

had risen among public (Neste Oil 2006), and so had the interest of Neste board and 

managerial level as well, emerging in around 2003–2005. Meanwhile, during that time 

period Neste separated from Fortum and became Neste Oil (ID22). Bio-based business 

was seen more potential than before despite still lacking the regulation and markets (I4). 

When considering new business opportunities, it was important to remain flexible and 

not to expect the customers to change their current facilities or engines for the new prod-

ucts (I1). The flexibility was one of the benefits of NExBTL once considering its commer-

cialization.  

The initial goal of Neste was to go global with commercializing the NExBTL products 

because the problems intended to solve with NExBTL products are global as well (I4). 

Climate change awareness gave input to the strategy process already back then, even 

if the public discussion was not yet as active as it is nowadays (I6). Partly because of the 

increasing public discussion, responsibility was considered as a necessity in order to 

keep business ecosystem actors. Not only keeping them, but also acquiring new busi-

ness ecosystem actors was in Neste’s interest, especially for finding investor partners 

for the new renewable fuel plants. In 2005, Neste began applying for industrial round 
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tables, starting with the Round Table of Palm Oil, in order to be involved in discussion 

regarding its most used renewable feedstock by the time. (Neste Oil 2006)  

In 2005, Neste set its aim to become the leading northern European oil company (Neste 

Oil 2006). The same year, without having any demo plants, which traditionally are a norm 

in the oil industry, the board decided to build the first NExBTL plant in Porvoo in 2005 

(I1) and launched the construction work right after the decision (Neste Oil 2006). Be-

cause of Neste’s subsidiary Neste Jacobs, the competences in modelling a plant were 

high and the risk of scaling directly up could be taken even without building the demo 

plant first (I1). Once Neste management started to consider this big leap, it had to predict 

the market and regulation changes which were still ongoing. With the leaps Neste had 

to take – and keeps taking – in business, interviewee 2 highlights the ability to adjust to 

new businesses and think differently:  

”Once we started with renewable business, we could not copy paste our ways of working 

from fossil sector.” (I2) 

5.2.3 2006–2010: Building the base with persistence 

Based on the data, the second era is characterized by maintaining the persistent attitude 

while building the base for more sustainable business. As the previous era highlighted 

the need of foreseeing, risk-taking and new ways of thinking, the next steps were taken 

by updating the strategy and setting new goals in terms of sustainable business. The era 

was not easy for Neste’s renewable business for financial and brand reasons. During the 

era, the board showed extraordinary persistence in their risk-taking investments in 

Porvoo, Singapore and Rotterdam, despite being questioned by external NGOs as well 

as even internally by own personnel. While the NExBTL production in the built plants 

was not yet profitable, the era was dedicated to building new competences and preparing 

for the eras to come by for example being involved in multiple technical testing and re-

search programs. This section describes in more detail the critical incidents from ID7 to 

ID33 of appendix B. 

Neste was facing some financial struggles in 2006 and re-considered its strategy. The 

board considered Neste’s values; responsibility, cooperation, renewal and productivity, 

meanwhile it wanted to cherish the legacy of Neste. Eventually, CEO suggested updating 

the vision to becoming a world leader in renewable fuels, even if the whole business was 

not profitable at the time. Thanks to the risk-taking ability and persistence of the board, 

the idea was not given up, even when the global recession was adding challenges later 

in the era. (I4) The strategy was slightly updated the next time in 2009, including the goal 
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of certificating 100% of the palm oil, which was the main feedstock for NExBTL fuels 

back then.  

Along with the new strategy, a new approach to the organizational structure was needed. 

Therefore, the newly elected CEO Matti Leivonen (Neste Oil 2009) wanted to turn Neste 

into a matrix organization. This meant in practice that the previous five business areas 

turned into three: oil products, renewable fuels and wholesales of oil. Seven support 

functions were centralized. (Neste Oil 2010) The updated strategy was the starter of 

redeeming the strategic goals during 2010–2013 to increase profitable growth and prod-

uct efficiency. Scenario tools were used to follow-up the implementation of the strategy. 

(Neste Oil 2011) Besides the bold steps towards renewable business, a strong will to 

invest in technology was ever present, supporting the strategy-shift and establishing re-

newables as its own business unit (I4). The technological advancement had also been 

noticed externally, as Neste got awarded with Biofuels Technology Innovation Award 

(Neste Oil 2010). Interviewee 4 reflects on the large changes that happened in short 

time: 

 “At that point, we were just building the production plants and wondering how the pro-

duction started flowing.” (I4) 

The first Porvoo plant started operating in 2007 and soon after the same year, Neste 

decided to have another one built next to it (Neste Oil 2008). The renewable business 

kickstarted closer to the end of the era, at around 2009 (I2) when both plants were oper-

ating, but not profitably (Neste Oil 2010). That caused speculation both internally and 

externally, and even the banks considered the risky situation carefully before allowing 

loans to Neste (I2). The new operating plants were a good encourager for Neste to start 

accumulating different competences in the bio fields in a cross-disciplinary way (I4). 

Within only few months after both Porvoo plants were running in 2007 (Neste Oil 2008), 

and still being unprofitable (I4), a bigger investment decision for Singapore plant was 

made (I1). Neste was still, despite the Singapore investment, looking actively for more 

investment opportunities. As an example, Neste and Austrian OMV were considering 

having a joint plant for renewables. (Neste Oil 2008) However, as the collaboration with 

Austria OMV did not progress, Neste chose to build its fourth renewable plant in Rotter-

dam (Neste Oil 2009). Investing in Singapore and Rotterdam with a tight schedule meant 

that Neste tied a couple of milliards of euros for a few years in its investments (I4), as 

Singapore plant was ready to operate only in 2010 and Rotterdam in 2011 (Neste Oil 

2012). That did not cease Neste from seeking capacity growth, and it kept investigating 

further opportunities in Porvoo and Imatra areas (Neste Oil 2011). The global financial 
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crisis hit in 2009, just after the large investment decisions were made. Despite the finan-

cial challenges, the high quality and brand was considered important to maintain (I1).  

Interest towards bio and renewable fuels increased towards the end of decade by both 

customers and traditional producers, who even risked over-supply. On the contrary, fos-

sil fuel interest decreased. (Neste Oil 2011) In 2007, the public debate accelerated en-

compassing the actual environmental and ethical benefits of biofuels. The foresights for 

biofuel demand was estimated to be exponential. (Neste Oil 2008) As a response to the 

development of global demand, Neste’s first renewable product provided to markets was 

Neste Green, launched to customer markets in 2008, which contains a minimum of 10% 

renewable diesel processed with NExBTL technology (Neste Oil 2009). Neste brought 

bio-based house heating oil to Finnish markets in 2009 (Neste Oil 2010). Also, new busi-

ness opportunities in aviation business were approached through patenting the first try-

outs of NExBTL aviation fuels. (Neste Oil 2009) Neste had top technology and products 

and pioneering sustainable development models (Neste Oil 2010), as well as top-class 

global feedstock operations and motivated, technologically capable staff (Neste Oil 

2011). 

During the era, Neste was actively testing the abilities of its products, even before they 

were allowed to the customer markets. For instance, in 2007 Neste began a 3-year-trial 

of renewable fuels with city of Helsinki, its public transport (Neste Oil 2008), VTT and 

local university, which rose lots of interest externally and got Neste invited to present the 

results in loads of conferences and seminars around the world (I4). In 2008, another 

large-scale collaboration for testing the renewable products was launched in Alberta in 

cooperation with Canadian government and Shell Canada among other business eco-

system actors. The same year, Neste started taking part in CONWACE research pro-

jects. (Neste Oil 2009) Another collaboration to test renewable fuels was implemented in 

2010 with German car producers, local administration, university and German rapeseed 

producer association UFOP (Neste Oil 2011). The results from testing programs were 

spread and public discussion encouraged by participating in academic conference par-

ticipations and meetings with car producers (I4). All in all, Neste had over 20 universities 

and research centers as its partners in 2008 (Neste Oil 2009). Therefore, it is no wonder 

Neste’s research unit stretched out to new feedstocks and use of NExBTL technology in 

new business areas and the era was dedicated for new competence building (I4). In 

2008, 80% of all research and development investments were directed to renewable 

research (Neste Oil 2011) and reducing the emissions of NExBTL products was man-

aged to drop to 40-80% compared to previous estimations of 40-60% (Neste Oil 2010).  
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By that time, only palm oil was used as a renewable feedstock (I5). During the era, start-

ing around 2007, Neste began to focus on expanding its feedstock base (Neste Oil 2007) 

by putting more efforts into R&D (I1). There were multiple reasons behind this decision: 

the availability, price, lifecycle and origins influence the choices of feedstock, as noted 

by a bio oil researcher in the annual report (Neste Oil 2008):  

“The demand of feedstock is a large challenge now and in future.” (Neste Oil 2008) 

It was evaluated that other feedstocks would be needed in addition to palm oil (I5), for 

example to decrease dependency of imported raw oil and opportunities to use local farm-

ers instead (Neste Oil 2007). Larger feedstock base would reduce the risk of price and 

availability dependency and the imago risks associated with the used feedstock (I1). In 

addition to reducing costs, other factors supporting the expansion of feedstocks include 

growing global demand, knowing the customers, markets and logistics operations and 

strategically positioned production sites (Neste Oil 2008). To choose the feedstocks, 

Neste must consider the price, availability and easiness of use (I2) as well as the moti-

vations of the customer (I5). As examples of extending the feedstocks, microbial and 

algae feedstocks, which had been researched for commercialization for a long time, were 

investigated even further (I5). 

Will to expand the feedstock base lead to seeking for new cooperation opportunities. In 

2007, cooperation with Stora Enso was established to research the possibilities of wood 

waste as a NExBTL feedstock (Neste Oil 2008). Interviewee 2 reflected that maybe the 

feedstock strategy had been planned from the beginning in a way to start with technically 

easier feedstocks and move towards more difficult feedstock options (I2). Another pos-

sible reason for feedstock expansion is the increased power of external actors of the 

business ecosystem such as NGOs and discussions in both industry and public. (Neste 

Oil 2008) To be involved in the increasing discussion in the related fields, Neste joined 

year by year first the Round Table of Palm Oil as the first energy company in 2006 (Neste 

Oil 2007), Round Table of Responsible Soy in 2007 (Neste Oil 2008) and Round Table 

of Sustainable Biomaterials (Neste Oil 2009). 

In 2006, the fragmentation of local regulation in different countries started to show (Neste 

Oil 2007) while the consistency of political statements increased on a global level (Neste 

Oil 2011). EU made decision on ambitious biofuel goals and determined rules to follow 

when defining the value of biofuels and their feedstocks. (Neste Oil 2007) Neste was on 

that same path even before the regulation, meanwhile following the recommendations of 

OECD, UN and ILO on the way. (Neste Oil 2008) In 2008, European Commission initi-

ated a new directive on the biofuels and renewable energy, renewable energy directive 
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RED I, which commits the member states to increase the share of renewable energy to 

10% in transportation by 2020. That directive would also affect the goal and requirement 

setting of car taxes to favor diesel. (Neste Oil 2009) The directive was passed in EU in 

summer 2009, and was intended to be fully integrated on national level of EU member 

countries by 2010, which is three years later than Neste already had its first plants run-

ning (I5) and after Neste had made decisions to invest in the Singapore and Rotterdam 

plants (Neste Oil 2010). The directive’s requirements encouraged customers to use 

Neste’s products. However, the customers kept mostly using NExBTL fuel as a blender 

with fossil fuels. (I4) 

National requirements and interpretations vary country by country (I5), which requires 

quick decision-making. The directive was implemented with various country-level man-

dates in the EU the member countries. In some of the countries, the regulation forces 

blending the renewable oil into the fossil-based oil (I6), whereas in some of them, Neste’s 

products were not accepted in the markets at all, which is a definite hygiene factor of 

commercialization (I5) and makes influencing policymakers necessary (I6). Therefore, 

ever since the publishing of RED I in 2009 Neste has had to stand up for its right to 

provide sustainable solutions in its way by making many complaints of the EU countries 

actions in 2011.Some of these lawsuits of Neste’s own initiative are still ongoing in order 

to get approval for NExBTL products to the markets. (I5) On the contrary, for many coun-

tries the directive implementation on a national level demanded even larger share of 

renewables than the minimum level of RED I had required. For example, in Finland a 

goal of 20% renewable energy usage was set for 2020 and traffic fuel producers de-

manded to include biofuels in their portfolio progressively. (Neste Oil 2009) 

In 2009, the trends in regulation focused more on aviation. For example, Air Transport 

Association set a goal for 20% aviation fuels to be from renewable sources by 2017 

(Neste Oil 2010). Also, EU notified aviation and included it in the emission market system 

(Neste Oil 2011). Meanwhile in the US, the former tax incentive was outdated, leading 

to a temporary decrease in demand. In US markets a Renewable Fuels Standard (RFS-

2) was in action and Canada was planning to set a national requirement of 2% biodiesel 

usage, which both increased the expectations of renewable fuels demand in the Ameri-

can markets. On the other hand, EU set custom requirements for US’ export oil in 2009. 

(Neste Oil 2011) Despite the right direction of global regulation, the general atmosphere 

at Neste was not very satisfied with the evolution of regulative environment by the time, 

especially because of the national implementation of RED I in EU member countries. As 

interviewee 2 concludes: 
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“If I think of the atmosphere in the company around 2009, I believe nobody felt like reg-

ulation was strongly supporting the business we were building.” (I2) 

During the era, many competitors still used the old-fashioned and more quality-wise 

problematic processing method of traditional biofuel; obviously, Neste had to work hard 

to keep the intellectual property rights of its advanced NExBTL technology (I5). However, 

some competitors acted also as partners during the period, including for example ST1 

partnering in a VTT fuel program together with Neste (Neste Oil 2010). 

Interviewee 2 estimated the renewable business to show some promising, kickstarting 

signs in 2009, after the launches of Porvoo plants and Neste Green Diesel, which natu-

rally led to enhanced marketing efforts (Neste Oil 2009). In 2009, functioning networks 

and society took more role in Neste’s strategy than earlier (Neste Oil 2010). The car 

manufacturer cooperation and visiting conferences to spread knowledge on NExBTL 

technology and the commercialized products is a good example of Neste’s increased 

operations in the networks. Interviewee 4 concludes:  

“I remember we were collaborating a lot with different car manufacturers in various pro-

jects around 2006-2007. It was very global, including Japan, USA and Europe when we 

were taking the product to the markets.” (I4) 

During the time period, Neste was involved in multiple industrial associations in order to 

cooperate in sustainability and responsibility issues. Neste took part in Finnish industry 

networks like Kemianteollisuus ry and Öljyalan keskusliitto, as well as European equiv-

alents like European oil refining industry-political association Europia, CONWACE, Eu-

ropean biofuels board, ASFE and European biofuels technology platform. (Neste Oil 

2011) Neste partnered also with DHL, Daimler, Austrian OMV (Neste Oil 2010) and 

Lutfhansa. (Neste Oil 2011) Neste implemented a stakeholder survey in 2010 for ensur-

ing its responsible actions. Neste believed that making long-term contracts with partners 

was a good practice, enabling to offer knowledge and services for them to develop their 

functions (Neste Oil 2011).  

On the other hand, not all business ecosystem actors seemed to understand the benefits 

of Neste’s technological pioneering, but instead, some NGOs like Greenpeace activated 

against Neste around the same time as a new product, Neste Green Diesel, was 

launched (I3). The strong pressure and accusing actions against Neste’s choice of feed-

stock, palm oil, were symptoms of a realized imago risk, which hit worse than expected. 

NGOs were driving the public opinion, which is often not based on facts (I3) and had a 

lot of screen time in media. Some journalists are very professional but not all understand 

completely what Neste’s technology and products are about and drive their own agendas 
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without considering proper facts. (I1) Neste handled the difficult situation by deciding to 

meet and discuss the shared concerns together with NGO representatives (I3; I4). Neste 

was open about the environmental issues it tried to tackle and encouraged discussion in 

the public (Neste Oil 2015), once NGOs were demanding responsibility in the company’s 

actions (Neste Oil 2013). The time period when especially Greenpeace was paying the 

most attention to Neste was also the same when the share of palm oil as a feedstock 

was the highest in Neste’s production (I4). 

To be better involved in the collective environmental actions in its ecosystem, Neste be-

come a member of an alliance to opposite deforestation of rainforests (Neste Oil 2010). 

Even if NGO collaboration increased and WWF, IOI and RSPO had supporting state-

ments in the Neste annual report of 2009 (Neste Oil 2010), the period of hard pressure 

from NGOs’ side continued at least until 2011. The large public debate between Neste 

and NGOs was one of the most remarkable incidents in the era (group discussion 2), 

causing the brand image to suffer, feedstock expansion to be encouraged (I1) and the 

whole strategy to be questioned even by own personnel (group discussion 1). However, 

the problematic setting rather increased Neste’s efforts to work harder towards the envi-

ronmental goals (I2) and to look for new openings and solutions (I5). 

5.2.4 2011 – 2014: Visionary turns into profitability 

For Neste, the third era contained many strategically important critical incidents (ID34-

ID78 in appendix B). After a strategy dialogue of personnel, new updates were made 

along with the new vision. For better meeting the requirements of updated strategy, or-

ganizational structure change took place. While renewing the organization, R&D was still 

regarded crucial for success. Feedstock base increased fast thanks to the work of not 

only this era, but also the accumulated knowledge especially from the second era. Along 

new feedstocks, many new products emerged during the era. Lastly, the era continued 

with cooperativeness with NGOs and industrial associations, an approach that had been 

a good practice already in the previous era.  

During the third era, world economy started to revive from the global recession. Still the 

fear of euro crisis was present in the beginning of the era, which affected the oil markets. 

(Neste Oil 2012) Remarkable megatrends for the era were technological advancements 

and digitalization (Neste Oil 2015), climate change, unsustainable demand of natural 

resources and emission reduction (Neste Oil 2015), growing demand of energy, energy 

safety and increasing awareness of environmental issues in Europe (Neste Oil 2013), 
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also on the individual level of people (Neste Oyj 2016). Among these, digitalization’s role 

grew alongside with the environmental awareness of individuals.  

The two last eras were calmer than the first two in terms of investments (I1). After Rot-

terdam and Singapore plants were built and had a theoretical capacity of 2 million tons 

per year, they received an ISCC certificate by 2011 (Neste Oil 2012). The new large-

scale plants required more time for production optimization (I1), and many question 

marks remained regarding the feedstock flows (I1; I2). In 2014, Neste decided to expand 

Rotterdam plant with a bio propane plant (Neste Oil 2015). In 2013, Neste outsourced 

its shipping functions to better focus on the implementation of new sustainability-based 

strategy (Neste Oil 2014). 

Back in 2011, financial situation and becoming profitable with NExBTL products was a 

big challenge. The problems with public image, and NGOs as well as the global reces-

sion shadowed Neste’s progress. (Groups discussion 1) There were still doubts and on-

going debate in Neste whether the large-scale investments for renewable production had 

been a large mistake, as the first profitable year for the renewable business was only in 

2012 (I1; I6). However, the NExBTL renewables strategy remained very important for 

Neste. The growth of renewable business, even though not yet profitable, was high-

lighted more and more in official stakeholder reporting (I6), including annual reports.  

As a continuation for scenario work of 2010, the era began with an internal strategy dia-

logue, which gathered opinions from approximately 1000 Neste workers (I3). The rising 

themes, such as biomaterials, communications and interactions, internationalization and 

stakeholder cooperation sparkled five new value creation programs and an updated vi-

sion for the company. The newly established value creation programs were profitable 

growth, productivity, renewable feedstocks, customer orientation and winner culture 

(Neste Oil 2012), of which the last was dropped two years later (Neste Oil 2014). In 

accordance with the updated vision to be the most wanted partner in renewable solutions 

of cleaner transportation, Neste directed its strategic actions to enlarging customer base 

globally, developing its supply chain, outsourcing some non-core operations (for instance 

the Polish gas stations) and keeping its constant willingness to develop technology, or-

ganization and staff alike. (Neste Oil 2012)  

More updates followed. First, long-term customer centric goals were set in 2012 (Neste 

Oil 2013), and Way forward program was launched in 2013 (Neste Oil 2014). Way for-

ward aimed for evaluation of human resource processes, improving internal collaboration 

and sharing responsibility to match the new ways of work at Neste. In the spirit of Way 

forward, for example the rewarding system of leaders was updated so that rewarding 
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was based on sustainability measures. This was done in accordance with the organiza-

tional structure change of 2014, which clarified and streamlined the management of the 

businesses, enforced reacting to the changes in markets and enhanced customer orien-

tation, meanwhile reducing the number of workers. In the new organizational structure, 

the Production and Logistics sectors were merged into the Oil Products and Renewable 

Products business areas. (Neste Oil 2015) 

As the internal strategy dialogue was very successful, it was repeated on an annual ba-

sis. Continuously looking for ways to improve responsibility issues, which were also 

brought up in strategy dialogues, Neste created its own responsibility scheme, which 

was accepted by European Commission in 2014 (Neste Oil 2015). Neste focused on 

keeping the strategic goals measurable and reaching high (Neste Oil 2014), while giving 

customer orientation more emphasis (Neste Oil 2015). The strategy was divided into two 

main areas: being the leading fuel solution provider in Baltic Sea and growing in global 

renewable energy markets (Neste Oil 2015).  

