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1 INTRODUCTION 

Humanity faces a global polycrisis – the failure of interconnected natural and 

social systems around the world that collectively contribute to worsening 

prospects for life on earth (UNDP 2022, 4). As a result, individuals, organisations, 

and legislators have increasingly started calling for sustainable development – a 

term introduced in 1987 – to avert the crisis and steer humanity on a trajectory 

where present needs are met without compromising those of future generations 

(United Nations 1987, 16). In 2015, the United Nations published the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development, a global plan of action guiding sustainable 

development in all countries worldwide through 17 Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), with the objective of achieving those goals by 2030 (UN General 

Assembly 2015, 1). 

Calls for sustainability extend to the global tourism industry and that of Lapland, 

a popular holiday destination in Northern Finland. Environmentally conscious 

Lapland tourism businesses and organisations have adopted sustainable 

practices and participated in sustainable development schemes, and upon 

completion, received certificates as testimonies for their actions. However, 

communicating their sustainable development efforts to consumers is virtually 

non-existent. Sustainability communication presents both an opportunity and a 

challenge for Lapland travel businesses. By effectively and openly 

communicating their sustainable actions to audiences, businesses can achieve 

growth through successful green marketing. Conversely, miscommunicating or 

misleading stakeholders on a business’ sustainable achievements can lead to 

accusations of greenwashing and a damaged brand. Hesitating to communicate 

a business’ sustainability initiatives in fear of greenwashing results in a 

phenomenon called greenhushing. 

Recognizing this gap between sustainability efforts and effective communication, 

this thesis research aims to make a significant contribution by developing a 

framework for a productized green marketing service offering sustainability 

communications and branding expertise tailored for Lapland tourism businesses 

that have achieved sustainability certification. This thesis research addresses the 

existing limitations by identifying best practices and emerging trends in global 
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sustainability communications and exploring how these can be adapted to the 

specific context of the Lapland tourism industry. By doing so, this thesis research 

seeks to provide a practical toolkit for an advertising agency, Mainostoimisto 

Puisto, the commissioner of this thesis, to empower its clients in the Lapland 

tourism sector to effectively leverage their sustainability certifications for impactful 

green marketing. The motivation for this thesis research stems from the observed 

need within Puisto’s primary operating area, Finnish Lapland, for a service that 

specifically addresses this challenge. 

In this thesis research, Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive literature review, 

exploring key concepts of environmental sustainability, marketing, green 

marketing, greenwashing, greenhushing, branding, green brands, sustainability 

communications, and sustainability certification. Chapter 3 examines the two 

case companies featured in this thesis, Apukka Resort and Arktikum, their state 

of sustainability communications, and their achieved sustainability certifications. 

Chapter 4 details the research process, including the chosen innovation research 

approach, the qualitative methods employed – semi-structured and theme 

interviews, benchmarking, ideation workshops, and prototyping workshops – and 

the epistemological and ontological considerations guiding the research. Chapter 

5 presents findings from the interviews, benchmarking analysis, and outcomes of 

the ideation and prototyping workshops. Chapter 6 discusses and interprets 

these findings, examines them in relation to the existing literature, acknowledges 

the limitations of this thesis research, offers recommendations for future research, 

and finally, concludes the thesis by summarizing the key contributions and 

insights gained from the entire process. 
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2 SUSTAINABILITY BRANDING 

2.1 Environmental sustainability in private business and in tourism 

The concept of sustainable development was first introduced in 1987 in the 

Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our 

Common Future – widely known as the Brundtland Report – as follows: 

“Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it 

meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs. The concept of sustainable development 

does imply limits - not absolute limits but limitations imposed by the present state 

of technology and social organization on environmental resources and by the 

ability of the biosphere to absorb the effects of human activities.” (United Nations 

1987, 16.) 

In the 2020’s, over three decades after the statement above, sustainability is 

understood to have a “triple bottom line”, meaning it includes social, economic 

and environmental aspects (Sander, Föhl, Walter & Demmer 2021, 429). 

Environmental sustainability can be seen as the bedrock of that bottom line, 

because clean air and water, as well as clean and productive land, are 

foundational to a responsible socioeconomic system (Morelli 2011, 4). Achieving 

environmental sustainability is of paramount global importance for the future of 

mankind, as all corners of the earth are affected by human activities or pollution 

(Arora 2018, 1). Solving the global polycrisis requires swift action, and on 1st 

January 2016, the United Nations published the 17 Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), a universal roadmap for mankind to achieve a sustainable future. 

Four of the 17 SDGs directly address environmental sustainability, while others 

deal with poverty, inequality, peace, and justice, for example. All SDGs are 

interconnected, and the target for achieving them is the year 2030. (United 

Nations a, b.) The 15-year plan to reaching the goals is part of the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development, a common pledge between all UN member 

countries to prompt action on issues of critical importance for the future of life on 

earth (UN General Assembly 2015, 1). For such an immense mission as rerouting 

the planet to a sustainable track, 15 years is a tight deadline. In August 2023, UN 

Secretary-General António Guterres said: "Halfway to the deadline for the 2030 
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Agenda, we are leaving more than half the world behind. We have stalled or gone 

into reverse on more than 30 per cent of the SDGs. Unless we act now, the 2030 

Agenda will become an epitaph for a world that might have been." (United Nations 

c.) 

The UN calls on “all countries and stakeholders” to implement the SDGs (UN 

General Assembly 2015, 1). This includes all walks of life from individuals to 

communities and governments as well as the public and private sectors. The UN 

Development Programme’s (UNDP) SDG Accelerator brings up private 

businesses as key players in achieving the SDGs, referencing the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) data that has the private 

sector accounting for 60% of gross domestic product (GDP), 90% of jobs and 

80% of capital inflows. Also, the private sector is an important source of 

innovations and includes countless businesses from multinational giants to small 

and medium enterprises. (UNDP.) The UN encourages private businesses to 

view the SDGs as an opportunity to capitalize on becoming a responsible 

contributor to society through transparency and accountability, as well as 

becoming profitable while serving a meaningful purpose beyond making money. 

Incentives for doing so include gaining competitive advantages through 

sustainable innovation, becoming an attractive employer by adapting sustainable 

operating models, paying particular attention to supply chains for sustainability 

and resiliency, and appealing to investors by being a forerunner in compliance 

and risk management. (UNDP.) 