Along with the strategy dialogue, also a large marketing research was launched in 2011. 

Marketing was one of the centralized functions in the previous era’s organizational 

change, and it had to re-consider its role in the new organization and in marketing re-

newables. The marketing research in 2011 was very large, considering both internal and 

external as well as qualitative and quantitative data. As a combined result of both mar-

keting research and strategy dialogue, a more emotional marketing approach was seen 

crucial and more sustainability-oriented leadership called for. As a critical incident for 

marketing strategy, the top management gave a mandate to radically change the old 

long-term brand. (I3) Shifting to a more emotional direction was a big investment for a 

company traditionally leaning on facts and rational explanations of technology (I1). The 

marketing strategy was planned in 2012 and implemented afterwards. In addition to be-

ing emotional, marketing emphasis remained on quality instead of, for example, price or 

service leadership. The implementation of marketing strategy follows the same process 

as the overall strategy, starting with a promise and following with redeeming it. First, a 

new brand identity was launched with an emotional, new kind of Neste campaign with 

Buzz Aldrin. Buzz Aldrin campaign made promises to the public, to be redeemed within 

weeks after launching the campaign with a new product launch. Meanwhile, an internal 

video was launched to enhance the personnel engagement to the same message that 

was shared externally. (I3) 

Market acceptance was difficult to gain, as NExBTL technology is complicated for cus-

tomers to understand, the regulation hinders the market entries (I5) and media often 
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gives black-and-white information on the products (I1). It was a challenge of the era, 

continuing from the past, to communicate how Neste products differed from others, in 

order to capture the markets. Also, the price was a hindering factor at least when it comes 

to aviation markets: even if Neste could already offer commercialized jet fuels, by the 

time Neste’s renewable jet fuels remained too expensive for airlines. (I1) Therefore, the 

new approach to marketing was worth a try and turned out successful.  

During the period, Neste brought many new products to markets, such as lamp oil and 

several other smaller scale products (Neste Oil 2012), Neste Pro Diesel with 15% re-

newable sources in 2012 (I1), NExBTL Naphtha for B2B markets to be used as a feed-

stock for producing bioplastics (Neste Oil 2013) and Neste Futura (Neste Oil 2015). New 

market entries with the different products were done, often starting with Finnish customer 

markets and expanding to Baltics, for instance. By 2015, Neste was producing 100% 

renewable fuels to several B2C markets such as Sweden, Austria and California. In 2013 

Neste reached the strategic goal of using 100% certified palm oil, which was set back in 

2009 (Neste Oil 2014; Neste Oil 2010). 

Despite the certification of palm oil, the strategic interest remained in renewable feed-

stock research, for which Neste acquired a loan of 50 million from the Nordic Investment 

Bank (Neste Oil 2012). Also, strategic research partnerships were set as a goal (Neste 

Oil 2012). The efforts in feedstock base enlargement started to show during this era (I2). 

The motivation to grow the feedstock base for NExBTL process had been clear already 

in the past era, and now it began paying off. In 2011 Neste increased the number of 

different feedstocks that can be utilized in industrial NExBTL process from five to eight; 

Neste added one new feedstock in 2012 (Neste Oil 2013), three in 2013 (Neste Oil 2014) 

and one more in 2014 (Neste Oil 2015). Collaborations helped to research the new feed-

stock opportunities, for example Neste collaborated with Raisio and Boreal Plant Pro-

cessing to investigate rape seed’s possibilities (Neste Oil 2012), and in solvent business 

Neste partnered with Total Fluids and HSC Group (Neste Oyj 2016). 

Neste was actively researching the possibilities in aviation business and jet fuels. Soon 

after the first round of regulation was shaped and issues with Greenpeace dealt with, 

many customers contacted Neste for collaboration (I5). Among them, Lufthansa was ac-

quired as a strategic partner to develop jet fuels. As a result of cooperation with 

Lufthansa, Neste had achieved a ready product for aviation in 2011. (I1) Because of the 

past negative brand image of palm oil, Lufthansa wanted camelina oil as their feedstock 

(I5). In addition to the cooperation with Lufthansa, multiple research programs were im-
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plemented regarding the commercialization of jet fuels. One of the biggest research pro-

grams of the era was that of Flightpath 2020. Flightpath 2020 was an advanced biofuels 

program together with European Commission, Airbus, leading European aviation air-

lines, other biofuel producers and NGOs. Aviation markets were also showing their po-

tential, as for example in 2014 Boeing tested Neste’s jet fuel with a concentration of 15%. 

However, the financial constraints and lack of communication resources still hindered 

them from acquiring Neste products instead of regular jet fuel (I6). Keeping an eye on 

new business opportunities, customers were invited to collaborate in the creation of new 

plastics and other oil-based materials (Neste Oyj 2016).  

Partnerships in other research projects were made. As an example, long-term algae re-

search advanced with Finnish SYKE as well as abroad in programs in Australia and the 

Netherlands. (Neste Oil 2014) ITAKA program was another aviation-focused research 

program taking place during the era in Europe. (Neste Oil 2014) The Netherlands was a 

place for multiple programs of Neste and its business ecosystem actors. NExBTL usage 

in shipping business researched already in 2011 (Neste Oil 2012), was continued in co-

operation with Rotterdam harbor, Rotterdam climate initiative and local authorities. In 

2013, a Dutch initiative of aviation greening, Bioport for jet fuels in the Netherlands, com-

bined Dutch minister of employment, environmental national secretary, KLM, SkyNRG, 

Schiphol airport and Rotterdam harbor. Other European research programs were for in-

stance Carbon Disclosure Project (Neste Oil 2015), cooperation with Raisioagro for the 

use of thatch as a feedstock, and the ongoing German program with universities, re-

search centers, car producers and other industry partners since 2010 (Neste Oil 2011). 

Neste collaborated with many more research partners, programs and consortiums, such 

as Raisioagro, Lappeenranta University of Technology, Queensland university, VTT’s 

TransEco and TransSmart. (Neste Oil 2014)  

As the research efforts of the era demonstrate, Neste continued the paved path of the 

previous era to build a large variety of different skills for its employees (I4). In 2011, 

Neste re-organized its research units and formed so-called GlobaLab to harmonize its 

work methods and share the best practices among them. Additionally, Neste invested in 

its direct competence portfolio by purchasing the majority of its subsidiary Neste Jacobs, 

a company specialized in engineering solutions, technology and project management 

enhancement. (Neste Oil 2012) 

During the third era, more attention was paid to the business ecosystem actors. For ex-

ample, Neste took care of good contacts to its plant neighbor’s and neighborhoods 
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(Neste Oil 2014). In 2011, Neste aimed for creating an annual stakeholder plan and con-

structed a stakeholder advisory board (Neste Oil 2012). A stakeholder criticality matrix 

was in use and available in the annual reports to map the importance of various business 

ecosystem actors (Neste Oil 2015). Also, an internal stakeholder tool base was estab-

lished (Neste Oil 2013). As reputation is considered very important in NGOs’ eyes (I3) 

and cooperation valued, new programs for NGOs and inter-governmental organizations 

were established in 2011 (Neste Oil 2012). 

In 2011, remarkable supplier contracts were established (Neste Oil 2012) and number 

of small farmers increased remarkable from around 9 000 to more than 54 000 (Neste 

Oil 2014). New supplier collaborations were established, for example off-take agree-

ments with alga suppliers Cellana and RAE were undersigned in 2013 and 2014 (Neste 

Oil 2014; I5). By 2014, Neste had 38 suppliers for waste and residue, among which 8 

provided palm oil (Neste Oil 2015) and 15 fish and animal waste (Neste Oil 2014). Other 

remarkable suppliers were Wilmar, Golden Agri, Asian Agri and IOI Group. (Neste Oil 

2014) Neste had the approach of training, auditing and meeting with sourcing partners 

(Neste Oil 2014) and their own personnel (Neste Oyj 2016) in the spirit of developing 

long-term relationships (Neste Oil 2011). Suppliers’ interests differ a lot depending on 

their background. The small players are typically not interested in making detailed agree-

ments with Neste as for them the waste is only hindering own business. This kind of 

players need support in integrating sustainability perspectives in their operations, 

whereas some of the suppliers are originally motivated to partner because of sharing the 

vision of Neste. It requires a careful optimization to decide how much information and 

training the suppliers with different interests and sizes should be provided. (I2)  

During the time period, in Europe, many competitors had started to invest in new, more 

advanced refineries (Neste Oil 2013). Some of the most remarkable competitors abroad 

were Dynamic Fuels and Diamond Green Diesel from US markets and the multiple tra-

ditional bio diesel producers; in Europe, ENI and UPM as well as local Finnish competi-

tors in B2C including ABC, ST1 and Teboil (Neste Oil 2013; Neste Oil 2014; Neste Oil 

2015). The traditional biofuel production increased clearly in Argentina and South-East 

(Neste Oil 2012). Even lawsuits were raised in the US for patent infringement against 

Dynamic Fuels and Tyson Food Inc. Competition did not only limit to customer markets, 

but also to gaining adequate number of feedstocks.  

Despite the competition, Neste started to find itself in a good market position, being able 

to choose its customers. Even if diesel production is a relatively small share of entire 

global fuel business, the growth for Neste within the diesel business sector was very fast 
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(I1). In 2013, Neste had a customer base of almost 50 European customers in 10 coun-

tries, which increased the following year to 15 (Neste Oil 2015), including customers in 

North American and Asian countries. Especially American markets were at a point of 

breakthrough in 2013. (Neste Oil 2014) and new end-customers were identified among 

mine industry and event organizing sector (Neste Oil 2015). Some of the new customers, 

such as Google, UPS, San Francisco and Oakland were widely known (Neste Oyj 2016). 

It is to be noted that certain customers have clear requirements towards the feedstocks 

used in oil production, demanding for example only super localized feedstocks for use 

(I2), whereas some others want to avoid palm oil for because of the NGO related brand 

issues of the previous era, like Lufthansa did (I5). The bad imago resulted from the be-

liefs that someone in the end of the supply chain was destroying rainforests (I5), and this 

supposition was spread out to customers too, as some of them wanted to avoid the brand 

risks of palm oil for their own business. The share of palm oil in NExBTL production 

turned down the following years thanks to the extended feedstock base. Furthermore, 

used palm oil was certificated later on (I1) Thus, the NGO discussion was not hindering 

Neste, but instead, it encouraged to work harder for the sustainability goals (I2). 

Regarding other NGOs, Neste partnered with TFT to reduce rainforest deforestation 

(Neste Oil 2014) and received their first evaluation report the following year (Neste Oil 

2015). Neste worked together with NGOs to meet their expectations, for example in oil 

protection activities (Neste Oil 2015) and workshops together with Neste and its suppliers 

(Neste Oyj 2016). Neste also achieved a new RSPO certification called RSPO-RED Sup-

ply Chain certificate in 2013 as the first company in the world. Despite advancing in its 

sustainability issues, Neste was still having indirect problems caused by some of the 

NGOs. For example, in 2013 Greenpeace accused Neste’s supplier Wilmar to cause 

deforestation (Neste Oil 2014). Also, Finnwatch pointed out improvement points in the 

small farmers’ facilities that Neste had as suppliers (Neste Oil 2015).  

During the era Neste reached out to relevant ongoing discussions through many chan-

nels. It worked actively to cooperate with different energy and chemistry industrial asso-

ciations, of which there were more than 15 memberships or other collaborations, such 

as taking part in workshops by the end of the era (Neste Oil 2014). These included for 

example EBB, CONWACE, Europia, ASFE, CLEEN, EEF, CRFA, CEN, ASTM, OCIMF, 

Öljy- ja biopolttoaineala ry, Cleantech Finland, Climate Partner Network of Helsinki, Cli-

mate and environment programs responsible care and Climate Leadership Council, 

which involved Sitra, Fortum, KONE, Outotec, Caverion and ST1 (Neste Oil 2015). The 

collaborations were a means to get approvals for own products and standards, such as 
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that of aviation standard prepared for ASTM in cooperation with Boeing (Neste Oyj 

2016).  

In addition to investing in production plants, research and marketing efforts, Neste did 

an investment in GreenStream Climate Opportunity in 2011 (Neste Oil 2012) to gain 

emission rights to. Emission regulation and energy efficiency were more and more pres-

sured by policymakers as in the course of the era, regulation started to emphasize re-

quirements instead of incentives. (Neste Oil 2015) Meanwhile regulative pressures in-

creased, individual sustainability goals of Neste’s customers were set high. For instance, 

in Finland, Ministry of Economy and Employment, Ministry of Environment and several 

soil companies decided to increase the share of bio-based feedstocks in heating oil to-

gether (Neste Oil 2012). One of the major regulative incidents, RED I of EU launched in 

2009, was not the only regulative issue for countries, and Neste, to prepare for, but also 

FQD, IED, EED, ETS, REACH, CLP, Seveso and RFS2 all contributed to the regulative 

environment of renewable energy production (see appendix B for details) (Neste Oil 

2012). In America, US legislation progressed with a planned goal of 20% renewable use 

in transportation by 2022 and Environmental Protection Agency of US worked on the 

new regulation, whereas in Canada the planned 2% bio obligation was being imple-

mented nationally. (Neste Oil 2012)  

In the previous eras, the problems regarding market acceptance were related to under-

standing the technology and differences compared to the traditional biodiesel production. 

As a new challenge in addition to the previous one, the whole era was dedicated for 

battling the hierarchy thinking of waste. This means that energy production, also includ-

ing fuel production of Neste, is considered to be of lower value than another use of waste. 

(I5) In 2012, European commission received a propose to divide biofuel obligations 

based on their production feedstocks, differing whether it is plants or waste (Neste Oil 

2013). Also, the definition of biofuels caused troubles, as American and European defi-

nitions differed. As the regulative environment turned more complex, Neste kept attend-

ing the regulative discussion and industrial associations’ discussion in for example Eu-

ropean Committee for Standardization (CEN) and American Society for Testing and Ma-

terials (ASTM) (Neste Oil 2012). For policymakers, understanding the discussed terms 

is important and clarifications needed, for example in the discussion of recycling versus 

occupation. (Neste Oil 2015) 
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5.2.5 2015 – 2019: Sustainable growth 

The last era is characterized by managing sustainable growth after having built a solid 

base and finally become profitable after some difficult times. For the last investigated 

era, the critical incidents include changing the name from Neste Oil to Neste Oyj, a de-

cision for the largest investment in Neste’s history, product branding under own trade-

mark, acquisition of Demeter and EU vision statement for year 2050 (ID79-ID101 in ap-

pendix B). Neste is supporting the growth of renewable business in multiple ways, for 

instance with more integrative communications as well as cooperation with NGOs. The 

regulation keeps shaping in both global and national levels, but more important for the 

era are the pioneer customers who drive the change of entire business ecosystem by 

partnering with Neste without waiting for the regulation to oblige that. 

For the last studied era, the megatrends in the society remained very much the same as 

they had been in the previous one. The biggest emphasis of megatrends was on the 

climate change and carbon emission reduction, which shape the demand in the markets. 

For example, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change put more pressure on 

taking environmental action (Neste Oyj 2019a). The development of technology and dig-

italization creates new business opportunities (Neste Oyj 2016; Neste Oyj 2018a), and 

to involve its business ecosystem actors in taking advantage of the digitalization trend, 

Neste wanted to encourage all of them to collaborate in the digitalization of its supply 

chain. For energy companies especially, the energy safety and reduction of raw oil in the 

processes remains a trend to follow. (Neste Oyj 2018a) 

By the end of the last researched era, Neste was the leading global player in the renew-

able fuel business and successful in global sustainability rankings (I1), at least one year 

ahead of competitors (I5). Neste stays committed to follow the goals of sustainable de-

velopment, set by the United Nations, as it wants to be a pioneer in offering more re-

sponsible and renewable solutions (Neste Oyj 2017), even if those possibilities among 

the new renewable plastic business remain still rather unknown by many of the business 

ecosystem actors (Neste Oyj 2019a). It is important for Neste to be considered as some-

thing more than just an oil refiner (I4). Neste was picked for the Sitra list of most inter-

esting circular economy companies in 2016 (Neste Oyj 2017). The importance of circular 

economy thinking rises during the era in the business ecosystem (Neste Oyj 2018a) In 

general discussion, the term can be misunderstood because of not knowing all the back-

ground facts (I3) and because circular economy is not easy to define (I4). The popularity 

of circular economy is emphasized by China’s decision to not accept European plastic 

waste anymore (I1). Later during the era, Neste’s focus on communicating the circular 
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economy aspect of its renewable business become more visible (Neste Oyj 2018a), even 

if the technology has supported circular economy in principle all along (I1). Alongside 

with the circular economy, the importance of business ecosystems was growing towards 

the end of the era (Neste Oyj 2019a). 

Neste’s strategic development during the era of sustainable growth focused on redeem-

ing the promises that had been given already in the strategy work of the previous era. 

One of the most remarkable changes related to strategy was the change of company 

name from Neste Oil to Neste Oyj. The rationale behind this decision was the shift 

strongly and visibly towards renewable biofuel production and bio-based chemistry prod-

ucts from being just an oil company. New vision was set in 2015 along the decision to 

change the name, stating Neste to create responsible choices every day. (Neste Oyj 

2016) The change was literally immediate, as the logos were taken away right after the 

name vote of shareholders, highlighting the importance of change as a critical incident 

(I3). Creating a healthier planet for our children was the end goal, enforced with even 

more creative marketing platforms than earlier. New marketing projects such as Journey 

to zero involved new collaborations. For instance, for Zero island project, Neste collabo-

rated with Fortum, Wallas, Helsinki city and Metsähallitus to build a carbon neutral build-

ing Nolla. (I3) Only recently, Neste has considered circular economy, too: 

“When thinking of the enablers of this [strategic] transition, circular economy has 

emerged to our strategy only recently.” (I1) 

When the new CEO Peter Vanacker started in his position in 2018, the energy levels of 

the company culture seemed to grow strongly (I2). Having a non-Finnish CEO is some-

thing new for Neste, a traditional Finnish company founded already in 1948 (I1). The way 

of action reflected the slogan, “faster and bolder” (I2). The organizational structure was 

changed in only 100 days after the new CEO entered Neste. The old business unit of 

renewables split into polymers & chemicals, road transport, aviation and production to 

enable more focus on each of the areas and take more actions in developing them. (I1) 

It is not enough that Neste is relatively the most sustainable energy company, but in-

stead, it should keep challenging itself and be one of the first to reduce fossils (Group 

discussion 2). The potential of Neste’s renewables has now been proven and the growth 

is very rapid for now:  

“One of the questions to solve currently is how to maintain the expertise and spirit gained 

through the past eras while scaling up in such a pace.” (I2)  

Neste was redeeming its promises from the past eras by offering more and more renew-

able solutions, including renewable diesel, renewable aviation fuel, renewable solvents 
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and feedstocks for bio plastic production (Neste Oyj 2017). Offerings for customer mar-

kets increased step by step. First, some of Neste’s renewable fuels were offered to Swe-

dish, Austrian and Californian customer markets (Neste Oyj 2016) and Neste Pro diesel 

was brought to Baltic countries (Neste Oyj 2017). In 2017, Neste re-branded the 100% 

renewable diesel as Neste MY (Neste Oyj 2018a). It was first launched to Finnish mar-

kets, followed the next year by openings in Sweden and Latvia (Neste Oyj 2019a). By 

that time, Neste was the biggest bio-based fuel provider in the markets with a global 

share of 60%. (Neste Oyj 2019a) Internationalization of Neste is still needing a lot of 

efforts. (I1) After the vision and name change Neste aimed more strongly to the US mar-

kets with its marketing. Global focus, influencer marketing and word-of-mouth were used 

in Neste’s advantage, as marketing focused more and more on differentiating solutions 

and competences. (I3) Additionally, a new business model for bioplastic production and 

partnerships were also implemented in 2015 (Neste Oyj 2016). Neste’s marketing 

changed towards storytelling and followers shared the content they found interesting. 

One of the most successful campaigns was Everybody dies but not everybody lives in 

2016, implemented together with a youtuber Prince EA, Pre-order the future and The 

only way is forward. This was a totally unconventional way of doing marketing as an oil 

company (I3). 

After a rather long break, it was only closer to the end of the era when Neste started 

considering new larger investments in production plants. Many countries wish that Neste 

would set up more plants in their countries in order to support their national economy. 

For Neste, that would ease the market entries. (I5) Finland as a geographical area would 

not have been adequate for successfully implementing a circular economy based strat-

egy because circular economy is about global markets and benefits from scaling up the 

circulation (I4). Therefore, the locations of Neste’s plants had to be global in order to 

make sensible business. For new production plant investments, the options varied be-

tween Singapore (Neste Oyj 2018a) and America. (I5) Finally, Singapore was chosen for 

the destination of the largest individual investment in Neste’s history, planned to open 

the production line in 2022. The plant will increase Neste’s production capacity of renew-

able products with 1.3 million tons a year, meaning that the total capacity by 2022 shall 

be 4.5 million a year. (Neste Oyj 2019a; Eskola 2019) Other investment projects included 

the merger of Porvoo plants and the acquisition of a pre-handling plant of renewable 

feedstocks in Sluisk, the Netherlands (Neste Oyj 2018a). Also, in 2018 Neste decided to 

open the world’s largest renewable propane plant in Rotterdam (Neste Oyj 2019a). 

Lastly, regarding investments, Neste bought its subsidiary Neste Jacobs and changed 

its name to Neste Engineering Solutions after 14 years of being a minor owner. Major 
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ownership of Neste Engineering Solutions supported Neste’s growth strategy and oper-

ative efficiency with its expertise in engineering, project management and technology 

competences. (Neste Oyj 2018a) 

As for technological progress, by 2015 Neste reached the technical ability to produce 

NExBTL diesel from only waste and residue (Neste Oyj 2016). Neste’s research efforts 

have been on waste feedstocks (I4), and later during the era, the focus of research efforts 

has been on the bio plastic and polymer industry. New testing projects with circular econ-

omy approach were launched (Neste Oyj 2018a), and the use of liquid waste plastics 

was researched for the use of bio-based fuels (Neste Oyj 2019a). Neste has made a 

promise to use one million tons of waste plastic by 2030 in its processes (I5), and already 

by now 80% of NExBTL is produced with waste feedstocks (I4).  

As for internal research efforts, the new CEO has showed encouragement to keep work-

ing with the feedstock base and its enlargement, as it is recognized as a key strategic 

interest of Neste (I1). While new feedstocks are taken into use, a new office has been 

opened in Shanghai to manage the feedstock acquisitions and handling (I4). Also, more 

human resources have been allocated towards feedstock research (I2), to move more 

upstream and to focus on smaller and technically more demanding (I1) feedstock 

streams by volume (I5). All the feedstocks have some cons, and some of them are di-

rectly out of question at the moment (I5). Not just own strategic interest of Neste but also 

the choices and wishes of industrial customers and distributors affect the feedstock va-

riety (I2). 

Neste considers the strong technological competences to have a central role in support-

ing circular economy and bio economy (Neste Oyj 2019a). To strengthen the compe-

tences, Neste looks for partnerships. Partnerships can provide global knowledge or nec-

essary equipment. (I2) Nowadays Neste has partner laboratories all around the globe 

depending on the supply chain and optimal locations (I1), as well as multiple universities 

who act as not only research partners but also opinion influencers (I3). The partnerships 

with universities are important to Neste. In 2015, Neste established collaboration called 

NEWWave program with Aalto EE to develop its strategy further and implicate it towards 

growth (Neste Oyj 2016). The next year, Neste made a large donation to four Finnish 

universities to support the local education system (Neste Oyj 2017). As for Finnish uni-

versity collaboration, Lappeenranta University is collaborating with Neste in the footprint 

assessment program of VTT (Neste Oyj 2019a). Cooperation with universities abroad 

have also been cherished. As an example, Neste partnered with Delft University to de-



77 

 

velop environmental impact assessment of renewable products (Neste Oyj 2017). Stra-

tegic research partnerships do not limit to universities and research institutes. In 2018, 

Neste partnered with many new research focused companies, such as Clariant, Air BP, 

ReNew ELP and Licella to develop more innovations (Neste Oyj 2019a) in the profitable 

use of cellulose and alga in the future (I5). It is to be noted that not only Neste, but also 

its customers have attended research projects to support their sustainability efforts. 

(Neste Oyj 2018a).  

During the era, Neste continued taking part in various research programs. For example, 

Neste joined Sitra’s smart & clean foundation, VTT’s Carbon footprint development pro-

gram and the consortium of resource experts (CORE), which brought together Demeter, 

Proforest and Rainforest Alliance to support the transparency of supply chains. (Neste 

Oyj 2017) In 2018, Neste joined a large 5-year program that involved widely known 

brands such as Unilever, Pepsicon, Cargill, Danone and palm oil suppliers such as 

Golden Agri and Musim Mas (Neste Oyj 2019a). Neste even begun collaboration with 

Finnish Meteorological Institute to evaluate data on air quality, observed with an EU sat-

ellite (Neste Oyj 2019a). Even if shipping has not been the primary focus of Neste’s 

business divisions, a new program in 2018 involved ship owners, machine manufactur-

ers, industrial business ecosystem actors, members of International maritime organiza-

tion IMO and International Bunker Industry Association to decrease the emissions of 

shipping with NExBTL. The plastic and polymer business has progressed during the era, 

and in 2018, Neste and IKEA already worked on the commercialization of bio-based 

plastic products together. (Neste Oyj 2019a) Neste’s new business openings in plastics 

and chemicals are not as dependent on regulation as the fuels are (I2). 

Hand in hand with the increasing importance of various business ecosystem actors, the 

annual reports have been highlighting ecosystem thinking during the last era. Ecosystem 

thinking, partnering and sharing same values bring the business ecosystem actors to-

gether with Neste (I3). Neste has been reaching out to the business ecosystem actors in 

its communications and marketing channels, which has been enhanced with data diag-

nostics possibilities and digitalization. Data enables picking the target groups more care-

fully but brings the new challenge to choose the most important ones. (I6) For Neste, the 

marketing target group has been young people, policymakers and influencers (I3), 

whereas in communications, the target has been to openly partake in political discussion 

as well as engage media representatives and public with interest in circular economy 

(I6). The methods of interaction have moved from reporting and providing announce-

ments to having own platform of communications and being involved in public discussion 
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about interesting related content, not just Neste’s own solutions. It is important to con-

sider what kind of language is used so that business ecosystem actors can find the con-

tent and understand it (I3). Neste wants to stay relevant in general climate change dis-

cussion by focusing firstly on listening the audience. Neste’s purpose has been commu-

nicated to business ecosystem actors all along, but only within the past year there has 

been significant response to it; it is important to get the big masses to think and move. 

(I6)  

Collaborations have an important role play not only when investigating the feedstocks, 

but also in the feedstock supply chains. At Neste, value chain management is combined 

with research and development efforts in a successful way. (I1) This has required the 

willingness of suppliers to collaborate. However, some of the suppliers are not interested 

in the business with Neste, but instead, just want to get rid of the side feedstock flow that 

is not relevant for their own processes. On the other hand, for some of the suppliers, the 

shared values and vision is the thing bringing them to collaborate with Neste. Neste has 

been working to educate and train the suppliers about sustainability issues. This has 

encouraged Neste to reflect on their complete value chain and impacts of suppliers on 

the whole process. As a result of successful supplier collaboration, Neste has not only 

ensured the availability of different feedstocks that meet the customer requirements, but 

also developed the variety of feedstocks available. In addition to the feedstock variety, 

then again, is the fact of negotiating the feedstock prices in a way that the certain feed-

stock is profitable to use. (I2)  

Market awareness of Neste’s products has been a challenge and very important target 

for Neste’s communications throughout the researched eras (I6). Neste’s products are 

often dependent on feedstock demands, as for example kosher and halal can hinder 

from choosing animal-based residue as feedstocks (I5). Along with the increasing num-

ber of ecosystem actors, especially customers started to appear during the era (Neste 

Oyj 2018a), because of the change in their perceived customer value and rise in aware-

ness (I4). The interest of the public is shifting from the price to the content that the product 

can offer (I1).  

As the customer interest in California grew in the last era, Neste decided to renew its 

distributor system in the area by partnering with four new fuel distributors, IPC USA, 

Ramos Oil Company, Van De Pol Petroleum and Western States Oil Co (Neste Oyj 

2018a). Neste changed the branding strategy so that the fuels kept Neste name and 

branding instead of gaining a new brand from the distributor (I1). The customer base 

widened more within the era. The majority of Neste’s customers represent oil companies, 
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re-sellers, other whole sellers such as professional traffic companies and municipalities, 

industrial chemistry companies, original equipment manufacturers and big brands (Neste 

Oyj 2017; Neste Oyj 2018a). Sometimes Neste does not know to what purpose custom-

ers are using the fuel and the customer can be a broker as well (I5). The most important 

customers are the pioneers (I6) who encourage the change towards sustainability with 

their own visionary, without waiting for the regulation to be prepared by policymakers 

(I1). Neste began developing more collaborative customer schemes to work on the oil-

based materials that its customers produce (Neste Oyj 2016). As an example, Neste 

collaborated with IKEA and Avantherm to produce more ecology-friendly products (Neste 

Oyj 2017) and Sveaskog started testing Neste MY isoalkanes (Neste Oyj 2018a).  

One of the important customer segments is cities, of which many new were acquired 

during the last era, including Oakland, San Francisco (Neste Oyj 2016), San Sacramento 

(Neste Oyj 2017), Porvoo, Espoo and Stuttgart (Neste Oyj 2018a) and Lidö, San 

Leandro, San Diego, Pittsburgh, Pasadena, Härmä and Åland (Neste Oyj 2019a). Part-

nerships with cities may include shared climate promises, which is the case with Helsinki 

city (Neste Oyj 2019a). Behind the decisions of cities to acquire Neste products is the 

will of public voters. Cities do also benefit regarding their emission reductions goals in 

case a large local player like an airport chooses Neste products. (I1) Other new partner-

ships with customers include Google (Neste Oyj 2017), Lassila&Tikanoja, UFF (Neste 

Oyj 2018a), Valtra (Neste Oyj 2019a), some fleets (Neste Oyj 2019a), as well as trans-

portation companies like UPS (Neste Oyj 2017), DB Schenker (Neste Oyj 2018a) and 

fuel transport specialists Fuel Delivery Services, WestCAT and Ecology (Neste Oyj 

2019a). The customer portfolio of Neste was also supplemented by event management 

sector. Neste has been serving customers in many large-scale events, such as American 

Superbowl, Finnish summer events like Neste Rally (Neste Oyj 2018a), Weekend festival 

(Neste Oyj 2017) and Elfwegentocht in the Netherlands (Neste Oyj 2019a).  

Aviation business, researched widely already back in 2011, got a new boost in the latest 

era. Neste had prepared an aviation fuel standard together with Boeing and sent it for 

approval to ASTM in 2015 (Neste Oyj 2016). In the era, public discussion and end-cus-

tomers put more pressure on airlines in terms on sustainability requirements (I3). Addi-

tionally, the worst financial times for airlines were managed by the time (I6), so some 

airports have started to show interest in providing Neste’s renewable solutions to airlines, 

among the first ones the Oslo airport in 2016 (Neste Oyj 2017), Dallas Fort Worth Inter-

national airport, Finavia airports in Rovaniemi, Kuusamo, Ivalo and Kittilä (Neste Oyj 

2019a) and Helsinki-Vantaa airport to provide the transportation renewable fuels (Neste 
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Oyj 2018a). In 2017, Neste developed a Neste Green Hub model to serve more compre-

hensively the airports as customers (Neste Oyj 2018a). First potential customer for the 

Green Hub solution was Geneva airport, but due to the decision of local authorities, the 

collaboration initiative was cancelled (Neste Oyj 2019a). Also, airlines show direct inter-

est to NExBTL fuels. Among them, American airlines (Neste Oyj 2018a) and Alaska air-

lines have collaborated with Neste (Neste Oyj 2019a). In general, aviation business sec-

tor shows more business potential to Neste than before (I1), because the sustainability 

issues in aviation are encouraged by the public discussions. This encouragement was 

lacking back in 2011 when the first try-outs with Lufthansa took place. Neste’s growing 

aviation business first needed its own team in 2017 and nowadays it is upgraded to its 

own business line (I6), demonstrating the fast growth in aviation business. 

As the public discussion among climate change and environmental issues have been an 

ever-increasingly important topic during the era, Neste kept actively attending the dis-

cussion. As an example, the hot topic from the previous eras, sustainability of the palm 

oil production has been worked on for over ten years. That has resulted in 20% certifica-

tion of all palm oil produced in the entire world, which would most likely not have hap-

pened without Neste’s active requirements for certificated palm oil in its own production. 

(I5) Neste joined the climate partner network of Helsinki in 2015 (Neste Oyj 2016) and 

took part in multiple professional associations. For example, Neste chaired the Advanced 

Biofuels Association (ABFA) in the US (Neste Oyj 2017). Neste worked in cooperation 

with the Consortium of Resource Experts, CORE, to shape guidelines for prevention of 

deforestation. To better report on its own actions, Neste collaborated in CDP Forests 

program of Disclosure insight action. (Neste Oyj 2018a)  

Neste’s continued believing that taking care of the supplier personnel is an action of 

responsibility (Neste Oyj 2016). To hear out the opinions of suppliers and NGOs, as well 

as to create a common understanding among the parties, Neste kept organizing common 

workshops with these business ecosystem actor groups (Neste Oyj 2016). To answer to 

the risen sustainability questions, Neste was the first oil company to publish a transparent 

crude palm oil dashboard online to represent its palm oil supply chain (Neste Oyj 2017), 

followed the next year by ethics online, a channel for any business ecosystem actor to 

use for reporting on ethical mistakes in Neste’s network (Neste Oyj 2018a). As the ac-

tions of suppliers matter in the transparent supply chain, Neste had to end one major 

partnership in 2016 with IOI group after they had lost their RSPO certification (Neste Oyj 

2017). After IOI group regained the certification, it was accepted as Neste’s partner again 

(Neste Oyj 2018a). In 2018, Neste joined a SUSTAIN program to create a transparent 

platform of supply chain responsibility together with its suppliers, such as Apical and 
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Asian Agri. By 2018, Neste had 53 renewable suppliers (Neste Oyj 2019a). An interesting 

but natural move for ensuring the development of the long collaboration from the past 

years (I2) was the acquisition of Demeter, a large animal waste provider of Neste (Neste 

Oyj 2019a). 

During the last era, Neste took more actively part in charity and interesting societal pro-

jects that concerned various societal issues. Maybe the most visible charity scheme has 

been the so-called ham trick, created in 2016 in collaboration with Lassila&Tikanoja and 

repeated the following years to gain visibility for sustainability issues within the Finnish 

B2C markets (Neste Oyj 2017). Furthermore, Neste launched a charity work model to 

enable its employees to do charity work during working days, which has led to voluntary 

working at SOS Child Village, Finnish Salvation Army among other NGOs (Neste Oyj 

2018a). In 2018, this charity scheme involved 749 Neste workers who engaged in 84 

different charities (Neste Oyj 2019a). To enhance the conditions in the supplier countries 

Neste created small farmer programs (Neste Oyj 2018a), took part in Unicef program 

focusing on palm oil farming families, an Indonesian program to research the working 

conditions and societal impacts through the palm oil workers (Neste Oyj 2017) and UN’s 

farming associations’ (FAO) Bioplat project (Neste Oyj 2019a). Some programs were 

implemented in collaboration with the suppliers, such as the Asia Group Scheme in Ma-

laysia and another scheme in Indonesia with Golden Agri Resources and palm small-

holders (Neste Oyj 2019a). Based on the open voting of public audience and a jury (I3), 

Neste also expanded its influence regarding sustainability and climate issues by launch-

ing an educative program EduCycle, which involved some politicians and children in 20 

partner schools (Neste Oyj 2018a). EduCycle was later sold to Syrawise (I3).  

During the era, the political environment was even more concerned with the ecological 

goals than before and was indirectly affected by large political actions like Brexit (Neste 

Oyj 2017) and authorities providing conflicting information on climate issues, like Mr. 

Trump becoming the president of US (I3). These political changes can affect for example 

the decisions of production plant locations (I5). The pressures for environmentally 

friendly regulation were visible in America and Europe alike, leading to shape more goals 

on the global level regarding the climate change and emission reduction (Neste Oyj 

2019a). In 2016, EU initiated a new directive to increase the share of renewable energy 

progressively to 27% by 2030. Additionally, in the US, a more specific directive for diesels 

in EU and decisions on supporting biofuels took place. Other directives that Neste must 

consider are Fuel quality directive (FQD) (I5) and Indirect land use change (ILUC) di-

rective, which deals with the effects of biofuel production on soil, got accepted after some 

debate on declining use of vegetable oil. (I5; Neste Oyj 2017) Even if the obligations 
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have increased (Neste Oyj 2018a), there still is need for more political support to shape 

the markets (Neste Oyj 2019a). This need has partly been answered by big international 

agreements. In 2015, the pledge of Paris climate agreement was undersigned by Neste, 

showing the support for the directive (Neste Oyj 2016). In the regulative environment of 

bio-based fuels, one of the biggest changes was the publication of EU’s vision for 2050, 

a clean planet for all, by European Commission and the EU directive of renewable energy 

for years 2021-2030 and EU RED II (Neste Oyj 2018a). RED II directs the EU member 

countries to target 32% renewable energy consumption by 2030. Some countries have 

their own national regulation that is even more strict than that of the global level. For 

example, Sweden aims for being fossil free by 2045 (I3; Neste Oyj 2019a) and Norway 

as a non-EU country has addressed progressive aviation regulation to increase renew-

able fuel usage by 2030.  

5.3 RQ2: How does the business ecosystem evolve during the 
strategic renewal process towards environmental sustain-
ability? 

The second research question considers the temporal changes within Neste’s business 

ecosystem and its actors over time. The same division into eras that was introduced in 

Figure 4 is used in the analysis of the business ecosystem evolution. The constructed 

business ecosystem maps excited the group discussion 1: 

“Interesting how it shows the increasing complexity and how we prefer working in net-

works and with partnership contracts, which are increasing for now. There have been 

these eras with road transportation ecosystem, now maybe aviation ecosystem and next 

emerging the plastic ecosystem.” (I4) 

The business ecosystem maps of each era are presented in Figure 6 and analyzed more 

in detail in the subsections 5.3.1.-5.3.4. Especially the accumulated map shows how 

complex the combination of business ecosystem actors and their links can be. According 

to group discussion 1, the business ecosystem mapping presents an interesting ap-

proach to show the business ecosystem evolution over time (I4). However, it leaves mul-

tiple aspects out of its scope or if otherwise controversial with the primary data. Firstly: 

“What is not visible in this map in terms of the ecosystem and circular economy is the 

increase in waste and residue feedstocks.” (I5) 

As the feedstock streams are going towards smaller and smaller streams, the number of 

suppliers would have expected to rise over time, not linearly but in some other way (I2). 

There is an enormous number of suppliers (I3), but the number, not to even mention the 
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feedstock type bought from which supplier, cannot be fully communicated in the annual 

reports because of their strategic role (I5). Overall;  

“It can be difficult to interpret from the maps that many of our businesses functions in a 

way that we cannot act alone.” (I3) 
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 Figure 6. Neste’s business ecosystem evolution during the eras of strategic renewal process 
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5.3.1 2000–2005: Foreseeing and risk-taking 

The first of the investigated eras in the beginning of the millennial shows the rather tra-

ditional stakeholder map of Neste; almost all of the business ecosystem actors here did 

not have a specific year of appearance, and hence, the tagless business ecosystem map 

and the business ecosystem map of first era of strategic renewal are almost the same. 

As an example of these tagless business ecosystem actors we have various sharehold-

ers, employees, government and administrative bodies under the society label. In the 

first era the communications on sustainability issues are still rather limited within the an-

nual reports compared to the upcoming eras, which explains the lack of tags. 

In the beginning, the amount of industrial associations, research partners, strategic part-

ners and customers is still very low compared to the upcoming eras. Especially the in-

dustrial associations and research partners are low in numbers. On the contrary, the 

number of societal business ecosystem actors seems to be rather large because of their 

stable nature, as this section includes multiple administrative business ecosystem ac-

tors. The structure of business ecosystem is rather simple and resembles a stakeholder 

map. The connections between business ecosystem actor groups are rather rare com-

pared to the upcoming eras.  

5.3.2 2006–2010: Building the base with persistence 

The second era focuses on building the needed business ecosystem for the upcoming 

eras. During the era, the first remarkable renewable fuel related regulation was put into 

action. As can be seen on the business ecosystem map, the regulative changes had 

required Neste to expand its business ecosystem in terms of various industrial associa-

tions, for example round tables, which multiplied during the period. Taking part in discus-

sions was also required because of the emerging problems with public image and NGOs 

like Greenpeace. This brought NGOs to a bigger role, slightly visible in the business 

ecosystem map, even if their number as business ecosystem actors did not increase 

remarkably.  