In Finnish Lapland, the tourism industry has grown significantly in the new 

millennium and has become a major source of income and employment in the 

area. In 2023, there were 72 505 registered jobs in Lapland (Tilastokeskus 2024), 

7,9% of which were in the tourism industry (MEAE) that also has an impact on 

jobs and income in many other smaller fields of business. In 2023, tourism 

services net revenue grew 18,1% from the previous year (Regional Council of 

Lapland 2024), breaking the one-billion-euro limit and accounting for 6 500 man-

years (Lapland Chamber of Commerce 2023). According to a 2022 report by the 

Regional Council of Lapland, when tourism’s impacts on other fields of business 

are considered, numbers rise to three billion euros and 11 000 man-years 
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(Lapland Chamber of Commerce 2023). The total net revenue in Lapland in 2023 

was 17,7 billion euros (Regional Council of Lapland 2024). 

The number of overnight stays in Lapland has been on a steady rise for decades 

and doubled between 1995 and 2019 from around 1,5 million to three million 

(Regional Council of Lapland 2022, 16), while net revenue in the tourism industry 

has quadrupled (Regional Council of Lapland 2022, 2). In 2022, Lapland had 21 

direct commercial flight connections through its five airports and received 1,1 

million air passengers, of which Rovaniemi accounted for 559 000, Kittilä 

336 000, Ivalo 197 700, and Enontekiö and Kemi-Tornio for a combined number 

of just above 50 000 (House of Lapland). News of record tourism numbers have 

been a staple in Lapland and national media year after year, with December the 

most popular month: in December 2023, a record 1,81 million overnight stays 

were registered by accommodation providers in Lapland (Regional Council of 

Lapland 2024). 

Globally, tourism stood for 9,1% of worldwide GDP in 2023, and is predicted to 

reach 10% in 2024, and rise above 11% by 2034 (Statista 2023). As tourism had 

largely reached pre-COVID-19-pandemic levels by 2024 (UN Tourism 2024), the 

International Labour Organization estimates that 230 million people of the global 

workforce work in tourism, making up 7,2% of the total (ILO 2023). As UN Tourism 

states, the tourism sector is both highly vulnerable to climate change while also 

contributing to it. According to their research, carbon dioxide emissions from the 

tourism industry are looking to increase by 25% between 2016 and 2030, 

representing 5,3% of all emissions caused by mankind. (UN Tourism.) To 

address the impact tourism has on climate change and environmental 

degradation, the UN has established the Tourism for SDGs platform (T4SDG) to 

provide all industry operators and stakeholders a space to access expert 

information, share experiences and research, and get help on concrete action 

towards sustainable tourism (Tourism for SDGs). 

Considering the environmental crisis, the rising emissions from global travel, and 

the tourism industry’s ambition for sustainability, Mark Starik’s (1995, 207) 

introduction of non-human nature as a stakeholder emerges as relevant. The 

popular stakeholder theory, created by R. Edward Freeman in 1984, addresses 
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organizational management and business ethics through morals and values 

(Stakeholder Theory a). The theory is “a view of capitalism that stresses the 

interconnected relationships between a business, its customers, suppliers, 

employees, investors, communities and others who have a stake in the 

organization” (Stakeholder Theory b). In Lapland tourism, nature certainly holds 

a stake, and a large one at that – one will be hard-pressed to find Lapland 

marketing materials without imagery of the natural environment. While there has 

been extensive academic discussion on whether non-human nature should have 

stakeholder status or not, in Lapland tourism the status is hard to argue against 

since it is the main attraction with its phenomena and the possibilities for activities 

it provides; without nature, the booming tourism industry would dwindle 

dramatically. Driscoll and Starik (2004, 66) argue that traditional stakeholder 

models focus too much on the social aspect of stakeholders, considering mainly 

economics and political power, while the interdependence between businesses 

and ecosystems goes overlooked. Waddock (2011, 193) provides an even 

broader perspective by declaring that all that we know and have created as 

humans, including living beings, ecological systems, businesses and enterprises, 

and future generations, are all stakeholders of the earth and its capacity to sustain 

life. Kujala et al. (2019, 5) conclude in their overview of stakeholder literature that 

authors agree on nature not only having a moral right to be included in 

organizational decision-making, but it should occupy a central position in 

businesses for its resources and its impact on other stakeholders. 

Human consumption of environmentally friendly products and services is often 

driven by either egocentrism or ecocentrism, and marketers use it to their benefit. 

Environmentally friendly products are often marketed as either the economical 

choice such as a reusable bag or a coffee cup that saves you money, or the 

planet-friendly option that lets you contribute to saving the world. (Green & Peloza 

2014, 128.) Whether an individual chooses an environmentally friendly product 

or service for their own benefit or the planet’s is secondary to them making a 

more sustainable choice. This is why the developmental part of this thesis 

focuses on building a green marketing service for the tourism industry in Lapland 

that emphasises the environmental sustainability measures of client companies. 
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2.2 Marketing 

According to the American Marketing Association, marketing is “creating, 

communicating, delivering and exchanging offerings that have value for 

customers, clients, partners, and society at large” (AMA 2024). Marketing has the 

dual goal of attracting new customers by promising great value and keeping 

existing customers by delivering satisfaction, and it is largely seen as critical to 

the success of businesses and organisations (Kotler, Burton, Deans, Brown & 

Armstrong 2015, 4). Dolan (1997, 1) reasons a firm should not define itself by 

what it sells rather than the customer benefit provided. Marketing focuses on the 

decisions a person makes in a social structure as well as inside personal and 

social value systems, and thus becomes the instrument of integrating the 

economy into society to serve human needs (Ifezue 2005, 15). 

Stoeckl and Luedicke (2015, 2452–2453) present two perspectives to marketing. 

On one hand, it can be seen in a purely positive light, generating income for 

employees, company owners, investors and governments. From this angle, 

marketing creates valuable services for organisations’ stakeholders, individuals, 

and society at large. A more critical perspective sees marketing producing more 

problems than it solves: corporations market and sell products harmful to human 

health, exploit local communities and engage in activities harmful to the natural 

environment in their efforts to increase profits. Marketing generally aims at 

economic growth (Ifezue 2005, 15), something often achieved at the expense of 

the environment. Holum and Jakobsen (2024, 10) find that people who support 

environmental protection are wary of its inhibiting economic effects. As 

environmental protection aspects are set to increasingly influence decision-

making on a global scale and governments need to rally for public support (Holum 

& Jakobsen 2024, 10) for their greener decisions, it is safe to assume that 

marketers will turn to promoting the positive environmental aspects of their 

products and services. 

2.3 Green marketing  

The three pillars of sustainability do not perform equally in advertising that is 

closely linked to marketing: the environmental aspect brings a positive impact, 
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while social and governance dimensions impact its efficiency negatively 

(Weinmayer, Garaus & Wagner 2023, 21–22). Sander et al (2021, 439) 

corroborate the performance of the environmental aspect of sustainability 

advertising, stating consumers present a stronger reaction to green messages 

and that the environmental focus has an impact on brand personality. As factors 

of the global polycrisis are daily media staples in the 2020’s, consumers have 

increasingly started calling for corporate environmental responsibility. This has 

resulted in brands and companies communicating their environmental actions to 

the public while simultaneously trying to win the trust of potential new customers, 

a practice known as green marketing. (Prakash 2002, 286.) Mishra and Sharma 

(2014, 78) describe green marketing as a “holistic marketing concept” that 

accounts for the entire lifecycle of products and services from production to 

marketing, consumption and disposal, with a focus on reducing the detrimental 

environmental impact of the entire process. As awareness of global warming, 

harmful waste, and pollutants has become more widespread, marketers and 

consumers alike are increasingly calling for switching to greener products and 

services (Mishra & Sharma 2014, 78). Dangelico and Vocalelli (2017, 1264) put 

it in simple terms: green marketing is the integration of environmental 

sustainability into marketing. 

According to Leonidou, Katsikeas and Morgan (2012, 8), companies engaging in 

green marketing programs may improve their reputation and image, and thus 

avoid negative publicity and even boycotts. They may also increase their sales 

by finding new customers for whom sustainability issues affect purchasing 

decisions (Leonidou et al. 2012, 8). For environmentally sustainable products and 

services to make a significant impact in combating climate change, they need 

extensive market coverage. Marketing is an indispensable tool for fulfilling that 

need and can be used to create green markets by further increasing consumer 

awareness about environmental sustainability and the products and services that 

help pursue it. (Dangelico & Vocalelli 2017, 1264.) A study by Nittala and Moturu 

(2023, 92) shows that environmentally conscious consumers use green products, 

and make more environmentally friendly decisions such as consuming less water 

and electricity. 
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Kotler (2011, 133) calls consumers the “ultimate power brokers”, the segment of 

society that has the leverage to change prevalent marketing practices by 

demanding responsibility, and by choosing companies and brands that have an 

environmental profile that shows they care about sustainability issues. Papadas, 

Avlonitis and Carrigan (2017, 244) build on Kotler’s view that a “green marketing 

strategy should transcend the whole organization at all decision levels”, 

introducing a green marketing orientation with three dimensions: strategic, 

tactical, and internal. According to the research, strategic green marketing 

orientation refers to long-term management policies involving a company’s 

corporate and proactive environmental strategies and external environmental 

stakeholders; tactical green marketing orientation includes greening a company’s 

short-term marketing mix by reducing the environmental footprint of its products, 

improving the environmental performance in the supply chain and introducing 

adjusted pricing for its green products; internal green marketing orientation has 

green culture penetrating all levels of the organisation through employee training, 

internal environmental awareness promotion and environmental leadership 

activities. The researchers highlight the importance of distinguishing between 

organisations that are holistically driven by sustainable purposes and those 

driven by greenwashing, performing isolated campaigns to polish their corporate 

image. (Papadas, Avlonitis & Carrigan 2017, 238.) 

2.4 Greenwashing and greenhushing 

The term greenwashing was first made public by American environmentalist Jay 

Westerveld in a 1986 essay in a literary magazine recounting his experience in 

Fiji, where a local holiday resort urged their customers to reuse their towels to 

reduce ecological damage to the coral reefs, while simultaneously expanding the 

resort – an endeavour that likely caused more harm to the local environment than 

washing more towels (Watson 2016). In the 2020’s, greenwashing has many 

definitions, all of which have to do with presenting a brand or company in a 

favourable light when it comes to environmental agency and action, when that 

might not be true or be only partly true (Ghitti, Gianfrate & Palma 2023, 4). Lyon 

and Maxwell’s (2006, 6) view on greenwashing reads “selective disclosure of 

positive information about a company’s environmental or social performance, 

without full disclosure of negative information on these dimensions”. Glavas, 



16 

 

Grolleau and Mzoughi (2023, 1) regard greenwashing as “misleading 

stakeholders about environmental achievements”, and add that it is considered 

harmful to the environment and society as a whole. Generally greenwashing can 

be viewed as a term with negative connotations, and a faux pas in marketing. 

Still, some of the world’s biggest companies like Ikea, Coca-Cola and Starbucks 

keep getting called out for greenwashing (Robinson 2022). 

With environmental awareness increasing and green marketing gaining ground, 

greenwashing is more common and has taken forms that are harder to detect 

than outright false claims of environmental performance, such as reporting claims 

that are unverifiable or using seemingly green labels on packaging (de Jong, 

Huluba & Beldad 2020, 40). To combat greenwashing and restore consumer 

trust, legislators are looking to set common rules for environmental claims. In 

March 2023, the European Commission adopted a proposal for the Green Claims 

Directive, a legislative act for all EU member countries to ban greenwashing and 

to make green claims universally comparable across the EU. The directive covers 

generic environmental claims without proof to back them up, claims of a product’s 

neutral, reduced, or positive environmental impact through the producer’s 

offsetting of emissions, and sustainability labelling not based on approved 

certification schemes or established by authorities. (European Parliament 2024 

a, b.) For businesses, this means backing up their environmental claims and 

labels with uncomplicated criteria and current scientific evidence (Publyon 2024). 

The directive also includes that companies demonstrate the significance of their 

claims’ impacts and performance from a life-cycle perspective, demonstrate 

whether the claim applies for the whole product or only parts of it, demonstrate 

that the claim includes more than what is required by law, informs whether the 

product performs better environmentally than its equivalents, informs if its positive 

impact causes a negative impact elsewhere, requires transparent emissions 

reporting, includes accurate information, and adheres to requirements for 

comparative claims (European Parliament 2025). 

The constantly tightening regulation can be viewed as a positive development for 

the public, leading to more trustworthy environmental information on products 

and services. However, for companies and organisations committed to 

sustainability efforts, navigating the do’s and don’ts of sustainability 
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communications presents tougher challenges and can lead to unintentional 

greenwashing, something that can occur, for example, through internal 

miscommunication or communicators not being up to date on the latest terms and 

definitions (Faber & Sick 2022, 8). Well-advised businesses scrutinize their 

procurement, production, marketing, and sales from a sustainability perspective, 

as well as assess their risks of being accused of greenwashing (Publyon 2024). 