The number of research partners and new research programs for renewable fuels is 

increasing in the second era. This is a result of shifting strategically towards the renew-

able business, but also because of facing the needs to expand the raw feedstock base 

for NExBTL production, partly due to the increased public discussion boosted by the 

NGOs. Overall, the era is bringing more new actors to Neste’s business ecosystem com-

pared to the first era. 



86 

 

5.3.3 2011–2014: Visionary turns into profitability 

The era of early 2010’s, Visionary turns into profitability, was a very active period regard-

ing the evolution of business ecosystem. The markets began opening and some new 

customers arrive to the business ecosystem map. Along with new customers, new com-

petitors are more recognized in the annual reports of Neste, as their number is approxi-

mately doubled and at their highest peak during the investigated eras. The number of 

research partners seems to remain rather same with a slight increase compared to the 

previous period. However, the number of new research programs increases the most 

during this era. The widening feedstock base and business areas are bringing new sup-

pliers to partners of Neste. The number of industrial associations increases slightly dur-

ing the period. Also, more new NGOs are engaging in Neste’s business ecosystem than 

earlier. The most increase in numbers can be seen in strategic partnerships and other 

business ecosystem actors.  

The structural change of business ecosystem over time reflects the complexity of the 

business ecosystem actor roles. Interestingly, the location of research partners on the 

map is moving era by era towards society and strategic partnerships. Meantime, many 

customers move towards NGOs in the third era.  

5.3.4 2015–2019: Sustainable growth 

The last era faces a great increase of customers, which is in accordance with the cus-

tomer centricity and experience emphasis that Neste has been working on (I7, the group 

discussion 1). These customers have a pioneering role:  

“Certain customers are making decisions on their own without waiting for the regulation 

to change -. This has changed within the past five years; there are more and more cus-

tomers like this.” (I1) 

 As a result, also the number of distributors increases. Additionally, the customers do 

have more connections to other actor groups of the business ecosystem than before. 

However, the interviewees in the group discussion 1 found controversial that the number 

of competitors is decreasing during the last era, taken their gut feeling of the competition 

having increased. The reason might be the following:  

“It is rather natural that we are not telling in our annual reports how the competitors have 

new plants operating.” (I5)  

The efforts in new research partnering seem to increase slightly, even if the number of 

research programs drops a little. On the other hand, many new strategic partnerships 
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emerge compared to previous eras, which seems to be very remarkable for this era. The 

number of new industrial associations is dropping from the previous period, during which 

their emergence was at its largest. As a comment from group discussion 2:  

“I think the last era kind of highlights how we steer the business with very much focus on 

the branded product and really looking for customers, which it’s reflecting back to the 

distributors, -- kind of logical that they come up quite strong in there.” (Group discussion 

2) 

Looking at the structure of business ecosystem, the last era is bringing more connections 

in between the customers and industrial associations, while the research partners are 

moving away from them, towards the strategic partnerships and society. The connections 

between business ecosystem actor groups seem to be slightly more versatile in the last 

era than in the previous ones. 

5.4 RQ3: What are the drivers identified within the business 
ecosystem during the strategic renewal process towards 
environmental sustainability? 

Many drivers emerged during Neste’s strategic renewal towards sustainability. The re-

search approach to recognizing emerging drivers starts with identifying and collecting 

drivers from interviews with data-driven approach. To categorize the driver findings, they 

are divided into internal and external. Internal drivers include organizational structure, 

organizational culture, competences and leadership. External drivers conclude market 

development, regulation, collaboration, society and other drivers. The summaries of driv-

ers, their targets, consequences and case examples are presented at the end of each 

sub-chapter in Table 7 and Table 8. 

5.4.1 Internal drivers 

Neste has a strong growth ambition, thanks to the mission to fight the climate change, 

the will to get carbon to circulate globally (I1) and the accelerating speed of action in the 

new fast and bold spirit (I2). Growing in renewable fuel business has required multiple 

internal drivers, summed up in Figure 7. Green color is indicating how much the driver 

was highlighted in the interviews: the darker the green, the more the driver was dis-

cussed. The darkest shade of green means that the driver was discussed a lot in inter-

views, the lightest shade of green that the driver was just mentioned in a few interviews 

and the green between these two options is for drivers that were discussed to medium 

extent. The drivers are organized in the figure by their color, not the order in text. It is to 
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be noted that the division of categories is not as discrete as it is presented here; for 

example, the qualities of leadership and competences impact the organizational culture, 

and vice versa.  

 

 

Organizational Structure 

Some of the identified drivers are related to the organizational structure of Neste. First, 

Neste’s benefit has been the optimal size. According to interviewee 4, smaller size com-

pared to the competitors has enabled Neste to more flexibly develop new technologies 

and commercialize them than larger corporations in the industry; some larger companies 

had already worked on similar technologies but had to give them up during financially 

difficult times because of their relatively small role within a large corporation (I4). Neste 

as a smaller ecosystem actor in the business ecosystem of oil and energy industry has 

actively been looking for ways to differentiate, which was a reason to invest in R&D. 

Additionally, smaller size compared to the industry standards encouraged Neste to look 

for opportunities within internal and external collaboration (Neste Oil 2008), which is a 

driver itself. In other words, as Neste is not a very large oil and energy company, it has 

always needed to consider partnerships to help progressing in its strategy implementa-

tion. 

ORGANIZATIONAL 
STRUCTURE

Optimal size

Large R&D 
department

Business unit division

ORGANIZATIONAL 
CULTURE 

Shared vision

Prior success and self-
confidence

Pioneer heritage

COMPETENCES

Predicting the markets 
& regulation

Technological niche 
focus

Self-challenging & 
continuous learning 

Cross-disciplinary & 
functionality

Communications & 
branding

LEADERSHIP

Visionary & boldness

Individuals

Learning from the 
challenges

Risk-taking

Persistence & 
consistency

Trust in employees

Figure 7. Internal drivers of Neste’s strategic renewal towards environmental 
sustainability 
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Neste has adapted to the changing environment many times by implementing an organ-

izational change (I4). In practice, organizational change deals with business unit divi-

sions, which also included people leaving the company. Interviewee 2 explains the diffi-

culty to work in renewable business when even internally questioned: 

“During the difficult years, it was often hard to believe in what we were building in Re-

newables with so much criticism coming our way both internally and externally.” (I2)  

One of the critical incidents to change the business unit division was the strategy dia-

logue, which identified the will and expectations of employees towards the company (I3). 

The organizational change and new division of businesses has enabled the business 

units to develop more strongly than they would have developed without becoming their 

own entities (I6), which has been a driving force of strategic renewal towards the renew-

able businesses. Alongside with the renewed business units of renewable businesses, 

for example the regulation unit has become strong and uses two-sided interaction with 

policymakers. (I2)  

Along with the organizational changes, also research and development unit has grown 

(I1). Neste has a rather large R&D unit within the company with 800-900 employees (I1), 

which has driven technological advantages and supported the strategy in enlarging to 

new renewable businesses. The success of Neste in renewables is partly explained by 

the knowledge and capabilities of innovation and technology and long experience in them 

(Neste Oyj 2019a). Neste has managed to invest heavily in research and business de-

velopment throughout the years (Neste Oyj 2018b; Neste Oyj 2019c). Own inventions 

and technology build opportunities, which proved to be even bigger than expected. Be-

cause of these opportunities, Neste’s strategic renewal needs to further consider renew-

ables and services. (Group discussion 2) Having many people working in R&D unit is 

important, reflected in group discussion 2: 

“In the end, I am talking about people. People invent the new machines, find new markets 

and so on.” (Group discussion 2) 

According to preliminary results that were discussed in the group discussions, one driv-

ing factor behind risk-taking first seemed to be that Neste is a state-owned company, so 

it has a better back-up than companies normally do have when taking risks (I1). This 

was, however, questioned in the group discussion 1. The majority of Neste shares are 

owned by the state of Finland, but the group discussion 1 revealed that the ownership is 

not affecting its success:  
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“Namely, Neste has been a state-owned company, but I think Neste would have been 

as successful if it were a similar company with similar size.” (I4) 

Organizational Culture 

“A company having local markets and being majority government owned; maybe it’s not 

the natural place where you would expect great, world changing innovation and risk-

taking to take place. The cultural element, together or maybe as part of the risk manage-

ment, [influences the] risk-taking willingness at that point when these big investments 

were made –. The [organizational] culture develops along [the decisions].” (Group dis-

cussion 2)  

Neste has managed to create a strong organizational culture (I2). Organizational culture 

consists of many abstract and intangible things, which are driving the strategic renewal 

of Neste. First, there has been a fundamental shift of mindset inside Neste to consider 

environment as decision criteria instead of just burning the oil to emissions (I1). The 

courage of being the pioneer in the sustainable direction has changed attitudes and 

opened the track for other companies to do the same. This has required hard work and 

ability to take risks (I1), and Neste was ready to do so as it trusted its own vision (I3). 

Neste’s mission and shared vision bring all the workers, as well as many business eco-

system actors, together with Neste (I3). Strong shared values attract also collaboration 

from outside the organization within the business ecosystem, which is more discussed 

in 5.4.2. Neste has managed to bring the personnel together with strongly communicated 

messages, even in difficult times. These messages have conveyed the shared vision 

that aligns with personal values of the employees, strengthened by the renewed market-

ing strategy (I3): 

“I see characteristic the boldness and the ability to see opportunities where others see 

challenges. We dare with our own vision and insights, even if others would put us down, 

we trust our competencies to take us towards our vision. This type of courage has ena-

bled us to boldly build a new marketing strategy and brand. It has been an internal stim-

ulus for our organizational culture. Without these characteristics this kind of success 

story would not have happened.” (I3) 

While the business was making losses each month worth many millions, the supporting 

organizational culture was based on the pioneer heritage, persistence and determina-

tion. The first of these drivers relates the most to the organizational culture, the two latter 

ones are analyzed among leadership drivers. Neste has a long history of being the pio-

neer in the markets, and this heritage has been kept alive in the renewal of strategy 

process. (I4) First with renewable fuels, then with jet fuels and most recently with the 
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plastics and chemistry Neste is renewing its approach through the technology, which 

builds the base and acts also in this case as the starting point for the whole strategic 

renewal (Group discussion 2). Thus, pioneer heritage drives the courage to look beyond 

and predicting the changes in the business ecosystem. 

Thanks to its pioneer heritage, Neste does things differently. This is very motivating for 

employees; a work community that is constantly able to evolve is very inspirational and 

encourages to stay longer in the company. (I3) The fast growth and progress have given 

long-term employees the feeling of being able to accomplish anything. Especially those 

who have been through the difficult times of Neste, the followed success is very motivat-

ing. (I2). Thus, the prior success along with the pioneer heritage is strengthening the 

belief in the strategic renewal towards sustainability as well as self-confidence to believe 

in its own competences.  

Competences 

Neste has had competences in understanding the market development and predicting 

the markets and regulation already before the emerging markets existed, which has been 

one of the core competences throughout Neste’s journey (I2). The opening of renewable 

markets was partly predicted in the first era (I2), but Neste’s own innovation action, or-

ganizational adaption and resourcing lead towards the emergent markets, too (I4). Hard 

work in background research helps the bold decision making (I3). Neste has invested in 

building the competence of predicting market changes (I2): 

“It is part of our core competence to stay updated on the situation in our end markets, 

and that is not a small task.” (I2) 

In the deep core of Neste is the know-how of creating added value (I4) by being a tech-

nical pioneer (I3). Rather than settling to be a traditional technology-based company, the 

focus on technological niche has benefitted Neste. (I4). A strategy should not underrate 

the importance of the heritage and how the ongoing business is supporting the renewal 

towards a new one (Group discussion 2), and along its strategy renewal process, Neste 

has been very competent in finding its niche with the technological assets it has built 

over time. This is important especially in the oil and energy industry, in which the invest-

ments are very large and expensive. Thus, the driver is not technology per se, but more 

the ability to find a technological niche (I4, Group discussion 1). 

Neste has had the courage not only to challenge the markets, but also to challenge its 

own internal actions; in other words, the internal mindset in different organizational levels 

has been self-challenging. This mindset is supported by openly sharing the information 
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of how the results of work affect the whole value chain, which makes the individual work-

ers to understand the importance of their work efforts. This is combined with proudness 

to be part of Neste’s important mission. (I2) While challenging itself, Neste has been able 

to continuously learn during its path.  

Neste has had the ability to change and to adapt organizationally, very much because of 

its great cross-disciplinarily and cross-functionality within the company. When needing 

to expand its variety of feedstocks, Neste managed to do so partly because of having 

acquired specialists from different fields with different kinds of competences, such as bio 

energy and internationalization, (I4) and had them working together in a cross-discipli-

nary way. In addition to the engineering background, Neste needs people who under-

stand people and people who understand service creation (Group discussion 2). The 

internal collaboration is highlighted in the statement of Ulla Kiiski, the inventor of NExBTL 

technology:  

“I would never call this my breakthrough alone. None of us achieves anything on our 

own. We need each other’s views and skills.” (Sandelius 2019) 

Circular economy requires technologies in order to be able to scale up and become 

cheaper to implement (I4). For scaling up the renewable production, Neste demonstrated 

high competences when not needing to build demo plants (I6). To maintain the techno-

logical quality, which has always remained at the core of Neste’s products (I3), Neste 

has managed to set the cross-functional goals in harmony in the production plants (I1). 

Neste’s shared vision is so strong that it enables harmonizing goals between different 

functions (I2). Internal trainings and cross-functional collaboration are ways to create 

new kind of skillsets and team spirit (I2) and being successful together is partly because 

of the harmonized goals between the different functions. (I1) The different functions col-

laborate to support each other. For example, Neste’s marketing team gets insights from 

other relevant parties within the company to be able to ensure the best quality of mar-

keting communications (I3).  

One of Neste’s most remarkable competence-based drivers has been the know-how of 

branding and communication of value for the business ecosystem actors (I1). The scope 

of branding and communications expands to the own personnel, who have needed in-

ternal strengthening for instance once the NGO dispute was going on and made some 

question their work at Neste. Nowadays personnel can be part of the brand work them-

selves, because they are trained to work as brand ambassadors if they please (I3). The 

renewal of marketing strategy was a showcase of branding and communications com-

petences, which drive the strategic renewal further.  
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Leadership 

The actions of Neste top management have been excellent in supporting the strategic 

renewal towards sustainability. Neste managers have a lot of trust in their employees 

and has given freedom in the execution of the strategy (I2). The given mandate to the 

employees has driven new openings, including no less than the very first invention of 

NExBTL in the 90s (Group discussion 2). The leaders giving the mandate to the employ-

ees were a key driver according to the group discussion 2:  

“It starts with the trusted people who are left alone, a big enough group, who can build 

the knowledge and the self-esteem. -- The most crucial thing was to let people be to-

gether for long enough time, smart people, give them money and time to go, go there, 

much beyond the horizon and then let them do their thing.” (Group discussion 2) 

Having trust in the employees is related to the fundamental boldness of the leaders. 

Boldness and visionary of the leaders have been drivers for strategic renewal to be am-

bitious enough to succeed. Before making the bold decisions, the board had to spend a 

lot of time to share understanding of the key strategic issues, such as the feedstock base, 

the market situation and working environment of the employees (I4). This, combined with 

the existing visions of the leaders, was a driver to renew the strategy process towards 

sustainability (I3).  

It appears that certain individuals within the organization are driving the strategic renewal 

with their own example and ways of showing the risk-taking and visionary. Still, even if 

there have been many strong individuals and personalities influencing the strategic re-

newal, interviewee 4 estimates that no one has taken the role of decision maker alone. 

(I4) During the mapped strategy process, these impactful individuals are often CEOs of 

Neste: 

“Then we happened to have Risto Rinne as a CEO at the time when the first plans were 

invested in – he was the type of personality who liked new things and who was very 

optimistic about new technology and the ways to first do the engineering thing and then 

see how the markets would react.” (Group discussion 2) 

The executive board and top management make the strategic decisions and take the 

lead in strategy implementation. To do so, they have been bold and taken risks with long-

term vision and faith in it, without being scared. (I4) Despite these leadership drivers, 

Neste’s success did not occur overnight, meaning that leaders of Neste needed a lot of 

persistence and consistency, so-called Finnish Sisu, to follow the path (I1). The board 

showed extraordinary visionary and faith in their decisions and kept the direction even 
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when questioned by both external and internal business ecosystem actors (I3). The risks 

were very large indeed, but Neste’s board was not showing signs of being afraid (I6). 

Thus, risk-taking is also a driver launching the strategic renewal. These qualities have 

been exceptional within the leaders of Neste and driving the entire strategic renewal. 

Lastly, once some of the taken risks occurred, the leaders of Neste managed to learn 

from challenges. As an example of this is the case of NGOs targeting Neste because of 

their doubts on the palm oil sustainability (Case ID15), which was solved by the leaders 

to attain a collaborative and dialogical way to approach the NGOs (I5). 

The emerged internal drivers for strategic renewal towards sustainability are concluded 

below in Table 7 with case examples and case ID’s that refer to appendix B.
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Table 7. Summary of internal drivers for strategic renewal towards sustainability with case examples (Case IDs refer to appendix B) 

CATEGORY DRIVERS WHAT DOES IT DRIVE? CONSEQUENCES CASE EXAMPLE CASE ID 

O
R

G
A

N
IZ

A
TI

O
N

A
L 

ST
R

U
C

TU
R

E
 

Optimal size Testing more freely new technologies (small enough) while 
still having a stabile corporate environment (large enough) 

Nurturing new business opportunities in the niche 
(sustainability field) from the developed technology 

Neste is a relatively small oil company. Its existence has been ensured 
by being able to find small niches that have been too small for large 
companies but suitable for a company like Neste. (I4) 

N/A 

Business unit 
division 

Accelerating the ongoing sustainable business by giving more 
internal focus to it  

Visible promotion of sustainable business in the eyes 
of external ecosystem actors. More resources and fo-
cus as well as reporting liability to the new units 

The organizational change and new division of businesses has enabled 
the business units to develop more strongly than they would have de-
veloped without becoming their own new entities (I6).  

103 

Large R&D 
department 

Large R&D drives the development of quality technologies Using NExBTL technology in new business fields gives 
competitive advantage in the markets 

Neste's R&D department is extremely strong compared to company's 
size. (I1) 

N/A 

O
R

G
A

N
IZ

A
TI

O
N

A
L 

C
U

LT
U

R
E 

Shared vision The cooperation inside the organization and between business 
ecosystem actors 

Harmonized goals between internal functions, align-
ment of personal values, building a business ecosys-
tem around a focal value proposition 

Pioneering customers, such as cities and big brands like IKEA, want to 
cooperate with Neste because of working with the same values and 
share Neste's vision. 

86 

Pioneer 
heritage 

Together with visionary encourages to strive for new market 
openings and self-challenging attitude for renewing strategies 

Internal drive to become the market leader in renew-
able fuels 

Neste is repeatedly the first to advance in terms of sustainability. Herit-
age is encouraging new openings in aviation and plastics business 

103 

Prior success & 
self-confidence 

Increases employee motivation and gives the courage for per-
sistence for the taken visionary decisions during strategic re-
newal 

Supports the organizational culture, encourages to 
strive for new challenges and to make difficult deci-
sions and progress with the core competences 

The fast growth has made long-term employees proud of their work 
and given the feeling of being able to accomplish anything (I2). Con-
cretely sign of this progress is the name change to Neste Oyj. 

80 

C
O

M
P

ET
E

N
C

ES
 

Predicting 
markets & regu-
lation 

Enables to react faster to the upcoming changes in the envi-
ronment 

A pioneer position in the markets, building up new 
competences to meet market requirements 

The decision to build strategy on NExBTL was much based on the pre-
dictions of opening markets, which proved successful afterwards 

3 

Technological 
niche focus 

Activation of the differentiation approach for strategic deci-
sion-making 

Leading to select a strategy based on NExBTL technol-
ogy 

Neste has always been guided by technological knowledge, which has 
made it possible to pioneer in different niches (I1). The niches are bet-
ter served by organizational structure changes. 

107 

Self-challenging 
& continuous 
learning 

Driving the internal competences and new ways to benefit 
from NExBTL. Along with pioneer heritage, self-challenging 
drives to look beyond existing business opportunities 

Challenging the current state and actions; New ways 
of using NExBTL have enabled using a wide range of 
feedstocks and expand to new businesses 

"We were developing new competences in the beginning, 2005-2015, 
which were not directly involved with oil refining." (I4) Continuous 
learning leads to new feedstocks, e.g. camelina, jatropha and soy oils. 