Conversely, this can lead to greenhushing – not communicating sustainability 

efforts due to fear of being held accountable for greenwashing despite noble 

intentions (Peacock 2023, 375). According to Dias, Bagatini, and Perin (2025, 

407–408), greenhushing is still relatively little known, but is beginning to gain 

notice in sustainable communication literature, and companies that execute 

sustainable practices understand its significance. Greenhushing can result in 

businesses and organisations not engaging in greener practices due to being 

exposed to heightened critique of corporate practice (Peacock 2023, 375). Font, 

Elgammal and Lamond (2017, 1007) maintain that greenhushing is the opposite 

of greenwashing, as it entails the deliberate withholding of information from 

stakeholders on sustainability practices that an organisation carries out. They 

argue that organisations can resort to greenhushing to realign to social norms, 

not wanting to take too strong a stand for a cause to not appear seeking moral 

ground higher than their potential customers (Font et al. 2017, 1020). Dias et al. 

(2025, 406) bring up the tourism angle to greenhushing, where operators might 

not want to install guilt in consumers for not acting sustainably on their holidays, 

therefore opting to stay silent on their sustainable practices. Adopting a silent 

approach to sustainable actions, the researchers state, may have negative 

implications like losing opportunities such as potential sales and investors, as well 

as diminished employee and stakeholder engagement. 

Some see greenwashing as an opportunity to propel those guilty of it 

– intentionally or not – towards a path to genuine sustainability. Glavas, Grolleau 

and Mzoughi (2023, 1, 5–6) propose “greening the greenwashers” might be a 

more fruitful approach than punishment. Their proposals revolve around raising 

awareness and normalizing sustainability issues when greenwashing is detected 

as well as encouraging discussion between all stakeholders and allowing 

regulators to suggest fitting sustainability practices to avoid repeat offending 
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(Glavas, Grolleau and Mzoughi 2023, 7–8). An exposed case of greenwashing 

holds potential for a learning experience for all parties. 

2.5 Branding, green brands and communications 

For something to be a brand, it must be branded. Bastos and Levy (2012, 349) 

say “at the root of all branding activity is the human desire to be someone of 

consequence, to create a personal and social identity, to present oneself as both 

like other people (e.g. to belong) and unlike other people (e.g. to stand out), and 

to have a good reputation.” We’re bombarded with countless brands each day, 

and people identify with brands that resonate with their values. Essentially, 

brands reflect who we are and the choices we make from the numerous 

alternatives available. As Kornberger (2010, 5) expresses it, brands “are used by 

corporations and those who fight them”. According to Gardner and Levy (1955, 

4), complete brands possess “a public image, a character or personality that may 

be more important for the over-all status (and sales) of the brand than many 

technical facts about the product.” We engage with brands: “if brands are seen 

as having personalities comparable anthropomorphically to those of people, it 

follows that people can have relationships with them” (Bastos & Levy 2012, 357). 

The brand is an intangible asset and the most important one to many businesses. 

It influences all stakeholders from customers to employees and investors to 

authorities. The brand has economic impact; it’s crucial for commercial success, 

it reflects an individual’s choices and creates value for shareholders. That is what 

brands are largely seen as: value creators. (Lindemann 2003, 27–28.) However, 

competing views that see brands as value destroyers exist. Bertilsson and 

Rennstam (2018, 267) present a heuristic model where branding can be 

understood as hypocrisy: organisations presenting themselves as something that 

has little to do with the actual activities of the organisation, an image decoupled 

from reality. Hypocritical organisations separate branding and production, for 

example a fast food retailer emphasizing health aspects of its product, when in 

fact their offerings are unhealthy. Or an organisation appearing as sustainable 

when its actions are not – which takes us back to greenwashing. (Bertilsson & 

Rennstam 2018, 270.) 
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In part, global consumer brands are to blame for the accelerated destruction of 

natural resources. Think brands like Coca-Cola, McDonalds, Starbucks, H&M, 

IKEA – all have been exposed for unsustainable practices and greenwashing in 

the past decades, many brands even several times (Brown, Pellegrino 2023). 

Towards the end of the 20th century, a counterculture formed in opposition to 

global brands promoting a destructive consumer culture. Investigative book 

releases such as Naomi Klein’s No Logo (1999) and Erick Schlosser’s Fast Food 

Nation (2001) validated the anti-corporate culture that turned into a global social 

movement. (Holt 2002, 70.) As a result, consumers no longer trust brands blindly. 

Delgado-Ballester and Munuera-Alemán (2005, 188) define trustworthy brands 

competent in providing consumers its promised value “through the way the 

product is developed, produced, sold, serviced and advertised.” In the 2020’s, 

consumers are more empowered than ever through direct public interaction 

channels with brands and other members of the public. Consumers can hold 

brands accountable and dictate the terms of their relationships with brands, which 

has led to increased calls for transparency and put pressure on brands to stand 

out and find new ways for building trust with their audiences (Licata 2023). 

With sustainability a megatrend in modern society (Gaudig, Ebersberger & 

Kuckertz 2021, 1), it is only logical that businesses tweak their brands to 

incorporate it. Doing so can result in associations to values such as responsibility, 

social and environmental stewardship, and morality. Hence, businesses can have 

a better appeal to sustainability-oriented customers by implementing 

sustainability practices in their operations, communicating them to customers, 

and transforming them to associations that become a part of their brand image. 

(Kumar & Christodoulopoulou 2013, 9.) In the  2020’s, people’s relationships with 

brands have new dimensions, and brands are expected to do their part for 

sustainable development. Hence, brands have expanded their roles and 

pronounce their stands on important societal issues (Nascimento & Loureiro 

2024, 234). Sustainable branding has been shown to increase engagement, 

stimulating co-creation and circular economy, for example (Nascimento & 

Loureiro 2024, 235). Despite countless cases of corporate greenwashing, 

business and industry have recognised their roles in striving towards sustainable 

societies. According to the 2024 Gartner CEO and Senior Business Executive 
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Survey, 69% of the 400 CEO’s that participated viewed sustainability as a leading 

business growth opportunity, with environmental sustainability a key competitive 

factor (Gartner 2024). Kadam (2024, 2314) also points out that sustainability has 

moved to the centre of branding and corporate policy as a result of mankind’s 

need for drastic change, and that sustainable attributes are constantly gaining 

significance in the valuation of brands. The gravity of the polycrisis we’re facing 

has resulted in calls for technological innovation, and the awareness can be a 

way to creative sustainable solutions. Brands can be a major factor in the public 

adopting positive attitudes towards sustainability and bringing about profound 

change in people’s lives, while businesses are looking to employ holistically 

sustainable practices and embracing transparency for building trust. Even though 

businesses use the term “sustainable” too often for referring to environmental 

sustainability, highlighting environmental matters in branding a business 

sustainable is a smart starting point. (Kadam 2024, 2314.) This leads to green 

brands; brands that cater for environmentally aware consumers by 

communicating brand attributes focusing on the organisation’s efforts for 

minimizing their environmental impact and concentrating on the brand appearing 

as environmentally healthy (Simão & Lisboa 2017, 188). Grubor and Milovanov 

(2017, 80–81) bring up a classification of green brands into four groups 

introduced by Landor Associates, Newsweek, and Penn Schoen Berland: 

1. Unsung Heroes – brands that conduct strong green practice, but with 

insignificant public awareness. 

2. Free Passers – brands that conduct limited green practice, but with distant 

brand echo that drives green reputation. 

3. Losers – brands that conduct limited green practice, with public recognition 

of the limitations. 

4. Winners – brands that conduct strong green practice that is recognized in 

public. 

The case companies featured in this thesis belong to category 1 – they have the 

certificates to prove their sustainable development efforts, but the work remains 
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unknown to the public. The service development work of this thesis research aims 

at creating a service that directs Lapland tourism businesses towards category 4. 

Brands and communications go hand in hand. In fact, Feldwick (2003, 127) says 

“everything a brand does is communication.” Brand communications can feature 

everything from brochures, newsletters, and online channels to sponsoring an 

organisation, cause, or event, as well as executing visual design and advertising. 

Short-term goals of brand communications often focus on the effects on sales 

and business, in other words, quick results, while long-term goals revolve more 

around brand building such as marketplace performance and the ability to resist 

competitive pressures. (Feldwick 2003, 127–129.) When sustainable brands, or 

green brands, communicate their sustainability efforts, they venture into 

sustainability communications. At the centre of sustainability communications lies 

transparency about an organisation’s sustainability engagement, and 

sustainability communications are part of the marketing strategy with a holistic 

objective to reach corporate goals and long-term sustainable development goals. 

(Tölkes 2018, 10.) 

2.6 Sustainability certification 

Engaging in environmental sustainability certification schemes lead to 

organisations acquiring ecolabels that identify products or services that meet 

varying environmental criteria or standards. Ecolabels are developed by 

governments, manufacturers, and third-company organisations, and in contrast 

to green symbols or claims, are only awarded to applicants after set criteria are 

met. (Initiative, Golden, Vermeer, Clemen & Nguyen 2010, 14.) According to the 

International Institute of Sustainable Development (2024), there are over 400 

voluntary sustainability standards (VSSs) in the world, and the high number has 

to do with consumers’ willingness to pay for eco-certified products, as well as 

certificates contributing to green brand equity. 

Most sustainability certifications and the schemes behind them are voluntary and 

privately controlled. They often carry four basic components: standard 

requirements, standard-setting process, implementation, and governance. 

Standard requirements describe the sustainability criteria of the certification, 
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which are defined by the standard-setting process. Implementation refers to the 

applicant organization executing the standard requirements on-site and in 

practice, while governance indicates ownership and management of the 

certification scheme. (Tröster & Hiete 2018, 1035–1036.) 

Sustainability certification labels on products and services are an important 

means for businesses and organisations to demonstrate their accountability 

(Amundsen 2022, 1), but the sheer volume of them runs the risk of reducing their 

perceived value. The risk of value reduction stems from eco-opportunism, 

meaning some businesses are tempted to abuse certification systems by 

engaging in greenwashing (Nygaard 2023, 1, 9). Consumer trust is central to 

ecolabel success, and the many forms, sponsors, governance structures, and 

ownership arrangements of labels has led to confusion and diminished consumer 

trust in ecolabels (Gorton, Tocco, Yeh & Hartmann 2021, 1, 8). However, as 

Dragomir, Mazilu, and Marinescu (2018, 149) point out, certification is not a goal 

itself, it merely provides tools and motivation for committed companies to improve 

their sustainable performance, the communicating of which is what this thesis 

research aims to build on. 
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3 CASE COMPANIES AND SUSTAINABILITY 

3.1 Case companies and their sustainability communications 

This thesis research features two case companies: Apukka Resort and Arktikum. 

Apukka Resort is a full-service holiday destination located 17 kilometres north of 

Rovaniemi, the regional capital of Lapland. The business has grown rapidly since 

its inception in 2017 and leading up to 2024. According to company executives, 

the growth is set to continue. Apukka Resort is a typical Lapland travel destination 

of the 2020’s, offering accommodation in glass-roofed igloo-style buildings, as 

well as activities such as husky sled dog tours, reindeer rides, snowmobile tours, 

and northern lights hunting. (Apukka Resort a, b, c.) 

Arktikum is a science centre and museum in central Rovaniemi and one of the 

city’s most popular attractions. The building features a long, glass-roofed corridor 

that is an architectural landmark easily recognized in the cityscape. Arktikum 

houses two institutions, the University of Lapland’s Arctic Centre and the 

Regional Museum of Lapland, both of which host their respective exhibitions in 

spaces located on each side of the glass-roofed corridor. The Arctic Centre’s 

exhibitions present scientific information on Arctic issues such as climate change 

and globalization and their effects on Arctic nature, animals and people. The 

Regional Museum of Lapland’s exhibitions showcase objects and artifacts related 

to the history of Finland’s largest and northernmost province from thousands of 

years ago to the present day. (Arktikum a, b.) 

The high season in Apukka Resort is winter, ranging from December to March. 

According to Apukka Resort, 2023 saw 17 581 guests visit the destination and 

only 2,5% of them were domestic travellers. Like most Lapland destinations, the 

main selling points for holidays to Apukka Resort are nature experiences and 

Lapland nature itself, and most guests at the resort are international visitors – 

from 120 different countries in 2023 – that travel to Finland and Lapland by plane. 

International air travel can hardly be deemed sustainable; in 2022, global aviation 

emitted an estimated 800 megatons of carbon dioxide, 2% of total annual global 

emissions (International Energy Agency 2023). Thus, the conundrum of Lapland 

travel destinations is attracting visitors from abroad without sacrificing the delicate 
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nature the visitors are attracted by. Air travel is largely considered a “necessary 

evil” in the international tourism business, and responsible businesses look to 

sustainable solutions in their direct environment. 