52 

Cross-disciplinary 
& -functionality 

Cross-disciplinary and cross-functional working methods have 
unified the goals of different internal functions of Neste 

Unified goals within the organization have supported 
the understanding of common goals, vision and coop-
eration between different functions 

"We could see that the traditional oil refining is not enough. We got 
here biologists, social scientists and agriculture specialists. -- An imper-
ceptibly, we accumulated deep competences in many related fields and 
readiness to discuss them." (I4) 

N/A 

Communications 
& branding 

Brings together Neste employees internally and relevant busi-
ness ecosystem actors by communicating the together gener-
ated value 

Attracting new partners and customers with shared 
vision. Making the focal value proposition interesting 
in the eyes of ecosystem actors 

As a combined result of both marketing research and strategy dia-
logue, an emotional marketing approach become crucial. It was suc-
cessfully implemented through branding competences. (I3) 

50 

LE
A

D
ER

SH
IP

 

Trust in 
employees 

Activates new approaches and activities to current ways of do-
ing the work by giving workers a mandate to execute it their 
own way 

New approaches, creativity, culture of trust through-
out organization levels 

The research manager of Neste in late 1990s' gave a mandate to his 
young researchers to 'look beyond and do their thing', resulting in in-
vention and patenting of NExBTL technology (Group discussion 2). 

1 

Boldness & vi-
sionary 

Activates strategic renewal at its early phase by seeing beyond 
the current business ecosystem  

Prohibits from giving up the strategy in difficult times, 
enables predicting the market change 

The decision-makers of early phase showed extraordinary visionary 
when investing in the first production plants (I2). 

5 

Individuals Supporting the early strategic renewal by the individual pres-
ence; Accelerates the development of new kind of atmosphere 
and culture within the organization 

Leading the change with example. Increases the mo-
tivation of workers and brings the unifies by shared 
vision  

Peter Vanacker becoming a CEO in 2018 brought a remarkable change 
in the organization with his leadership example and 'faster and bolder' 
culture. 

103 

Persistence & 
consistency 

Maintains the course of strategic renewal even in difficulties Enabled long-term planning of the strategic renewal Not giving up strategic renewal even in difficulties such as the accusa-
tions of NGOs during the second era. 

15 

Risk-taking Risk-taking has been the cornerstone driving the initiating de-
cision to choose renewing the strategy 

Even if never being able to predict the future, risk-
taking enables progressing boldly towards the vision 

"If you want to stand out, you need to do a bit differently from others." 
(I3) An example was to build Porvoo 1 without a demo plant. 

5 

Learning from 
challenges 

Challenging situations are forcing to gain new skills Surviving a challenge gives a positive impact to keep 
continuing towards the same vision. The gained skills 
may prove useful in the future, too 

Neste learned to negotiate and cooperate with NGOs. Sharing the 
same goals, cooperation with NGOs has been helpful to make Neste's 
actions more sustainable. 

15 
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5.4.2 External drivers 

Multiple external drivers influenced Neste’s process of strategy renewal. In the beginning 

fewer of them in numbers had a strong influence on the strategic direction, but later the 

external drivers from business ecosystem have increased in number, a finding supported 

by the results on research question 2. Figure 8 presents the emergence of external driv-

ers from the case. As in Figure 7, green color is indicating how much the driver was 

highlighted in the interviews. The darkest shade of green means that the driver was dis-

cussed a lot in interviews, the lightest shade of green that the driver was just mentioned 

in a few interviews and the green between these two options is for drivers that were 

discussed to medium extent. 

 

 

Market Development 

First external driver is the market development, including pioneering customers and cus-

tomer requirements. First of them refers to the new customers to appear to the markets, 

whereas the latter one refers more to the existing customers to drive the actions of Neste 

towards a more sustainable direction.  

MARKET 
DEVELOPMENT

Pioneering 
customers

Customer 
requirements

REGULATION

Global 
regulation for 

renewables 

National 
interpretation 
of regulation

COLLABORATION

Supplier 
collaboration

Proactive 
shaping of 

industry

Research & 
technology 
partnering

SOCIETY

Public opinions

NGOs

Media

OTHER

Competition

Right 
momentum

Digitalization

Figure 8. External drivers of Neste’s strategic renewal towards environmental 
sustainability 
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Needless to say, the emergence of new market opportunities has been a driver for strat-

egy renewal. According to the previous executive vice president of renewable products 

Kaisa Hietala, the NExBTL platform that has been built during many years, with new 

markets, customer segments, new geographies and value itself (Neste Oyj 2015a). As 

soon as the new market opportunities were predicted, Neste chose to investigate the 

strategy based on NExBTL technology. New markets provide an incentive for Neste just 

like in any other industry. Emergence of new markets has needed both a bit of luck as 

well as willingness to work for building the markets:  

“‘All along the way, you need also a good pinch of luck that market development is actu-

ally going a certain way and you are able to benefit from that. -- Of course, it requires the 

spirit to be willing to build out these markets, even if they are not existing.” (Group dis-

cussion 2) 

Market development has been possible partly because of the regulative incentives and 

restrictions, but also because of the pioneering customers. These pioneers have had the 

desire to find new, more sustainable solutions for their operations already before the 

regulation has required that (I5). This kind of customers in the Neste case are for exam-

ple the city of Helsinki (Neste Oil 2008), Lufthansa (Neste Oil 2012) and IKEA (Neste Oyj 

2018a), but the variety includes cities, event organizers and fleets, too. For instance, 

IKEA is partnering with Neste because it wants to have 100% of its plastics in home 

furnishes renewable or recycled by 2020 (I1). Accelerating Neste’s work, these custom-

ers are so-called early birds to capture value provided by Neste’s NExBTL products. As 

the senior Vice President in Strategy and Ventures concluded in 2015, the growth is 

heavily based on the close cooperation with Neste customers (Neste Oyj 2015b). The 

pioneering customers and Neste typically share the shared values and therefore a more 

strategic kind of cooperation is a natural way to work together for reaching the common 

goals (I3). Not only companies and public organizations, but also certain countries are 

being pioneers in sustainability, as their regulation exceeds that of the globally set envi-

ronmental goals. This may happen both if the regulation does not exist globally or is still 

under progress. (I5) For example, Sweden aims for being fossil free by 2045 (I3). 

On the other hand, the requirements of customers drive Neste’s strategic actions. This 

has especially affected Neste’s dedication for NExBTL feedstock expansion. Customer 

requirements can come from, for example, the preferences to use local feedstocks, avoid 

feedstocks that have a negative association related to them, or even not to collide with 

the normative or religious restrictions of using meat as a feedstock (I5). As an example, 

Lufthansa did want camelina oil because it had a neutral connotation and included less 
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brand risk than for example palm oil by the time (Case ID37). Customer requirements 

have shaped Neste’s research efforts and driven the movement towards a larger variety 

of sustainable feedstock options. Interviewee 7 commented on the customer require-

ments as a driver for strategic renewal in the group discussion 1 as follows:  

“The growth, learning and optimization of our global supply chain is closely related to the 

decision to widen the feedstock base. We separated the production plants based on what 

feedstocks they could use and end markets to serve. This was done because of the 

customer requirements, and when more feedstocks were available, sustainability was 

promoted with certifications, which provided market acceptance.” (I7, Group discussion 

1) 

Collaboration 

Collaboration with the business ecosystem actors drives Neste’s strategic renewal. Al-

ready back in 2005, internal and external cooperation was seen as the key to make use 

of scarce resources of a relatively small oil company (Neste Oil 2008). As Ulla Kiiski, 

inventor of NExBTL, says: 

“Climate change has no borders. Collaboration shouldn’t, either.” (Sandelius 2019)  

Thus, for Neste, partnering is a key factor in the business: 

“Partnerships on different fronts are a part of looking for new opportunities and doing it 

fast.” (Group discussion 2) 

The need for partnerships is highlighted even more during the last decade. Partnerships 

and supply chain management are sources of future opportunities (I5). Like the pioneer 

customers, the partners typically have a fundamental vision that goes along with Neste’s, 

striving for a more responsible and sustainable business. This is well summed up by 

interviewee 3:  

“We are looking for partners that share the same values and same common goal. We 

believe the impact is larger once these kind of actors and networks are brought together. 

If the partner also gains in this cooperation, that is not a loss for us.” (I3) 

External drivers have included proactive shaping of industry through collaborations. Al-

ready in 2015, it was important to make sure that future collaborations are one of Neste’s 

competitive advantages (Neste Oyj 2015b). Additionally, as the Senior Vice President in 

Innovation Lars Peter Lindfors continues, Neste is constantly looking for new entrepre-

neurial partnerships with external business ecosystem actors (Neste Oyj 2019c). Neste 

has been actively taking a focal role in its business ecosystem while moving strongly 

towards business ecosystem actors and ecosystem thinking:  
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“We manage ecosystems with our customers and companies so that we can offer re-

newable solutions in new business areas." (Neste Oyj 2019a) 

To proactively shape the industry, participation in industrial associations and cooperation 

with regulators act as a surface to share ideas with others involved or interested in the 

industry. Neste has been very active in taking part in discussion, which often aims for 

impacting the regulators and common understanding of the topics related to the partici-

pants’ business. Thus, shaping the industry through collaborations has been a facilitating 

force for strategic renewal, especially in terms of gaining power in influencing regulation. 

As an example, Neste joined the Round Table of Responsible Palm Oil to be included in 

the discussions and to improve its own actions towards sustainability (Case ID 6).  

The feedstock base expansion, again, plays a great example. Neste has had to collabo-

rate with a large variety of suppliers to reach out to various new feedstocks. Neste has 

had the ability to manage the suppliers within business ecosystem and cooperate in an 

optimized way based on the supplier interests (I2). This has been a positive driver for 

Neste’s strategic renewal; cooperation with suppliers has enabled not only a better ac-

cess to new feedstocks, but also possibilities to learn from each other and expand the 

sustainability transition across the supply chain to others who share similar values. 

Many of the new feedstocks are a result of research partnering between other compa-

nies, industrial players or research institutes. Research collaborations drive the strategic 

renewal by giving new opportunities in feedstocks and products. For example, research 

collaboration with RaisioAgro to turn thatch into a renewable feedstock of NExBTL 

(Neste Oil 2014) is looking for new feedstock openings. Technology partnering goes of-

ten hand in hand with advancing research but is here referred to focusing on testing the 

technical attributes of products in technical testing programs and support for building 

new NExBTL plants. Especially technical testing programs have driven the acceptance 

of regulators and consequently on a longer time span, the markets. Collaborations are 

an important yet a complicated driver: it is not straightforward to categorize the collabo-

rations, which take place within research, customer and other strategic business ecosys-

tem actor groups. This is because some ecosystem actors have multiple roles at the 

same time and fall often into multiple categories of collaborations and partnerships. 

Society 

Fundamental change of public opinions has taken place because of the climate change 

and the desire to control it (I4); environmental threats have risen responsibility aware-

ness of the public. As interviewee 6 notes, the big masses have started to move and 

Neste wants to be part of the ongoing conversation, staying relevant for the topics but 
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not pushing its own solutions (I6). Increased awareness and discussion in public has 

been a strong driver, not only affecting Neste directly but more indirectly, by encouraging 

Neste’s customers, regulators and other relevant business ecosystem actors to increase 

their sustainability efforts and to perceive Neste from sustainability angle. This, in turn, 

is supporting openings of new markets, such as aviation business of renewables: 

“Nowadays, the climate-related pressures are coming from outside and we have the ma-

chinery we know how to use, so we can start looking at aviation fuels -.” (Group discus-

sion 2) 

The public discussion in society is very much driven by media. Some of the journalists 

may have a more simplistic approach and leave out important facts when reciting Neste’s 

story, but some of them are very competent and professional in their articles. (I1) Various 

media sources have a lot of power in what they explain to the public and how they drive 

Neste’s strategic renewal towards sustainability. 

Public opinions and media can be affected by statements and actions of non-govern-

mental organizations. This was the case especially in around 2008 (ID15), once Neste 

had launched its new Neste Green Diesel and Greenpeace, among few other environ-

mentally oriented NGOs, took Neste as their target. Without doing a very objective back-

ground search, the environmental activists made very provocative attacks to Neste facil-

ities. This naturally increased the media attention and raised questions about the sus-

tainability of the complete supply chain of Neste’s renewable products. This was a driver 

for Neste to pay more attention to in its strategic renewal towards sustainability. For 

Neste, the challenges with NGOs were eventually a rather good thing as they encour-

aged to progress with the certification process of palm oil and the transparency of the 

supply chain, which nowadays is available as a dashboard on their website. The impact 

of NGOs and especially the case ID15 is concluded in group discussion 2 as follows:  

“It was a big external, pressure or trigger, to really invest heavily in sustainability and the 

waste and residue story. – Actually, that turned out to serve us eventually, even though 

during that time I’m sure it was a very intense situation.” (I2) 

Regulation 

The regulative environment of Neste includes key business ecosystem actors such as 

local authorities, different organizations and associations, lobbying partners, research 

institutes, NGOs and OEMs (I5). Regulation provides predictability and secures the mar-

kets (I1), which is important for seeing the new market openings and emergence in ad-

vance (I6). In fact, regulation is an enabler for the entire business to exist. However, 
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regulation is not shaped until the value of new regulation is clearly seen by decision-

makers. (I4) The changes in regulation can also depend on public opinions and discus-

sion. For example, once acquiring cities as customers, in the end the decision is made 

by the citizens who vote. (I1)  

As environmental issues are global, national level is not enough for making changes in 

large scale, for example, in taxation (Group discussion 2). Global regulation is a powerful 

way to wake the society up. (I1), with either incenting or restricting approach. EU has the 

power to shape industries through regulation, but regulation can also be narrowing the 

possibilities of development (I6), if the understanding of regulated options is not met. 

Regulation shaping can take time, especially when regulating on the global level, be-

cause familiarizing with the issues and hearing all emerging opinions is time consuming. 

In particular, global regulation for renewables is a positive sign to the entire business 

ecosystem, encouraging the market opening and increasing the acceptance of reluctant 

actors. For example, RED I and RED II have had a global impact on the business eco-

system (I5), driving Neste’s and its business ecosystem actors’ strategic renewal towards 

sustainability. 

Regulative interpretation can vary on a national level, and it is not easy to predict (I1), 

which makes the strategic renewal more difficult for any actor in the respective business 

ecosystem. Therefore, it is important to proactively follow regulative changes (I4) and co-

shape them before they are interpreted wrong locally. That is why Neste’s contribution 

as a specialist in the discussions of policymakers is needed, as Neste understands the 

end-product the best (I4). The national acceptance of NExBTL is a more concrete mes-

sage for the other business ecosystem actors than the global regulation for renewables 

is. It drives the business ecosystem development and enhances Neste’s strategic re-

newal towards sustainability.  

Other Drivers 

First of the drivers pawing Neste’s way that did not directly fall in any other category is 

competition. Competition is affecting Neste in a quite controversial way: it has been im-

portant for the industry to develop (I2) and the regulation to be shaped. No legislator 

wants to change the regulation for only one business ecosystem actor, but thanks to 

competition, there are multiple actors in the field encouraging the regulative development 

work. (I1) The interviewees also considered Neste’s business ecosystem to have room 

for competitors, as climate change causes more challenges than Neste can solve alone 

(I2; I3; I4). Additionally, it is in Neste’s favor if the customers do not have to consider the 
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supplier risk in case Neste is the only renewable fuel supplier for them (I5). Lastly, col-

laborating with competitors is also an opportunity that can drive the strategic renewal 

further (I2). On the cons’ side, competition over feedstocks and customers increases. 

However, for now, the competitors still use older facilities and processes than Neste. 

Thus, the competitors are not technologically able to process as high quality or as large 

variety of feedstocks as Neste can (I1). 

Digitalization has enabled Neste to progress in its communications, which has helped 

driving the strategic renewal. Available data and the variety of communication platforms 

enable Neste to contribute in topical, global discussion. This is very important as the 

technologically advanced product would not be enough alone without the business eco-

system’s acceptance (I6), which in turn can be enhanced with digitalized communica-

tions. Digitalization has been an enabler for Neste to shape its communications (I6) as 

well as sustainability certification systems (Neste Oil 2015). Digitalization is an interest-

ing positive driving force because it has not launched the progress per se but been more 

of a facilitator during the strategic renewal process.  

In addition to all the other drivers taking place in the case, there can be also so-called 

momentum (I2; I3) involved in the optimization puzzle that Neste is playing (I1; I2). 

Whether it is about the optimization of supply chain (I2), organization and positions (I6) 

or the overall picture (I1), Neste has been able to use the right momentum to drive the 

strategic renewal even further; success is a sum of multiple things which all need to 

succeed simultaneously (I3).  

The emerged external drivers of strategic renewal towards sustainability are presented 

with case examples below in Table 8.
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Table 8. Summary of external drivers for strategic renewal towards sustainability with case examples (Case IDs refer to appendix B) 

CATE-
GORY 

DRIVERS WHAT DOES IT DRIVE? CONSEQUENCES CASE EXAMPLE CASE 
ID 

M
A

R
K

ET
  

D
EV

EL
O

P
M

EN
T

 

Pioneering  
customers 

Activating the sales of new products 
in the markets 

Positive message towards both employees of Neste and other busi-
ness ecosystem actors, including especially other customers and regu-
lators 

For example, the city of Helsinki (Neste Oil 2008) and IKEA (Neste Oyj 2018a) are 
customers who set their own personal goals which exceed the regulated ones. For 
instance, IKEA is partnering with Neste because it wants to have 100% of its plastics 
in home furnishes renewable or recycled by 2020 (I1). 

90 

Customer  
requirements 

Activating the feedstock expansion Feedstock expansion is supporting strategic renewal through sustain-
ability goals and niche orientation as well as impacts Neste's image 
positively. It also reduces dependency on suppliers and certain feed-
stocks, and offers customers more options 

For example, Lufthansa wanted to use camelina oil in the NExBTL aviation fuel trial 
of 2011 after the recent public questioning of palm oil feedstock to avoid negative 
associations of the feedstock. 

37 

R
EG

U
LA

TI
O

N
 

Global regulation 
for renewables 

Opening the markets by allowing 
the use of NExBTL 

Either pushing or pulling sustainable choices. Marketing opportuni-
ties, acceptance and positive message to the actors of business eco-
system  

RED I was one of the first large scale regulative directive in EU to editorialize renew-
able fuels' role in emission reduction goals which helped Neste to offer NExBTL to 
new markets. 

21 

National  
interpretation of 
regulation 

National level market acceptance NExBTL can be promoted and expanded in new market areas in prac-
tice; global regulation is not alone sufficient for that 

National implementation of EU directives is often hindering Neste from progress 
even if the global regulation is already accepting NExBTL: some of the countries im-
plement the directive nationally reluctant to NExBTL on purpose to support their lo-
cal production. (I5) 

N/A 

C
O

LL
A

B
O

R
A

TI
O

N
 

Supplier 
collaboration 

Extending the sustainability transi-
tion over the company borders in 
the supply chain 

Better understanding of other’s interests and more sustainable prac-
tices across the supply chain to work towards a shared vision. Addi-
tionally, this improves Neste’s image in the business ecosystem 

Close cooperation with suppliers has been practiced for example through various 
workshops (Neste Oyj 2016). Most appropriate case ID relates to an extreme exam-
ple of having so close cooperation with a supplier (Demeter) that acquisition be-
came a natural strategic move.  

106 

Proactive shaping 
of industry 

An overview of the industry devel-
opment for own decision-making 

Strongly echoed interactive messages for shaping the ecosystem via 
industrial associations and regulators related to industry 

Joining the Round Table of Responsible Palm Oil in order to be included in the dis-
cussion among the most used feedstock by the time. 

6 

Research &  
technology 
partnering  

Expansion of feedstocks, gaining 
market credibility for NExBTL 

Market credibility supports finding pioneer customers, opening mar-
kets and influencing regulation. Feedstock expansion is supporting 
the sustainability goals and impacting Neste's image positively. It also 
reduces dependency on suppliers and certain feedstocks 

Before NExBTL diesel was standardized for use, Neste launched a technical testing 
program for its own employees and test drivers. This was used for campaigning the 
product as well as getting the standardization accepted faster.  

33 

SO
C

IE
TY

 

Public opinions Positive public image supports the 
market acceptance of NExBTL 

Neste’s initial braveness to choose NExBTL based strategy, more mo-
tivated employees, accelerated sales and regulation shaping 

Public becoming more interested in sustainability questions was one of the signs 
enabling Neste to predict and invest in NExBTL in the beginning of 2000's. 

3 

NGOs Public visibility and discussion Both positive and negative associations and image. Collaboration with 
NGOs towards shared sustainability goals supports the strategic re-
newal 

Greenpeace and other NGOs opposed strongly against NExBTL during the second 
era by public showcases before Neste discussed with them to directly cooperate for 
sustainability purposes. 

15 

Media Public opinions towards Neste and 
NExBTL 

Positive messages in media support persistence to keep NExBTL strat-
egy over challenges, more motivated employees, accelerated sales 
and regulation shaping 

Before NExBTL turned profitable, market acceptance was difficult to gain as media 
often gives black-and-white information on the renewable products. Media has lots 
of power on how the things are presented (I1), e.g. in Greenpeace occasion. 

15 

O
TH

ER
 

Competition Increases internal efforts, regulation 
and market acceptance 

Developing the industry and regulation, progress towards the vision 
Neste aims for. Customers are better guaranteed to not have a sup-
plier risk. Coopetitive opportunities.  