Enter sustainability certifications and labels. Apukka Resort has two: Green Key 

and Sustainable Travel Finland (Apukka Resort d). But communicating the 

company’s sustainable development efforts is left at a few social media posts, 

one informational page on their website and the certification labels in the footer. 

While Arktikum draws audiences locally and nationally, it is a significant cultural 

attraction for international travellers to Rovaniemi, who make up 57% of total 

annual visitors that, according to Arktikum, rose to 134 470 in 2023. Therefore, 

Arktikum can be regarded as an operator in the tourism field – an aspect that is 

highlighted by the company’s marketing communications being executed both in 

Finnish and in English. This makes the aforementioned tourism business 

sustainability conundrum apply to Arktikum as well. Arktikum has completed two 

sustainability certifications and labels, EcoCompass and Sustainable Travel 

Finland. Communicating the efforts made to achieve the certifications has been 

left at a dedicated section of a page on the website, where the certification labels 

are also displayed. (Arktikum c.) 

Both case companies report a notable imbalance between the concrete efforts 

required to achieve sustainability certifications and reaping the rewards by 

communicating them to the public and engaging audiences through green 

marketing. Benchmarking other related Lapland organisations implies this is 

more a rule than an exception. On their website, Apukka Resort (d) has a page 

headlined “Sustainability” that contains information on their certifications and 

labels, on-site sustainable actions and policies as well as sustainability angles to 

their offered services. The content is commendable, but hard to find: the user 

must first navigate to “About”, then “Info”, under which lies the “Sustainability” 

page. If items in the main menu are considered level 1, the “Sustainability” page 

is on level 3 with tens of other pages. It can be argued that sustainability is hardly 

a selling point for Apukka Resort, although gaining both the Green Key and 

Sustainable Travel Finland labels took a full year and required a significant 

number of working hours. Communicating sustainability efforts on various 
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company outlets such as newsletters and social media are scarce or non-

existent. Arktikum reported that they had one employee working full-time for three 

months on the EcoCompass certification alone and acquiring the Sustainable 

Travel Finland label required its own significant efforts. Arktikum do not 

communicate their sustainability work through any of their online or social media 

channels, save for a two-paragraph section on the “Visit” page featured in the 

main menu of their website, describing the motivations for acquiring the two 

certifications. The “Sustainability” section lies at the bottom of the page and 

requires considerable scrolling by the user – something few of them do according 

to website analytics. 

Both case companies expressed frustration regarding communicating or 

branding their sustainability efforts, with reasons ranging from customer 

indifference to fears of being accused of greenwashing, and general uncertainty 

or lack of expertise in sustainability issues. When asked what the status of 

sustainability should be in their brand hierarchy, both companies replied that it 

belongs right at the top. Unprompted, both implied that sustainability issues 

should shine through at all levels of brand communications and be a “cross-

sectional brand theme”, to quote one informant. 

3.2 Case company sustainability certifications and labels 

Sustainable Travel Finland (STF) is a sustainable tourism development 

programme developed by Visit Finland (Visit Finland a), a state-funded 

organisation that promotes international travel to Finland (Visit Finland b). STF is 

a seven-step development programme aimed at domestic travel businesses and 

travel destinations, with regularly evolving criteria that urge businesses and 

destinations to constantly update their sustainable development efforts (Visit 

Finland a). The programme features the “triple bottom line” of sustainability as it 

addresses economic value, social and cultural impact, and environmental impact 

(Visit Finland c). 

To support the journey towards sustainability, taking part in the STF programme 

is aided by a guide to sustainable development. The aforementioned seven steps 

of the programme are commitment, building knowledge and skills, certification, 
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sustainability communications, measuring, devising a development plan, and 

applying for the STF label. For this thesis, particularly interesting stages are 

certification and sustainability communications. In the STF programme, 

certification requires the applicant organisation to have completed a prior 

sustainable travel certification such as Green Key or EcoCompass. (Visit Finland 

a.) Both case companies in this thesis have the STF label, and Apukka Resort 

has Green Key while Arktikum has EcoCompass as a prior certification. The STF 

programme encourages participants to execute their sustainability 

communications openly and transparently to international audiences, “completely 

eliminating greenwashing” (Visit Finland a). Also included in the STF materials is 

a collective 10-point sustainability principles manifest by tourism operators, with 

one point dedicated to communications, where communicating the challenges in 

sustainability efforts is encouraged along with the successes (Visit Finland e). 

Mart Veliste, an expert at the European Union funded interregional cooperation 

programme Interreg Europe, complements STF’s clever approach as the leading 

national industry sustainability label that manages to incorporate various 

sustainability certification schemes into one framework, leading the sustainability 

journey for Finnish travel businesses while simultaneously promoting economic 

advantages (Interreg Europe 2024). 

According to Visit Finland, research has shown that sustainable businesses 

present higher rates of customer satisfaction as well as a higher perceived level 

of quality. Visit Finland states that the most important sustainability indicators for 

travel service customers are water and energy efficiency, waste management, 

using local products and services, employing locals, preserving cultural heritage, 

and acknowledging local people. (Visit Finland c.) 

By December 2024, there were 487 companies that had successfully completed 

the STF programme, 147 of which were based in Lapland. 56 of those were 

based in Rovaniemi, two of which are Apukka Resort and Arktikum. (Visit Finland 

d.) A travel destination, for example Rovaniemi where both Apukka Resort and 

Arktikum lie, is required to have 51% of its partner companies labeled with STF 

to achieve the destination label (Visit Finland a). December 2024 had Rovaniemi 

at 53% (Visit Finland c). 



27 

 

Green Key is a certification awarded for environmental responsibility and 

sustainable operation in the tourism industry (Green Key a). Green Key was 

founded in Denmark in 1994, and since 2002 the international programme is run 

by the Foundation for Environmental Education (FEE), an environmental 

education organisation established in 1981 that has more than 100 member 

organisations in over 80 countries (Green Key b, Foundation for Environmental 

Education) and Green Key National Operators in more than 40 countries, 

including Finland (Green Key d). Green Key prides itself on its high standards 

and strict criteria, of which there are over 100 in 13 categories: staff involvement, 

environmental management, guest information, water, energy, washing and 

cleaning, food and beverage, waste, administration, indoor environment, green 

areas, green activities and corporate social responsibility (Green Key b). 

Once the applicant company provides documents as proof of compliance with the 

Green Key criteria, an on-site audit is conducted annually in the first two years 

and every third year thereafter. The decision of awarding the certification is made 

by a third party and is valid for a year with a requirement for annual renewal. 

(Green Key b.) By March 2024, more than 5 000 establishments spread over 

more than 60 countries held the Green Key certification (Green Key e). Green 

Key addresses all the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set by the 

United Nations in 2015 (Green Key d). 

Green Key follows the eight educational principles set by the FEE. They can be 

summed up to focus on motivating participant businesses to learn and internalise 

sustainable practices as well as critically evaluating sustainability information. 

Also, the principles aim at engaging businesses in constantly monitoring and 

developing their sustainability practices and sharing ideas with fellow certificate 

holders. One principle touches on communicating the experiences of participants’ 

sustainability work, encouraging certification holders to share inspirational stories 

of both their successes and failures, as well as their values. (Green Key a.) 

EcoCompass is an environmental management system (EMS) and a certification 

suitable for all industries. Owned by the Finnish Association for Nature 

Conservation, EcoCompass is a tool for managing environmental matters in all 

aspects of business and is tailored to fit the operations of each participating 



28 

 

organisation. EcoCompass provides participants with an online application for 

managing the system and its indicators. (Ekokompassi a.) The EcoCompass 

certification is awarded to the participant organisation after building the EMS and 

passing an audit by an independent third-party operator. The audit examines 

whether the organisation complies to the 10 criteria the EMS is built on. Many of 

the EcoCompass criteria are based on following national legislation, and some 

on keeping staff up to date with environmental sustainability knowledge and 

information, as well as following an organisational environmental development 

program. After receiving the certification, the organisation is required to annually 

report on implementing the environmental development program, and 

independent follow-up audits are conducted every three years, which is how long 

the certificate is valid upon passing each audit. (Ekokompassi b.) 

The EcoCompass EMS and certification have no mention of sustainability 

communications, but EcoCompass offers their expertise in the field as an 

additional service. The service is described as helping organisations highlight 

their sustainability efforts, communicating them, and producing sustainability-

related content on their website. The main target of EcoCompass sustainability 

communications is to make organisations’ operations transparent. (Ekokompassi 

c.) Arktikum’s EcoCompass EMS includes a section on sustainability 

communications that features pledges of regular sustainability-related 

communications and events, keeping stakeholders and customers up to date on 

sustainability efforts, favouring partners that engage in sustainable practices, 

highlighting eco-certified products in their restaurant and catering operations, and 

communicating openly and honestly on their website and social media channels. 

Plans also include compiling an annual calendar for sustainability 

communications and briefing staff on EcoCompass policies both face-to-face and 

through internal on-site and digital channels. (Arktikum d.) 
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4 RESEARCH PROCESS 

4.1 Thesis purpose, aim and research problem 

The purpose of this thesis research is to develop a framework for a productized 

sustainability communications and branding service that empowers Lapland 

travel businesses to effectively leverage their sustainability certifications for green 

marketing. 

The aim is to develop for Mainostoimisto Puisto a process aimed at businesses 

and organisations that have completed one or more sustainability certifications 

but are not reaping the potential marketing benefits. The businesses targeted by 

the service have shown sustainability initiative by completing a certification 

scheme and committing to premeditated steps towards sustainable operations by 

following a roadmap required for renewing the certificate. The sustainability 

communications – or lack thereof – can be determined through researching the 

operators’ online channels before approaching them with a proposal for green 

marketing services. 

The motivation for developing such a service comes from company owners and 

staff, as no equivalent exists in Puisto’s primary operating area, Finnish Lapland. 

Puisto, as a micro business, is motivated by the opportunity to attract more clients 

with a unique service that aligns with their values of supporting sustainability-

driven business. Puisto wants to help sustainability-driven businesses with their 

design, branding and marketing expertise, but also influence client company 

personnel to re-examine their actions at work and, subsequently, in their personal 

lives. 

Unfortunately, “saving the world” is rarely a good selling point. But the world is 

changing; according to a study by McKinsey & Company, brands of different sizes 

achieved growth making ESG-related claims – ESG stands for environmental, 

social, and governance (Frey, Bar Am, Doshi, Malik & Noble 2023). Also, 

companies that conduct corporate environmental activities achieve a higher 

advertising efficiency (Weinmayer et al. 2023, 21). These are important selling 

points for Puisto when pitching their new service for prospective clients. Hence, 

the research problem reads:  
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An increasing number of Lapland travel businesses are acquiring sustainability 

certifications, but struggle to effectively translate these efforts into engaging 

green marketing that resonates with target audiences and drives business 

growth. 

This thesis does not examine the detailed actions and efforts required by 

companies and organisations to achieve their sustainability certifications. 

Instead, by examining the global state of environmental sustainability 

communications in spring 2024, gaining knowledge and ideas from the two case 

companies and their experiences from sustainability communications, this thesis 

research identifies best practices and future trends that can be adapted to 

Lapland’s tourism industry. The analysis aims to contribute to the development 

of Puisto’s service offering, making sure it incorporates the most relevant and 

current approaches to green marketing, thereby maximizing the effectiveness of 

the service for Lapland travel businesses. The research questions are: 

• How can Mainostoimisto Puisto develop an adaptable green marketing 

service that identifies and implements the right strategies for diverse 

businesses? 

• What best practices and emerging trends in global sustainability 

communications can be adapted to help Lapland travel businesses 

effectively brand and communicate their sustainability efforts to their target 

audiences? 

4.2 Research approach 

The motivation for Mainostoimisto Puisto to develop a green marketing service is 

rooted in promoting company values and attracting new business. In addition, the 

company wants to enhance its profile among competitors by bringing a new 

service to the market. Hence, the chosen research approach for this thesis is 

innovation research. As Moilanen, Ojasalo, and Ritalahti (2022, 64) put it: 

“Innovations are sources of creativity, renewal, economic growth, 

competitiveness, and well-being. They can change the world.” The innovation 

research process of this thesis focused on service innovation due to the nature 

of the desired outcome. Service innovation has largely been seen as a useful way 
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for organisational differentiation and growth (Heinonen & Strandvik 2020, 102), 

while it also helps companies launch new products and services as well as 

increase their demand and profitability (Moilanen et al. 2022, 107). Services tend 

to be tailored products – demonstrated in this thesis research by the differing 

needs of the two case companies – to which more traditional product-based 

innovation measurements are not suitable (Durst, Mention & Poutanen 2015, 66). 

For Puisto, designing for the end customer, or consumer, has always been 

central, and Moilanen et al. (2022, 64) also point out that “the customer is the 

most important motivator for innovations”. 