ST1 and Neste worked together in a VTT fuel program (Neste Oil 2010). "We cannot 
be jealous if some other company wants to work for this good cause. The cause is 
more important." (I3) 

N/A 

Digitalization Facilitates reaching interested audi-
ence via communication channels, 
enhances business through data 

Influencing public image, participating and staying relevant in the 
public global warming discussion. Data can support the sustainability 
efforts for example in supply chain 

The development of technology and digitalization create new business opportuni-
ties (Neste Oyj 2016; Neste Oyj 2018a), such as developing a more digitalized sup-
ply chain (Neste Oyj 2018a).  

N/A 

Right momentum Bringing together all needed pieces 
to success at the right time 

Matching the temporality, context and content of strategic renewal 
and its co-evolving business ecosystem 

"Every success story is maybe a sum of two things: hard work and the good luck of 
being in the right place at a right time." (I2) N/A 
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6. DISCUSSION 

This chapter is dedicated to reflecting on the research questions under the light of al-

ready presented literature review and empirical findings on how the process of strategic 

renewal towards environmental sustainability is co-evolving with its business ecosystem. 

Firstly, the chapter deliberates the co-evolution of strategic renewal and the encompass-

ing business ecosystem lifecycle. The co-evolving business ecosystem is rich in drivers, 

the role of which for the strategic renewal process being discussed further towards the 

end of this chapter. 

6.1 Co-evolution of strategic renewal process and business 
ecosystem lifecycle 

This study considers strategic renewal as a process, which follows strategy process 

steps of formulation, implementation and evaluation (Andrews & David, 1987; Cohen & 

Cyert, 1973), with the possibility to drift on the way or not follow as linear pattern as the 

theory suggests (Farjoun, 2002). In the case, sustainability is showing as a promising 

direction for strategic renewal that enables taking advantage of the existing skills and 

previous decisions made in the company. As Neste operates in oil and energy industry, 

it provided an interesting extreme case to investigate under the sustainability lens. In the 

respective industry, the investments are large and expensive, and therefore it is not fea-

sible to renew the strategy as flexibly as in some other industries. Thus, the strategies 

within the respective industry seems to traditionally be somewhat path-dependent due 

to the expensiveness of both investments in production and human skillsets. Path-de-

pendent nature of the industry makes it more difficult to radically change the strategic 

direction. However, differing from the path-dependency theory (Garud et al., 2010), 

Neste has been able to predict and react to the external triggers already before they 

have occurred in the manner of path-creation.  

Looking at the big picture, the strategic renewal of Neste case resembles one large strat-

egy process, as the first two eras focus on strategy formulation, building up to sustaina-

bility as a new strategic direction, whereas third and fourth era are mainly responsible 

for taking on the challenge of strategy implementation. However, formulation and imple-

mentation steps seem to coincide during the second era of the strategic renewal process, 

as the transitions between process steps are not discrete. The last era is showing the 
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strongest signs of evaluating the ongoing large-scale process of strategic renewal, as 

Neste is opening a door for building a new business ecosystem through bio plastics and 

polymers business. Strategic renewal in Neste case has a cyclic nature (Figure 9); the 

process of strategic renewal does not end where the researched time period ends. In-

stead of ending, strategic renewal is ongoing and co-evolving with the business ecosys-

tem that has its specific lifecycle stages: 

“It [the last step of strategy process] is not an end destination by itself, you also need still 

new technologies, new research, new avenues of business.” (Group discussion 2) 

Along the process of strategic renewal, the versatility of the business ecosystem has 

widened towards the last era of sustainable growth (Figure 6). This finding goes along 

with the theory of business ecosystem lifecycle (Moore, 1993). The birth of the renewable 

fuel business ecosystem is taking place in the first era, second era sees the expansion 

with large investments and wider variety of business ecosystem actors, and the third era 

leads Neste to capture the leader position of business ecosystem with its powerful vision. 

It is said that the co-evolution of simultaneous business ecosystem actors’ business 

models and the actual business ecosystem explains why the actors join the business 

ecosystem, choose to stay and leave at a point of time (Peltoniemi & Vuori, 2004). This 

applies to the case, where the different actors of the business ecosystem align them-

selves for materializing Neste’s focal value proposition (Adner, 2017). The renewal stage 

of business ecosystem is taking place in the last era, as Neste is grasping the opportunity 

to expand into plastic and polymer business. Time will tell if Neste is able to turn its 

competences in oil refinery into competitive use in the new emerging plastics and poly-

mers business ecosystem, but according to the theoretical background of the study, the 

currently opening business ecosystem renewal seems to have a perfect timing in the 

business ecosystem lifecycle.  

When looking simultaneously at the strategic renewal process (Figure 5) and the lifecycle 

of its co-evolving business ecosystem (Figure 6), it can be distinguished that the lifecycle 

stages of birth and expansion seem to take place within the strategy formulation stage 

during the strategic renewal. Similarly, the leadership and renewal stages of the business 

ecosystem lifecycle fall under the implementation and evaluation stages of Neste’s strat-

egy process. Based on these remarks, the co-evolution of strategic renewal and busi-

ness ecosystem lifecycle according to the case findings is presented in Figure 9, where 

the inner circle represents strategic renewal process and outer circle the simultaneously 

co-evolving business ecosystem lifecycle. The black arrows that connect the two circles 

represent the interactive co-evolution, which is continuously taking place between busi-

ness ecosystem and strategic renewal process. 
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6.2 Role of drivers in strategic renewal towards environmental 
sustainability 

Because the process steps during the strategic renewal seem to coincide every now and 

then and be controversial to interpret (Figure 9), it appears, in fact, that the strategic 

renewal process is constructed of multiple strategy sub-processes. The results reveal 

this especially well when examining the moments when Neste is updating its strategy; 

once the eras change, its strategic direction and vision are typically evaluated and re-

newed. Hence, strategy evaluation and vision updates are natural and critical actions to 

take once the process of strategic renewal and its business ecosystem co-evolve to-

wards the next era. Therefore, each era has its own strategy sub-process, which includes 

strategy formulation, implementation and evaluation in a smaller scale compared to the 

overall process of strategic renewal (Figure 5). Even if identifying the sub-processes of 

Figure 9. Co-evolution of the strategic renewal process and its business eco-
system lifecycle 
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strategic renewal era by era is possible, the logical sequence feels difficult to define on 

a more detailed level than that (Group discussion 2). It is maybe not even necessary in 

order to renew a strategy process successfully. Instead, group discussion 2 suggests 

focusing on the drivers of strategic renewal:  

“I guess that’s the secret at the end of the day; -- Strengthen the internal ones [drivers] 

and then, make best use of the external ones.” (Group discussion 2) 

The process of strategic renewal and its sub-processes are constantly influenced by var-

ious drivers both internally and externally. First, the drivers are discussed era by era, 

focusing on the timing of each driver. Along the text, some critical incidents are men-

tioned in brackets as examples by their IDs from appendix B. Figure 10 concludes the 

strategy sub-processes and the most influential drivers for each era.  

The initial drivers to develop the NExBTL technology already before the strategic renewal 

was officially launched included trust in employees, optimal size of a company and a 

relatively large R&D department. The first era of foreseeing and risk-taking allowed the 

formulation step of strategic renewal to begin. Identifying opportunities and risks of stra-

tegic renewal was especially difficult in the first era, as the foresights of the developing 

business ecosystem were more restricted than in other eras (ID3). Group discussion 2 

was highlighting the need of risk-taking driver in initiating the strategic renewal process:  

“In the beginning of this [strategic renewal process] you need to have a stronger pioneer 

spirit and risk-taking, otherwise we would have killed NExBTL before we would have built 

the first units.” (Group discussion 2)  

Alongside risk-taking, many other internal drivers played a role in the first era. Those 

include pioneer heritage, visionary, boldness and individuals who showed the spirit of 

risk-taking and believing in the ambitious future vision. Key external drivers in the begin-

ning of the strategic renewal process were changes in global regulative environment 

(ID2) and public opinions which gave signals of new market openings to be predicted. 

The internal competence of predicting the markets and regulation was driving the even-

tual decision of strategic renewal towards sustainability. According to the findings, de-

spite NExBTL technology itself not being a driver, the strategic renewal towards sustain-

ability would not have been possible without its existence in the first place. Similarly, 

without the cross-disciplinary competences, Neste would not have been able to progress 

as fast to building its first NExBTL plant.  

The second era was characterized by the expansion of business ecosystem by making 

new partnerships (e.g. ID12) and joining many industrial associations (e.g. ID8; ID13; 

ID26-ID31). The partnerships included technical testing programs (ID11; ID18; ID20), 
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which also gained public attention. However, challenges with the public opinion and 

brand image because of NGOs and media were very much influencing Neste (ID15), 

driving a faster transition towards a more transparent showcase of sustainability in Neste 

supply chain. Learning from those challenges drive Neste further, as well. For example, 

the customer requirements encouraged researching new feedstock opportunities. As 

Neste saw the need of an increasing amount of competences, it had invested in the 

cross-disciplinary and cross-functional working methods, which were driving the upcom-

ing success of third era with a natural delay. Lastly, the bold decisions to invest in 

NExBTL production plants (ID10; ID17; ID32) were driven by the strong leadership of 

Neste, including visionary individuals such as the new CEO (ID19) during the second era 

and maintaining the persistence and consistency within the chosen direction of strategic 

renewal. The implemented business unit division was supporting the strategic renewal 

process (ID23).  

By the time NExBTL products finally became profitable, the company had gone through 

a difficult, even dark period of time. The most important drivers that kept the strategic 

renewal going despite the difficult times were the strong opinion leaders having faith in 

the shared vision and the results of strategy dialogue (ID35) that enabled meeting better 

the expectations of own personnel and fulfill them. For instance, the new ways of brand-

ing were implemented successfully (ID50), which is a driver for engaging own personnel 

and strengthening the organizational culture for the strategic renewal. Seeing the com-

pany to turn the difficulties into profitable business was an important experience for the 

employees, acting as a positive driver for them to gain self-confidence to maintain the 

chosen direction of strategic renewal. The long persistency paid off thanks to not only 

internal drivers, but also the pioneering customers who acted as market openers and by 

their example supported the focal value proposition of the business ecosystem (e.g. 

ID37; ID71). Even if the global regulation was already developing in the era, its imple-

mentation was still varying l in different countries, driving Neste’s strategic renewal for-

ward in some, and hindering in some of them (ID38-ID45; ID51; ID73).  

The last era for Neste has mostly been driven by pioneering customers (ID86; ID88-ID90 

ID98; ID99; ID109) and collaborations (e.g. ID85; ID91), which can also be identified in 

the business ecosystem maps in Figure 6. These findings go along with the business 

ecosystem lifecycle (Figure 9), in which by the third era Neste was taking the role of 

business ecosystem leader. Increased collaborations in the last era include partnerships 

in new business fields (ID86), aviation (ID 88; ID98; ID109), bio plastics and polymers 

(ID85; ID90). The new business openings and regulative environment pushing the busi-

ness ecosystem actors towards more sustainable solutions keep accelerating Neste’s 
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strategic renewal towards sustainability. This development is driven further by Neste’s 

internal business unit re-division (ID107) and various internal drivers. Similar to other 

eras, individuals have been driving the strategic renewal, this time concretely when Peter 

Vanacker started in his position and immediately influenced the organizational culture 

with faster and bolder attitude (ID103). This seems to be the most remarkable internal 

driver for the last era – the rest of internal drivers are more of the ongoing nature. The 

shared vision is still an important driver along with visionary and boldness, which enable 

Neste to explore new openings in renewable plastics and polymers.  

Some of the most impactful drivers act as critical incidents and emerge very discretely in 

the strategic renewal process. This is described in group discussion 2 when discussing 

the influence of NGOs and Greenpeace during the second era (ID15):  

“[It was] not only a driver but one of the main milestones on the way. Really made us to 

rethink how to build this business.” (Group discussion 2)  

After evaluating the temporal nature of drivers during the co-evolving strategic renewal 

process and its business ecosystem above, it is clear that the eras have their own strat-

egy sub-process with their era-specific drivers. Looking at the longitudinally studied time 

period of Neste’s strategic renewal towards sustainability, certain conclusions can be 

drawn on the role of various drivers (Figure 9). Firstly, in the beginning of the strategic 

renewal process and business ecosystem birth, internal drivers stand out. Internal driv-

ers such as strong individuals with strong vision encouraged the initiation of strategic 

renewal, whereas only few external drivers were impactful in the first step of strategic 

renewal process. Once the business ecosystem evolves to expansion stage and strate-

gic renewal process proceeds towards implementation, the variety of influential drivers 

increases. Internal drivers focus on maintaining the strategic decisions of the past era 

and building competences for the upcoming eras to support the strategic renewal. In this 

second era, competence-building goes hand in hand with research collaborations, and 

other external drivers focus on public discussion. As the business ecosystem is expand-

ing, it seems logical that public is more concerned in the development of the business 

ecosystem and driving the strategic renewal of the business ecosystem leader with their 

pressure. Based on the findings of two first eras, it can be assumed that in the formulation 

step of the strategic renewal process, more support from internal drivers is needed to 

choose and maintain the strategic path of sustainability, but they would not activate the 

strategic renewal process without the predicted external markets in sight. 

When business ecosystem lifecycle is moving to the leadership stage, the external pres-

sures stabilize regarding the public image of the business ecosystem leader. Long-
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awaited profitability of the renewables gave self-confidence to the business ecosystem 

leader and enhanced the trust in shared vision, which is very powerful in driving the 

employees of Neste. New pioneering customers and supporting regulative development 

appeared, too. Successful alignment with the business ecosystem in the third era can be 

explained by Neste’s adjusted communications to its ecosystem actors. New way of com-

municating the updated vision and value to ecosystem actors was seen crucial once the 

value proposition of Neste changed radically in the strategic renewal process. However, 

it was important to have a strong vision, strengthened first internally, before changing 

the external communications. 

The last era resembles business ecosystem self-renewal and is mostly driven by the 

enhancing vision for strategic renewal of the new CEO, enlarging to new business eco-

system with pioneering customers and other collaborations. Increasing driving force of 

collaborations was also visible in the growth of the business ecosystem maps (Figure 6) 

and aligned with the theoretical business ecosystem evolution of Moore (Moore, 1993). 

The last era of the co-evolutive strategic renewal and its business ecosystem is also the 

time for evaluating the overall strategic renewal process towards sustainability (Figure 

9), and therefore offers a good chance for doing a similar leap as with from fossils to 

renewable fuels, to expand to new business ecosystem of plastics and polymers; this 

explains why the internal drivers identified in the last era resemble those of the beginning 

of the strategic renewal process. Figure 10 concludes the drivers during the entire stra-

tegic renewal process era by era.  
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Figure 10. Sub-processes and their drivers during Neste’s strategic renewal process towards environmental sustainability 
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Some of the drivers are not directly connected to a certain era but are influential along 

the entire strategic renewal process, demonstrating an ongoing nature. Especially inter-

nal drivers seem to be more ongoing, as it is typically difficult to define when compe-

tences, leadership or organizational culture are exactly changing. Additionally, internal 

drivers are often closely intertwined. For example, leadership is constantly influencing 

the organizational culture, and vice versa. Regarding external drivers, new pioneering 

customers, being involved in the discussion of industrial associations and regulators in 

proactive shaping of industry, public opinions, media digitalization and right momentum 

seem to be more of the ongoing type, as they do not either have very discrete moments 

of occurrence in the strategic renewal process, or are constantly taking place during it. 

Regulation has rather discrete incidents on the timeline but is considered ongoing in the 

study because its direction remains the same throughout the strategic renewal process.  

Not only the ongoing nature of drivers, but also the interplay of them challenges the 

interpretation of results. Thus, it is to be noted that the internal and external drivers are 

not separated from each other, but inter-connected instead; typically, the external drivers 

provoke the internal reactions, such as changes in organizational culture, which in turn 

can have a significant effect on the internal processes, and vice versa. For example, 

when EU set up RED I, it strengthened Neste employees’ belief in the shared vision. In 

other words, drivers are in a constant dialogue with each other and the impact of a driver 

can take place indirectly, all this happening within the business ecosystem boundaries. 

It can also be the combination of smaller drivers that activates a major driver, which may 

seem to have the largest impact, but which would not have emerged without the smaller 

drivers in the background. This constant interplay of drivers makes defining driver bound-

aries more difficult. Researching the drivers in this kind of setting is indeed complex: 

“It is the whole picture that impacts [the strategy process], right?” (Group discussion 2) 

The drivers recognized for strategic renewal in the integrative framework (Figure 3) do 

mostly apply to the drivers derived from case findings. Leadership, organizational culture 

and organization and its structure are all well covered in the case. The influence of lead-

ership has been an important, both ongoing and discrete driver in the process of strategic 

renewal. Both the individuals within the organization and employees’ opinions have been 

heard and considered, of which the latter most remarkably in the strategy dialogue of 

2011, resulting in new ways of leading the strategic renewal in a way that felt meaningful 

for the employees. Furthermore, meaningfulness and strengthened vision supported 

leading the entire business ecosystem as this happened in the era of ecosystem leader-

ship. Organizational culture is an ongoing driver with multiple nuances. Organizational 

structure is also influencing the strategy renewal, as Neste has a very large R&D section 
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and a size that drives for looking for niche solutions to succeed in the markets. The last 

internal driver from the integrative framework (Figure 3), relationship with the environ-

ment, was not tracked directly, but by its nature, it resembles pioneer heritage driver. 

The difference is that pioneer heritage was not necessarily concerned about environment 

issues per se but being always the first in the industry with environmentally advancing 

products for example because of regulative changes. 

Similarly, the external drivers found in the literature review were well covered in the case. 

The ones with less direct attention in the case findings were shareholders, industry and 

competitiveness. The industry was discussed in the context of proactive shaping through 

collaborative actions in industrial associations and with regulators, and through new com-

petitors in the industry. Then again, competitiveness came up in the interviews, but was 

not included as a driver per se, as it was considered self-evident for any case of strategic 

renewal and thus not tracked when constructing the driver categorizations. Even if the 

findings of varying drivers did not provide very unexpected results, they validate the ex-

isting theory and provide an interesting observation that the importance of various drivers 

differs in the business ecosystem lifecycle and influence the strategy sub-processes of 

each era (Figure 10): a strong influence in the early stage of business ecosystem evolu-

tion and strategic renewal process comes from strong individuals trusting their vision. 

This vision, in turn, is a result of the pioneering views on the business ecosystem’s evo-

lution. These individuals would not have had the courage without having the ability to 

predict the upcoming change of business ecosystem, including opening markets and 

regulative environment. Later in the strategy process implementation, in other words the 

last two eras of business ecosystem lifecycle, the need of external drivers increases 

along the number of external partnerships, which is visible also in the growth of the busi-

ness ecosystem maps (Figure 6) and theoretically explained by the evolution towards 

the leadership stage of business ecosystem lifecycle (Moore, 1993).  

The case is not only showing how strategic renewal process is driven in general, but 

more in detail, it is a case of renewal towards sustainability. The Neste case of strategic 

renewal towards sustainability has involved maybe even more business ecosystem ac-

tors as drivers than regular strategic renewal, because the regulation and markets have 

been built from zero with careful, longitudinal work. The progress of strategic renewal 

has been rather slow, because the public has questioned the sustainability aspects of 

the new product. Slow change is natural also because of the fundamental level of change 

within the organization, which requires adjustments in multiple organizational levels. De-

spite the strategic renewal and business ecosystem evolution being slow, the positive 

feedback loop seems to be important for strategic renewal towards sustainability. In the 
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case, the feeling of success once renewables turned profitable the first time is a positive 

feedback that encourages continuation on the chosen strategic path. In other words, 

prior success as a driver for positive feedback loop encouraged pursuing the opportuni-

ties of strategic renewal further (Papagiannakis et al., 2014). To get into the loop, Neste 

still needed extraordinary courage, risk-taking and persistence, among other internal 

drivers. Therefore, strategic renewal towards sustainability needs internal strength be-

fore the positive feedback loop can begin accelerating the strategic renewal process. 

Citation of interviewee 4 sums this up nicely: 

“After a certain step the progress begins to feed itself, but as it won’t be automatic, it has 

to be kept going.” (I4) 

Based on the findings, sustainability as a direction of strategic renewal is very much 

based on the vision, which may require risk-taking and boldness, among other drivers. 

Typically, certain individuals inside the organization are driving the renewal towards sus-

tainability because they believe so strongly in what they are striving for. These internal 

drivers stand out in the sustainability context of strategic renewal. In terms of external 

drivers, sustainability megatrend is encompassing the entire society and concerning 

many business ecosystem actors. As the awareness and worrying on the individual level 

increases, the global movement begins. Sustainability awakes emotions among a lot of 

people and makes the big crowds to think and move, which is first of the distancing 

phenomenon for a strategic renewal towards sustainability in particular (I6). Public opin-

ions are the indirect driver for many other emerging drivers, such as the pioneering cus-

tomers and regulators, who are among the most important direct drivers for sustainability 

oriented strategic renewal.  
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7. CONCLUSIONS 

7.1 Meeting the objectives 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how the process of strategic renewal to-

wards environmental sustainability is co-evolving with its business ecosystem. For ad-

dressing the issue, a single case study was conducted with longitudinal and multi-

sourced data. Data analysis with strategy process and business ecosystem mapping 

techniques enabled gaining versatile insights into the emerging drivers that influence 

strategic renewal towards environmental sustainability and its co-evolving business eco-

system. 

First research question was interested in the critical incidents and eras that take place 

during the process of strategic renewal towards environmental sustainability. The analy-

sis of the rich, longitudinal data with critical incident technique enabled mapping the crit-

ical incidents and eras during the strategic renewal process of the case company. The 

most critical incidents determined the edges of eras. Eras were named foreseeing and 

risk-taking 2000–2005, building the base with persistence 2006–2010, visionary turns 

into profitability 2011–2014 and sustainable growth 2015–2019 (Figure 4; Figure 5). 

Based on the findings of critical incidents, each of the eras have their own strategy sub-

processes, which are constructed of the steps of strategy formulation, implementation 

and evaluation (Figure 10).  

Second research question concerned business ecosystem’s evolution during the strate-

gic renewal process. The carefully processed data from mainly annual reports and other 

secondary sources, complemented with interviews and group discussions, was manually 

inserted into the ecosystem mapping software Kumu to create business ecosystem maps 

for each era of the strategic renewal process (Figure 6). Most clearly emerging business 

ecosystem actor group is that of customers, expanding in the last era, whereas the num-

ber of new competitors unexpectedly decreases in the last era. The changes in emerging 

business ecosystem actor groups are mostly not very radical in the mapping visualization 

but show the direction and constant growth of the business ecosystem evolution during 

the longitudinal process of strategic renewal. 

Before answering the third research question, it was first necessary to understand the 

overall process of strategic renewal towards environmental sustainability and the over-

view of the evolution of its encompassing business ecosystem during the strategic re-

newal process. Thus, based on the first two research questions, the study proceeded to 
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the last one with an aim to identify the drivers that emerged from the business ecosystem 

during the strategic renewal towards sustainability. Main data sources for this question 

were interviews and group discussions. A vast number of driver findings can be divided 

into internal and external, as well as direct and indirect. Leaning to the first categoriza-

tion, the found internal catalysts include competences, leadership, organizational culture 

and organizational structure (Figure 7), whereas the external ones consist of market de-

velopment, collaboration, society, regulation and other drivers (Figure 8). 

Overall, the setting and careful analysis of research questions enabled to form an overall 

understanding on how the process of strategic renewal towards environmental sustain-

ability is co-evolving with its business ecosystem. Visualized in the discussion chapter, 

the co-evolution of strategic renewal and business ecosystem lifecycle creates an inter-

esting avenue for future research to confirm the suggested co-evolving cycle of the two 

simultaneous processes (Figure 9). Drivers are influencing this interplay with their vary-

ing timings along the co-evolutionary processes, meanwhile they remain prone to the 

changes within the business ecosystem. Thus, the study provides many insights to stra-

tegic renewal towards environmental sustainability while taking into account – and taking 

advantage of – the simultaneously co-evolving business ecosystem.  

7.2 Theoretical implications 

This study contributes to the existing strategic renewal, sustainability transition and busi-

ness ecosystem literature by providing empirical insights to the co-evolving strategic re-

newal process and its business ecosystem lifecycle in sustainability context. The tem-

poral nature of strategy processes (Burgelman et al., 2018) and structuring strategic 

change processes over time have been lacking understanding (Mackay & Chia, 2013). 

By demonstrating a highly detailed timeline with 20 years of strategic renewal process, 

this study provides insights to the temporal and processual nature of strategies, confirm-

ing the cyclic nature of strategic renewal process. The empirical, longitudinal insights of 

the study develop particularly our understanding of strategic renewal processes towards 

sustainability (Banerjee, 2002; Papagiannakis et al., 2014) and the drivers influencing 

this transition. The case provides lots of findings regarding drivers, and the existing liter-

ature benefits from such a contextual detail. In addition to supporting the existing driver 

findings in literature, the study shows findings on the temporality of drivers process tran-

sitions, analyzing what direct and indirect drivers are influential in which phase of the 

ongoing process and how their roles and the business ecosystem evolve over time within 

the transition (Kivimaa et al., 2019). 
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The purposively selected longitudinal in-depth single case from oil and energy industry 

adds to the lacking knowledge of strategic renewal and its influencing drivers in different 

industries (Schrettle et al., 2014; Tsujimoto et al., 2018). This study meets the wishes of 

Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala (2017) to provide a more extensive empirical study to under-

stand the coevolutionary phenomena and ecosystem processes empirically (Aarikka-

Stenroos & Ritala, 2017). Not only strategy and strategic renewal, but also environmental 

sustainability and business ecosystem research can take advantage of the study findings 

by comparing them to other cases of strategic renewal with and without the sustainability 

context. Particularly regarding ecosystem literature, the need of empirical data from var-

ious industries (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017; Abrahamsen et al., 2016; Banerjee, 

2002) is addressed with a careful research design that supports understanding the dy-

namics and co-evolution of the case business ecosystem, strengthened further by the 

longitudinal nature of the extreme case (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017; Tsujimoto et 

al., 2018). Complementing the lack in literature to understand transitions from micropro-

cesses into macroprocesses in business ecosystems (Mackay & Chia, 2013), the study 

maps the macroprocess of strategic renewal and its sub-processes.  

In particular, the role of business ecosystem actors as drivers in strategic renewal to-

wards sustainability has been an area of interest in previous studies (Banerjee 2002). 

Longitudinal examination of institutions, regulators and influencers in this study responds 

to Adner’s (2017) proposed research agenda. Overall, the elements of ecosystem-as-a-

structure approach of Adner (2017) are further progressed in this study; it seems indeed 

that strong interactions between ecosystem strategies and competitive strategies are 

ongoing in the ecosystem constructed around a focal value proposition. Thus, this study 

supports Adner’s view on conceptualizing business ecosystems as structures. (Adner, 

2017) Additionally, by choosing business ecosystems as the main unit of analysis, the 

study strengthens the concept under the joyful scale of different ecosystem approaches. 

Lastly, this study benefits business ecosystem research with methodological perspec-

tives for ecosystem research. In order to realize the potential of ecosystem research 

paradigm and understand the business activities within ecosystems, the development of 

research and data collection methods is necessary (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017). 

To respond to the issue, the study applied Kumu software in an attempt to investigate 

the computational social science methods called for in the academia (Aarikka-Stenroos 

& Ritala, 2017; Phillips & Ritala, 2019). 



118 

 

7.3 Practical implications 

This study helps top managers to understand how a business ecosystem is co-evolving 

with their strategic renewal processes and what drives those processes towards sustain-

ability. For companies located in Finland, which is known and profiling to be a pioneering 

innovation country with high education level and information intensity, the national envi-

ronment is particularly advantageous for companies aiming to be pioneers in a develop-

ing business areas once they understand the drivers with which to achieve and preserve 

a pioneer status. Sustainability is a promising avenue for companies to pursue in order 

to find new business and market opportunities. It is time to shift the old-fashioned man-

agerial mindsets of seeing sustainability as an expenditure to identifying opportunities in 

the emerging sustainability transition; as seen in the study, the persistent strategic ac-

tions towards this direction are a valuable investment in competitive advantage over time, 

even if strategic renewal towards sustainability may look too challenging during the early 

steps of the process.  

Consequently, managers who consider taking environmental action on a strategic level 

benefit from familiarizing with the results of this study. Empirical evidence provides in-

sights to both external drivers, such as business ecosystem actor pressures and regula-

tory environments, as well as internal drivers, such as the importance of organizational 

resources and governance that influence the implementation of a strategy (Damert & 

Baumgartner, 2018). Furthermore, these insights are useful to policymakers who intend 

to accelerate the strategic renewal within individual companies towards sustainable stra-

tegic choices; especially the cooperative and open communications between regulators, 

standardizing bodies and the experts of industry is to be applied in other business eco-

systems. The analyzed findings provide a reference for various industries to compare 

with once renewing strategies towards sustainability. Key managerial contributions of 

this study are concluded below one by one. 

1. Top managers are recommended to consider strategic renewal as a cyclic pro-
cess that co-evolves with its business ecosystem 
 

First practical implication for managers is to consider strategy as a cyclic process, which 

may contain sub-processes and that evolves over time in sync with its business ecosys-

tem. Identification of the cyclic strategy process steps enables managers to accelerate 

strategic renewal towards sustainability in the increasingly dynamic business ecosys-

tems. Acknowledging that strategic renewal process is taking certain steps and evolving 

over time as a vicious cycle, top managers are better able to map their current state in 

the process. Based on the identified state of the strategic renewal process, managers 
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are able to notice to which drivers to pay most attention to at the time and predict the 

continuation of the renewal process. Ecosystem approach benefits managers specially 

to recognize more extensively external drivers that emerge throughout the co-evolution 

of the business ecosystem instead of limiting to, for instance, observing drivers within 

networks. 

2. In the beginning of strategic renewal process towards environmental sustainabil-
ity, internal drivers are in a dominant role for striving for predicted market oppor-
tunities 
 

A company that is renewing its strategy towards sustainability is prone to many chal-

lenges. These challenges might be internal, external or both at the same time like in the 

studied case. Either way, internal drivers seem to have an important role in tackling these 

early-emerging challenges. Among many drivers emerged from the case, managers can 

learn that especially risk-taking, visionary, persistence and predicting competences of 

the leaders are driving the strategic renewal process especially in its formulation step, 

during which the business ecosystem is still being born and expanded. Particularly, cer-

tain individuals tend to stand out and drive the renewal with their own visions in the com-

panies. They are impactful because in order to survive the difficult times of formulating a 

new strategy, a company must rely on risk-taking of its managers, as well as on their 

capabilities to predict market and regulation changes. However, it is to be noted that 

even if internal drivers are in a dominant role, their activation is depending on whether 

positive signs of market opportunities are visible and predictable in the business ecosys-

tem or not.  

3. To support the strategic renewal process with ecosystem actor engagement, it is 
important to first build strong vision internally by involving the entire organization 
in the strategy work 

 

According to the study findings, engagement of business ecosystem actors is supporting 

the strategy process renewal, but it is largely dependent on the shared vision around the 

focal value proposition of the business ecosystem. The strength of this shared vision 

underlies in the focal firm; if the vision is not strong internally, it is not attractive to external 

ecosystem actors either. For enhancing the internal vision, a company must enable its 

employees to partake in the strategy work to create a powerful and influential vision that 

unifies the organization as well as attracts new actors to join the business ecosystem. 

Thus, a strong internal vision is a key for engaging ecosystem actors also outside the 

organization’s boundaries to support the strategy process renewal. The company unify-

ing actors with its strong vision is also a likely candidate to take the ecosystem leader 
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position. Engaged actors align themselves in the business ecosystem in a way that sup-

ports the focal value proposition, constructed around the vision that they all believe in.  

4. Communications with ecosystem actors play a significant role once renewing the 
value proposition along strategic renewal process towards environmental sus-
tainability 
 

Strategic renewal towards sustainability is often shifting the value propositions of com-

panies within the business ecosystem. New value propositions of ecosystem actors, es-

pecially the ecosystem leader, may influence the focal value proposition. Once the value 

proposition of a company is changed, the newly created value needs to be communi-

cated with a suitable approach to other ecosystem actors. Particularly, if a company 

holds an ecosystem leader position while renewing its value proposition through strategic 

renewal, it is likely to influence the focal value proposition of the entire business ecosys-

tem. Thus, conveying the message of changes in ecosystem leader’s value proposition 

is critical in order to re-align the entire business ecosystem around a renewed focal value 

proposition. As an example in the case findings, Neste shifted to emotional branding and 

marketing once it chose the path of renewable business. Because the importance of 

collaborations as drivers for strategic renewal is only increasing during the entire busi-

ness ecosystem lifecycle, communicating the value to other ecosystem actors is increas-

ingly important throughout the duration of business ecosystem lifecycle. Certainly, com-

munications between ecosystem actors play also an important role once other ecosys-

tem actors than the leader renew their value propositions. 

5. To ensure a successful strategic renewal process, a company must proactively 
steer its business ecosystem and its actors through collaborations 
 

Successful strategic renewal is largely depending on the alignment within business eco-

system. Thus, proactive steering is in favor of shaping the business ecosystem to match 

the renewing strategy. Companies can collaborate with NGOs, regulators, pioneering 

customers and research partners among other ecosystem actors to shape the business 

ecosystem towards a direction that supports its own strategic renewal. Especially in an 

undeveloped business ecosystem, a company can be a pioneer and take an ecosystem 

leader position if it steers the encompassing business ecosystem in a proactive way. To 

build a strong business ecosystem, proactive steering occurs on a basis of mutual ben-

efits. For example, Neste collaborates with regulators to shape the direction of upcoming 

regulation, while for regulators, understanding Neste’s perspective on the practical ef-

fects of existing, updated and newly emerging policies on complex business ecosystems 

enables more effective regulation that drives companies’ strategic renewal towards sus-

tainability as well as much-needed new sustainable innovations.  
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7.4 Assessing the quality and limitations of the study 

The quality of the results is on a very satisfying level thanks to the purposively chosen 

extreme case, which is very fruitful in providing a robust base for more focused future 

studies. However, the study acknowledges certain issues regarding the quality and limi-

tations.  

Firstly, the research is limited by its design to be a single-case study, sampled purpos-

ively based on prior knowledge of the success of the case company. Limiting to a single 

case is risky and limits the generalizability of the results, as they may not allow creating 

a complete picture of the entire company, but misleading statements in the interpretation 

of findings was avoided by a longitudinal observation of the changes within the renewa-

ble energy business strategies (Chaiyapa et al., 2018). Consequently, future research 

suggestions (section 7.5) take this limitation into account. 

Being a longitudinal research, high research commitment and access to the case com-

pany was needed (de Ven, 1992) This study succeeds in accessing the case company 

as well as the top management interviewees exceptionally well; the number of interviews 

was limited to six, but this is considered very satisfactory because the interviewees rep-

resented company top management. In order to increase the generalizability of the re-

sults, the research succeeded to conduct multiple interviews across functions within the 

case company as proposed by Saunders et al. (Saunders et al., 2009). The access to 

case organizations, even their top management as in this case study, is typically good in 

Finland, because it is a small country with appreciation towards openness and education.  

Not only was the access to interviews satisfactory, but also the interviewee engagement 

level during the interviews. Regarding the reliability of semi-structured interviews, it is to 

be acknowledged that the content of the interviews was adjusted with the expertise of 

the researcher as well as the natural flow of discussions, which enabled gaining a better 

overall picture of the case company than a pre-determined set of questions. The top 

managers were open and willing to share also the downsides along the strategic renewal 

process, which made it possible for the researcher to understand all the nuances of the 

case despite their sensitive nature. Thus, the commitment and engagement of interview-

ees increased the quality of the study. 

Data sources had their limitations in the study. As for issues with secondary data, annual 

reports are limited by their role as a communicational tool of the company towards its 

various ecosystem actors. Therefore, they are not presenting for example all the busi-

ness ecosystem actors by name and at the correct time they become involved with 

Neste. This kind of preciseness would have been beneficial for the methodological 
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choice of mapping the business ecosystem with Kumu mainly based on annual report 

and secondary data. Some of the strategic partnerships are concerned secret and not 

revealed in the openly accessed annual reports and secondary data sources. Because 

the annual reports of Neste tend to present information highlighting the positive angles, 

they have changed their structure and content of the annual reports over the selected 

research period, which makes the emphasis of data interpretation to switch easily. The 

data from interviews and group discussions supplements the secondary data regarding 

the first two research questions in order to decrease the misinterpretation of annual re-

ports and increase the validity with data-triangulation. However, the multi-sourcing of 

data required criticality in interpreting the different perspectives from different data 

sources and enabling the interviewees to comment on the results before their publication. 

The findings were constructed in a data-driven way. This might have led to neglecting 

some important theoretical aspects of strategic renewal and business ecosystem litera-

ture. Thus, when comparing the results with theory, it is to be kept in mind that there is 

the possibility of having filtered out some relevant literature during the comprehensive 

literature review due to the risk of human error. Future research may revise the related 

theory field in more detail, especially regarding internal drivers, as the dedicated ecosys-

tem approach in this study emphasized the external drivers in the literature review. 

7.5 Proposals for future research 

Proposals for future research do lean on the interesting observations of this study as well 

as the limitations described above. Firstly, future research is encouraged to gain more 

empirical insights on the researched themes of under-researched intersection of strate-

gic renewal and co-evolving business ecosystems. For that purpose, in-depth single-

case studies are a suitable option especially when the longitudinal approach is to well 

preserved. For deepening the understanding of the empirical cases, increasing the num-

ber of primary data interviews is also to be considered, especially if the interviewees are 

not representing top management level.  

The focal firm approach within a business ecosystem could be investigated further by 

conducting dyadic interviews with the focal firm’s partners to gain insights of the relation-

ships between the ecosystem actors (Abrahamsen et al., 2016). Overall, it is encouraged 

that ecosystem actors would gain more attention in the context of reaching sustainability 

goals (Banerjee, 2002). Based on this research, deeper understanding of business eco-

system actor relationships, their structures and nuances would increase the understand-

ing of how a business ecosystem engages its actors and how the focal firm can best 

collaborate with them to achieve shared goals of the business ecosystem.  
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As this study was limited by the single-case design, to gain more of the empirical insights 

called for in the literature, a multiple-case design would also be beneficial for the future 

research agenda for comparing different industries and to increase the generalizability 

of the results (Abrahamsen et al., 2016; Banerjee, 2002; Möller & Halinen, 2017; 

Papagiannakis et al., 2014; Schrettle et al., 2014). Also, different countries could provide 

interesting contexts for comparing the increasing amount of empirical results by their 

geographical context (Schrettle et al., 2014).  

This study shows how the conceptual level of the researched phenomena, especially 

business ecosystems, still needs further investigation to be completely understood. The 

scope of research analysis in literature should be extended to business ecosystem pro-

cesses and their visualization to go beyond the currently limiting network boundaries. 

This, in turn, requires developing new methods, such as ecosystem mapping softwares, 

to better understand ecosystem-based business and carefully planned research design 

with empirical methods to investigate business ecosystem dynamics and co-evolution. 

The right timing of strategic actions within the eras of business ecosystem lifecycle and 

strategic renewal is to be researched further for building up to the overarching under-

standing of this kind of co-evolution. 

Some of the preliminary findings were already rising interest among group discussions 

conducted in the study, encouraging the future research arena go deeper into the found 

drivers, especially the role of size and ownership as drivers for strategic renewal. It is 

suggested that influential drivers are further researched especially from the perspective 

of their interrelations; often, one driver is not enough by itself, but a combination of drivers 

is needed for strategic renewal process to advance. Thus, some of the drivers for stra-

tegic renewal processes towards sustainability seem to have a role of an intermediary or 

catalyst instead of being a direct driver. Agreeing with Kivimaa et al. (2019), the future 

research could go deeper in evaluating intermediaries as drivers; what the intermediaries 

do in different phases of a process and how their roles change temporarily (Kivimaa et 

al., 2019). More empirical evidence to support the driver findings of this case is welcomed 

to validate the findings especially in environmental sustainability context. Additionally, 

some of the drivers can have a hindering or otherwise negative role for the strategic 

renewal process while activating another part of it. Future research agenda could revise 

the negative perspectives of identified positive drivers, as well as purely hindering forces, 

which were excluded from the scope of this research. An example of the two-edged driv-

ers is given by interviewee 5: 

“Regulation both creates markets but also leaves room for varying interpretations. Thus, 

it creates market barriers, protectionism and discrimination.” (I5)  
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The research gives a case example of strategic renewal towards sustainability from the 

environmental angle, excluding purposively economic and social sustainability 

(Elkington, 2013). It would be interesting for future research to see how these excluded 

aspects of sustainability are intertwined in the strategic renewal towards sustainability. 

Furthermore, the findings of this study remain applicable to strategic renewal settings 

other than sustainability. The findings can be validated further to evaluate the role of 

sustainability in the strategic renewal processes and distinct how the drivers may differ 

compared to other strategic renewal processes without the sustainability direction. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW STRUCTURE 

1. Warm-up 
a. The background of the interviewee before joining the company 
b. The background of the interviewee at Neste 

2. The story of Neste 
a. What milestones or turning points Neste has faced during its story to-

wards a more sustainable strategy?  
b. Who have been the most impactful actors in those moments you men-

tioned?  
c. Are those actors from inside or outside the company?  
d. What kind of stakeholder interaction there has been during Neste’s 

story?  
e. How stakeholder management is approached at Neste? 

3. The drivers of strategy 
a. What things have enabled the growth of Neste?  
b. Who have enabled the growth of Neste?  
c. What kind of things have encouraged Neste to choose a sustainability 

and circular economy based approach to its strategy? 
d. How strategic sustainability and circular economy themes are visible in 

the stakeholder cooperation?  
e. Has there been changes over time in the way that the themes of sus-

tainability and circular economy are taken into account in the stake-
holder cooperation?  

f. How impactful [insert: the specialty of the interviewee, e.g. regulation, 
marketing, etc.] has been in the development of Neste’s strategy? 

4. Closing 
a. Is there anything you would like to add? 
b. Who else would be a suitable person to be interviewed among the 

Neste managers?  
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APPENDIX B: DETAILED LISTING OF CRITICAL 
INCIDENTS* IN FIGURE 5 

*The most critical incidents, which are marked with blue color in Figure 5 and were main 

determinants for the era changes, are bolded. The order of critical incidents is deter-

mined only by their year of appearance. Category of strategy & organizations is short-

ened as strategy & org.  

 

ERA ID YEAR CRITICAL  
INCIDENTS 

CATE-
GORY 

CASE DETAILS 

LA
TE

 

9
0

S'
 1 1996 Invention of NExBTL tech-

nology 
Technology 
& research 

NExBTL differs from the traditional way of producing biodiesel, 
enabling the product to be used flexibly on its own or as a blend, 
in normal motors that are currently used in vehicles, without 
causing harm to the motor. 
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2 2002 European Union begins 
planning biofuel directives 

Regulation European Union showed that the markets would potentially be 
shaped in near future thanks to upcoming regulation. This gave 
direction and interest for the board of Neste. Year of appear-
ance not detailed. 

3 2002 Investigating NExBTL's op-
portunities 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Neste board began evaluating the possibilities of owned NExBTL 
technology by predicting changes in regulative and market envi-
ronment. 

4 2005 Separating from Fortum 
and becoming Neste Oil 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Neste was originally part of an energy company Fortum before 
separation and becoming listed on the NASDAQ OMX Helsinki 
stock exchange. 

5 2005 Deciding to build Porvoo 1 Strategy & 
Org. 

Seeing the potential of NExBTL technology, the board of Neste 
decided to build a plant in Porvoo, without demo plants. This 
was unusual but possible thanks to Neste's and its subsidiary’s 
competences in plant design.  

6 2005 RSPO Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining the Round Table on Sustainable Palm Oil. 
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7 2006 Goal setting to become 
world leader in renewable 
fuels 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Neste made visible to its ecosystem actors, including own em-
ployees, the new strategic direction. New bold and risky goal 
was built on the expectation to see renewable fuel markets 
opening.  

8 2006 RTRS Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining Round Table Responsible Soy. 

9 2006 CONCAWE Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining European association for oil refiner safety, health and 
environment management. 

10 2007 Building Porvoo 1 and de-
ciding to build Porvoo 2 

Strategy & 
Org. 

The first Porvoo plant run only few months and had no time to 
prove its profitability before Neste decided boldly to build an-
other one. Both Porvoo plants have a capacity of 190 000 tons 
per year and cost around 100 million euros as an investment.  

11 2007 Research program with 
city of Helsinki 

Programs The unique three-year-long research program for testing renew-
able NExBTL fuels with city of Helsinki, the local transportation, 
VTT and local university gained visibility not only in the industry, 
but also in academic conferences, where Neste was often pre-
senting the results. 

12 2007 Wood wax research Technology 
& research 

Planning to have a research demo plant of wood waste together 
with Stora Enso. The application for a European Commission 
grant was not approved (2012), hence the plan was never mate-
rialized. 

13 2007 RSB Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining Round Table on Sustainable Biomaterials. 

14 2008 Neste Green Diesel Product The first product of NExBTL product family was launched in 
2008. It was well received by markets, until problems with NGOs 
arose.  

15 2008 Greenpeace Society Neste Green Diesel and Neste's renewable production gained 
attention from NGOs. Especially Greenpeace was strongly op-
posed to Neste and accused its palm oil based production to 
cause rainforest deforestation. Neste took the critic well, dis-
cussed openly to get all ecosystem actors on the same level of 
information and began to pay more attention on sustainability 
issues and NGO collaboration than before.   

16 2008 Deciding to build Singa-
pore 1 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Neste board decided to expand renewable production to Singa-
pore. The new investment was bigger than those in Porvoo, 
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showed Neste’s global orientation and committed it more to the 
vision statement. 

17 2008 Decision to build Rotter-
dam plant 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Decision to build a fourth NExBTL plant, which had a budget of 
670 million euros. 

18 2008 Alberta program Programs Neste took part in technical testing project in Alberta during 
2006-2009 to try out the endurance abilities of NExBTL fuel in 
cold environment. The project was sponsored by Shell Canada 
and governments of Alberta and Canada. NExBTL was doing ex-
cellent in the tests. 

19 2008 New CEO Strategy & 
Org. 

Matti Leivonen become CEO in December 2008 after Risto 
Rinne.  

20 2008 German technical testing 
program 

Programs A technical testing program in Germany in which Mercedes Benz 
was to try 100% NExBTL diesel in its trucks and busses.  

21 2009 Renewable Energy Di-
rective I (RED I) 

Regulation Initiated in 2008, Renewable Energy Directive 1 was the first one 
to bind EU member countries to a common goal: 20% of used 
energy and 10% of used energy in transportation from renewa-
ble sources.  

22 2009 Aviation goals by IATA Regulation International Air Transport Association IATA set a goal for 10% 
of aviation fuels to originate from renewable raw materials by 
year 2017, and flights inside EU are included in the emission 
trading system by 2011. Flights out of EU were included one 
year later.  

23 2009 Implementing a matrix or-
ganization 

Strategy & 
Org. 

The whole organization was renewed: instead of the previous 
five industries Neste now had three business areas (Oil prod-
ucts, renewable fuels and wholesales of oil) and seven common 
functions, which all work as a matrix. This change includes the 
centralization marketing, which builds up to the upcoming de-
velopment of brand marketing 

24 2009 Having a goal for having 
100% palm oil certificated 

Strategy & 
Org. 

In June, Neste committed to using only certificated palm oil as 
much as it is available, targeting 100% in use by 2015. Neste de-
veloped its own transparency system to evaluate the supply 
chain of palm oil. 
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25 2009 Decision to diversify the 
feedstock base 

Technology 
& research 

Feedstock streams were perceived differently in strategy. Year 
of appearance not detailed. 

26 2010 Kemianteollisuus ry Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining the Safeguarding association for chemistry industry and 
closely related industries in Finland. 

27 2010 Öljy- ja polttoaineala ry 
(Previously Öljyalan 
Keskusliitto) 

Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining Safeguarding association for oil industry in Finland. 

28 2010 Europia Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining Safeguarding association for European oil industry. 

29 2010 EBB Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining European biodiesel board. 

30 2010 ASFE Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining Association of European synthetic fuels. 

31 2010 European Biofuels Tech-
nology Platform 

Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Joining the European Biofuels technology platform. 

32 2010 Singapore 1 Investment The NExBTL plant in Singapore is ready to. The capacity is 800 
000 tons of fuel per year, multiplying Neste’s capacity in renew-
able production. The cost of investment was 550 million euros. 

33 2010 Neste Green 100; Neste 
Green 100 testing pro-
gram 

Products; 
Programs 

Neste Green 100 diesel, produced completely with renewable 
feedstocks, to be tested by staff and an external test group; it 
couldn't be sold in consumer markets until the standardization 
work was finished. 
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34 2011 Rotterdam plant Strategy & 
Org. 

Rotterdam plant begins operating with a capacity of 800 000 
tons per year. 

35 2011 Internal strategy dialogue Strategy & 
Org. 

As a continuation for scenario work (2010), strategy develop-
ment ideas were collected from over 3000 employees. Over 
1000 of them produced over 7000 ideas, such as feedstock ex-
pansion and increased collaboration, which were considered in 
the strategy formulation.  

36 2011 5 value programs Strategy & 
Org. 

Created for a successful implementation of the strategy, the 
value programs were profitable growth, productability, renewa-
ble materials, customer orientation and winner culture (which 
was cut down later).  

37 2011 Lufthansa partnership  Strategic 
partner-
ships 

Creating a commercial, renewable jet fuel with Lufthansa. It had 
no markets yet because of the fuel price and financial situation 
of airlines. 

38 2011 FQD Regulation Fuel Quality Directive. Requirement for fuel producers to reduce 
emissions by 6% was in place and under national implementa-
tion. 

39 2011 IED Regulation Industrial Emissions Directive. National implementation in place. 
May affect the environmental permissions and terms of new 
plants. 
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40 2011 EED Regulation Energy Efficiency Directive. Initiation to precise regulation of en-
ergy efficiency. National implementation will show the effects 
over time. 

41 2011 ETS Regulation Emission Trading Scheme. Renewed environmental trade di-
rective, implemented nationally. New market era begins in 
2013. Some of Neste’s plants are affected by reporting require-
ments of carbon dioxide. 

42 2011 REACH Regulation The chemical regulation (registration, evaluation, authorization 
and restriction of chemicals) of EU focuses on the usage and 
movements within chemical supply chain.  

43 2011 CLP Regulation Classification, Labelling and Packaging; regulation in EU to re-
new all chemical classifications and labels.  

44 2011 Seveso Regulation A Directive aiming to prevent major accidents involving danger-
ous substances.  

45 2011 RFS2 Regulation Renewable Fuel Standard RFS2 in place, acceptance of raw ma-
terials and production chains is progressing gradually. 

46 2011 ISCC certification for all 
plants 

Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Neste's all plants met the requirements of International Sustain-
ability and Carbon certification. 

47 2011 CEN Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Cooperation with European Committee of Standardization. 

48 2011 Adapting stakeholder 
management methods 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Creating a stakeholder annual plan and establishing a stake-
holder advisory board. 
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49 2011 Updated vision to be pre-
ferred partner in cleaner 
traffic fuels 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Vision update. 

50 2011 New brand strategy Strategy & 
Org. 

Shifting brand marketing towards a more emotional approach 
because of the results in internal strategy dialogue and market 
research. 

51 2011 Renewable jet fuel Product NExBTL-based aviation fuel in a 6-month test project with 
Lufthansa. 

52 2011 3 new feedstocks Technology 
& research 

Camelina oil, jatropha oil and soy oil. 

53 2011 Setting strategic partner-
ships as a goal 

Technology 
& research 

A goal of strategic partnerships to support Neste’s research ef-
forts. 

54 2012 Harmonizing research with 
Globalab 

Technology 
& research 

Harmonizing the activities, developing and implementing best 
practices and problem-solving in the cooperative research net-
work. 

55 2012 ILUC Regulation Indirect Land Use Change potentially to be updated for manag-
ing risks.  

56 2012 Setting long-term cus-
tomer centric goals 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Customer centric goals were updated with long-term perspec-
tive. Customer segmentation was developed.  

57 2012 Neste Pro diesel Products New product was launched in the Finnish customer markets. 

58 2012 Microbial oil demo plant Technology 
& research 

Neste launched the first demo plant in Europe to research the 
production of microbial oil from the land and forest industry 
waste. 

59 2012 1 new feedstock Technology 
& research 

Fish oil. 

60 2012 NExBTL Naphtha Products NExBTL naphtha, suitable for bio plastics production, is added to 
the product portfolio of renewable fuels 

61 2013 Way forward Strategy & 
Org. 

Way forward program highlighted taking and giving responsibil-
ity, cooperation, safety, customer orientation and rewarding of 
good results. The rationale behind the program was to ensure 
capabilities in the dynamic environment and to best use the en-
ergy of the employees. 

62 2013 Aviation programs: ITAKA, 
Flightpath2020 and Dutch 
cooperation 

Programs In 2013 Neste strengthened its position in renewable aviation 
business by taking part in three different aviation greening pro-
grams. 

63 2013 TFT cooperation for reduc-
ing deforestation 

Society Cooperation with the Forest Trust to reduce deforestation and 
secure responsible feedstock production of palm oil.   

64 2013 Acquiring SPO RED SC Cer-
tificate and fulfilling 
WWFC 5 specification 

Industrial 
associa-
tions 

As the first company in the world, Neste achieved a certificate 
from RSPO, a proof for the supply chain and use of palm oil to 
be responsible through its lifecycle at Neste.  

65 2013 CLEEN Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Neste joined the Cluster for Energy and Environment. 

66 2013 EEF Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Neste joined European Energy Forum. 

67 2013 CRFA Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Neste joined Canadian Renewable Fuels Association.  

68 2013 OCIMF Industrial 
associa-
tions 

Neste joined Oil Companies International Marine Forum. 

69 2013 Updates and isomerization 
unit to Porvoo 

Investment Porvoo plant is extended by having an isomerization plant, 
which increases production flexibility by allowing use of high-oc-
tane gasoline.  

70 2013 3 new feedstocks Technology 
& research 

Technical corn oil (TCO), spent bleaching earth (SBE) and tall oil 
pile (TOP) 
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71 2013 Boeing testing program Strategic 
partner-
ships 

Testing renewable aviation fuels in use. In 2015, the collabora-
tion led the two to prepare a standard application for the prod-
uct.  

72 2013 
/2014 

Off-take agreements on al-
gae with Cellana and RAE 

Strategic 
partner-
ships 

Neste made agreements to have an option of buying algae from 
Cellana (2013) and RAE (2014) to be used as its NExBTL feed-
stock. 

73 2014 European Commission's 
approval for Neste sus-
tainability verification sys-
tem 

Regulation European Commission accepts Neste's responsibility scheme for 
its supply chain. 

74 2014 Dividing strategic goals 
into two 

Strategy & 
Org. 

New strategic goals: being the leading fuel solution provider in 
Baltic sea & growing in global renewable energy markets. 

75 2014 Changing organizational 
structure 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Clarifying and streamlining the management of businesses and 
increasing customer orientation and ability to react to market 
changes. The change included ending of 250 work contracts. In 
the new organizational structure, the Production and Logistics 
sectors were merged into the Oil Products and Renewable Prod-
ucts business areas. 

76 2014 Rotterdam bio propane 
plant 

Investment Bio propane plant to be built by 2016. Its production is supplied 
to a Dutch SHV energy, with whom Neste had a strategic part-
nership. 

77 2014 NExBTL Isoalkane Products New isoalkane product is a suitable raw material in chemistry in-
dustry. 

78 2014 1 new feedstock Technology 
& research 

Used cooking oil (UCO). 
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79 2015 Committing to Paris Cli-
mate Agreement: keeping 
global temperature below 
2 degrees by 2011 

Regulation Neste signed the pledge of Paris Climate Agreement of keeping 
global temperature below 2 degrees by 2011.  

80 2015 Changing name to Neste 
Oyj 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Changing the name from Neste Oil to Neste Oyj concretized how 
the traditional oil company shifted towards sustainability from 
fossil fuels. 

81 2015 Updating vision 'creating 
responsible choices every-
day' 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Updated vision was more integrative and abstract, but also 
more emotional as was wished in the feedback from strategy di-
alogue.  

82 2015 Reaching ability to use 
100% waste in NExBTL 

Technology 
& research 

Neste reached the technical ability of using 100% waste and res-
idue feedstocks in the production process of NExBTL products. 

83 2015 Creating a bio plastic busi-
ness model 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Neste developed a new business model based on bio plastics 
and began negotiations with the world-leading consumer brands 
in order to replace the fossil-base components in their products.  

84 2015 Sales under own brand 
name 

Products Instead of losing own brand name in the sales chains, Neste 
changed the strategy and required its own brand name to be 
visible. 

85 2015 Partnerships in solvent 
business 

Strategic 
partner-
ships 

New partnerships were established with Total fluides and HSC 
Group in renewable solvents in order to develop further solvent 
business. 

86 2015 New customer segment 
openings: in cities and 
fleets 

Strategic 
partner-
ships 

The last era showed an increase in different customer segments, 
such as cities, city fleets, transportation companies and event 
managers.  

87 2016 Donating to Finnish uni-
versities 

Technology 
& research 

Celebrating 100 years anniversary of Finland by donating 1.5 
million euros to Finnish universities (Aalto, Åbo Akademi, Lap-
peenranta university of technology and University of Helsinki). 

88 2016 Oslo airport Strategic 
partner-
ships 

Since January 2016 Oslo airport has offered its airlines NExBTL 
aviation fuel, which results in 47 % smaller greenhouse gas emis-
sions than fossil aviation fuels during the product lifecycle. 

89 2016 Event partnerships Strategic 
partner-
ships 

Representations in famous events, e.g. Super Bowl and Week-
end Festival 

 
90 2016 IKEA partnership for bio 

plastic production 
Strategic 
partner-
ships 

Partnering with IKEA was an important step towards new busi-
ness opportunities in bioplastics and other bio polymers. 

91 2017 Christmas charity program 
for Finnish customers 

Society The 'Kinkkutemppu’ implemented the first time to increase 
awareness of circular economy. Neste produced Neste MY from 
oil delivered from households around Finland. Additionally, 
Neste donated to charity. 

92 2017 Re-launching Neste MY 
brand 

Products Neste MY was re-launched as a strong brand for all renewable 
fuels. 

93 2017 Enlarging focus of re-
search to waste plastics 

Technology 
& research 

More research efforts in using waste in bioplastic production. 
The IKEA cooperation directed to focusing more research efforts 
to the polymers, which later was separated to its own business. 

94 2017 Launching EduCycle Ex-
change for schools 

Society An engaging customer vote online lead to creating a gamified 
learning experience on CE for ten partner schools in Finland and 
abroad.  

95 2017 Charity work scheme Society Neste workers allowed to spend some work hours doing charity. 

96 2017 Acquisition of Neste Ja-
cobs 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Buying the majority of long-term subsidiary and changing its 
name to Neste Engineering Solutions provided expertise in engi-
neering, project management and technology competence, sup-
porting Neste’s growth strategy and operative efficiency. 

97 2017 Neste green hub concept Products Decarbonizing aviation by creating collaborative platforms for 
airports, solution providers, airlines, authorities, communities 
and passengers. 
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98 2017 American Airlines Strategic 
partner-
ships 

Collaboration with American Airlines to reduce its carbon foot-
print and to encourage the aviation fuel standardization efforts 
of e.g. ASTM. 

99 2018 5-year program with big 
brands 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Cooperative 5-year program with world-wide brands Unilever, 
Pepsicon, Cargill, Danone and palm oil suppliers Golden Agri and 
Musim Mas. 

100 2018 Shipping program Programs Reacting to ID105, shipping fuel research with ship owners, ma-
chine manufacturers, industrial stakeholders and members of 
international shipping organization IMO and International Bun-
ker Industry Association aiming to become a leader in renewa-
ble shipping fuels. 
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101 2018 EU sets a vision for 2050 Regulation The key message of the updated vision of EU is that Europe 
should be climate neutral by 2050 by e.g. investing in technolog-
ical solutions. 

102 2018 Renewable Energy Di-
rective II (RED II) 

Regulation European union set a new directive for renewable energy usage 
so that a total of 32% of used energy would be renewable by 
2030.  

103 2018 New CEO brings faster and 
bolder culture and 
changes the organizational 
structure 

Strategy & 
Org. 

New CEO Peter Vanacker accelerated the speed in working cul-
ture, calling it “faster and bolder”, which per se is not new to 
Neste, but feels highly motivational internally. New business 
segments were separated to better focus on the future possibili-
ties of renewables.  

104 2018 Decision on building Singa-
pore 2 

Strategy & 
Org. 

After a long break, Neste’s largest investment ever is to build 
another NExBTL plant in Singapore. The plant will increase 
Neste’s production capacity of renewable products with 1.3 mil-
lion tons a year, meaning that the total capacity by 2022 shall be 
4.5 million a year. 

105 2018 IMO’s goal to cut 50% 
emissions by 2050 

Regulation International Maritime Organization set a goal to reduce the 
greenhouse emissions of all ships by 50% by 2050. Additionally, 
the carbon intensity must be reduced by 40% by 2030 and 70% 
by 2050.  

106 2018 Acquisition of Demeter Strategy & 
Org. 

As a strategic move to ensure the supply of animal waste and fat 
within Europe, Neste acquired one of its most important suppli-
ers. 

107 2018 Changing the structure of 
business units 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Four business units are in place: renewable products, oil prod-
ucts, marketing & services and others. The 7 supporting func-
tions remain. 

108 2018 Neste bio propane Products Bio propane as a new product. 

109 2018 Alaska Airlines Strategic 
partner-
ships 

Cooperation with Alaska Airlines in designing, creating and tak-
ing into use new solutions for renewable fuels in aviation. 

110 2019 Updating the goal to be a 
global leader in renewable 
and CE solutions 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Goal update. 

111 2019 Updated vision to leading 
the way towards a sus-
tainable future together 

Strategy & 
Org. 

Vision update. 
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