Researchers have defined innovation as introducing a new method, idea or 

device, or simply introducing something new (Gopalakrishnan & Damanpour 

1997, 16). As sustainability branding and communications plans already exist, 

accomplishing an innovation in the field required idea generation to develop 

something that wasn’t already there. The research and idea generation process 

aimed at creating a service that could be implemented as part of Puisto’s 

business operations as soon as the thesis research and service development 

work was completed. A micro business, Puisto is agile to quickly adapt and 

commercialise the end product. An idea becomes an innovation only when it is 

commercialised or implemented in some way (Moilanen et al. 2022, 107). Kahn 

(2018, 453–455), debunks the belief that innovation needs to be a radical step 

forward and continues to explain that product and service innovation include 

taking current offerings to new markets and new uses. Li (2018, 56) also mentions 

that “localization is innovation based on imitation”. Hence the innovation process 

in this thesis would not stray away from adapting suitable sustainability branding 

and communications practices to the Lapland travel industry, while also aiming 

to create new ones. 

4.3 Methods for conducting the thesis research 

The methods chosen for carrying out the thesis research are qualitative: semi-

structured interviews, theme interviews, benchmarking, ideation workshops with 

case companies, and prototyping workshops with Puisto staff. 
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The semi-structured interviews were conducted for gaining background 

information on the sustainability certification processes at the case companies. 

The goal was to understand the efforts required by a company’s employees for 

completing sustainability certification. The semi-structured interview suited the 

purpose, since open-ended questions create space for the informants to recap 

their experiences, providing rich and even provocative data as well as a narrative 

to use as a foundation for more rigid questions (Galletta 2013, 47). The interviews 

were designed to be conversational, as prior knowledge allowed planning the 

content of the questions to touch on both the informants’ personal experiences in 

acquiring the sustainability certifications and more theory-driven questions 

(Galletta 2013, 46). Due to its flexible nature, the semi-structured interview allows 

for adapting the main structure and themes to the different informants while 

maintaining control of the course of the interview (Ruslin, Mashuri, Rasak, 

Alhabsyi & Syam 2022, 22). 

The theme interviews were conducted for gathering information on the state of 

sustainability communications at the case companies upon commencing the 

service development work. Like the semi-structured interview, the theme 

interview is neither structured nor unstructured, but it does not require 

predetermined questions rather than a list of themes to go through (Eskola, Lätti 

& Vastamäki 2018, 29-30). Another similarity to the semi-structured interview is 

the space given to the respondents’ personal narratives, with a focus on 

interaction and a safe environment when conducting the interviews (Palonen & 

Kylmä 2022, 281). The theme interview was chosen because it is a fitting method 

when the subject under research is somewhat familiar and enables recognising 

themes relevant for the interview (Palonen & Kylmä 2022, 285). Previous 

research had been done on company websites, relevant sustainability 

certification websites and informal conversations with case company 

representatives. The theme interviews allowed the informants to recount their 

experiences unhinged and thus gain data that reflects their true thinking (Eskola 

& Suoranta 1998, 65). The semi-structured and theme interviews made up the 

first stage of the service development, as the following stages required 

background information on the case companies’ sustainability efforts. 
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The benchmarking phase was planned to focus on relevant sustainability 

communications plans that could point the case companies in their right 

directions. Benchmarking is an ideal method for knowing where and how others 

in one’s chosen field are operating. It is a process of finding the knowledge of 

others and learning from their experiences and results to develop new and fresh 

ideas (Lankford 2002, 57). Kozak (2004, 5) states that the many definitions of 

benchmarking by authors and organisations essentially reach the same 

conclusion that a benchmark is a standard that serves as something others can 

compare themselves to, and that the benchmarking practice is a continuous 

process of measuring one’s own against top competitors to find the best practices 

for reaching superior performance. Although benchmarking might still be seen as 

imitation by some, Dattakumar and Jagadeesh (2003, 176) refer to Thompson 

and Cox (1997) in stating that it’s “a concept that helps in innovation rather than 

imitation”. For this thesis research, it was a necessary method for delving into 

existing sustainability communications plans and guidelines to know what has 

already been done and what could still be improved on. Benchmarking is also 

motivational as it feeds curiosity and provides a lane for continuous learning. It 

helps finding best practices and discovering alternative ways of doing things, as 

well as fostering a collective developmental spirit that was central in this thesis 

research. (Niinikoski 2005, 7–12.) There are many types of benchmarking 

procedures, some of which include internal, external, competitive, and functional 

benchmarking. This thesis research applies best practice benchmarking, a type 

that is called the most powerful of them all. It focuses on a four-phase cycle that 

answers key questions: Planning – what to benchmark; Data collection – who is 

the best; Data analysis – how do they do it; Adaptation – how are we going to do 

it? (Jetmarová 2011, 77–80.) 

The ideation and prototyping workshops had to be designed with the case 

companies’ status quo in mind, but with an objective for discovering the elements 

of something new while also mapping the service development process for 

Mainostoimisto Puisto. The workshops were planned to involve the thesis 

commissioner and both case companies in collaborative ideation that builds on 

the findings of the interviews and benchmarking phases. For the ideation 

methods, design thinking was applied to support intelligent innovation and 
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change (Curedale 2016, 48). Design thinking is creative problem solving, and 

Puisto, a creative agency, should foster environments that reflect and reinforce 

adaptability and continuous innovation (Brown 2009, 32) both internally and when 

working with client companies – something the ideation workshops do by design. 

Design thinking is used for both service development and improvement as well 

as improving the innovation process (Curedale 2016, 54). The design thinking 

process involves five phases which Ling (2015, 29) describes as follows: 

1. Emphatize – understand your customers or users. 

2. Define – define clear project / business objectives. 

3. Ideate – explore ideas and solutions. 

4. Prototype – build and visualize ideas and solutions. 

5. Test – review and decide. 

Naturally, the ideation workshops drew methods from the Ideate phase, as the 

Emphatize and Define phases were addressed in interview discussions with the 

case companies. Puisto’s internal workshops were to focus on the Prototype 

phase, and the Test phase would be left outside the scope of this thesis research, 

although executed with the case companies as soon as the concrete service 

materials were completed. 

Central to design thinking are the concepts of divergent and convergent thinking. 

Divergent thinking refers to creating choice, or coming up with many ideas, while 

convergent thinking is about making choices and deciding among existing 

alternatives (Brown 2009, 66–67). While both divergent and convergent thinking 

are often applied throughout the phases, Ling (2015, 32) defines the Emphatize 

phase as applying divergent thinking that leads to convergent thinking in the 

following Define phase. Divergent thinking again characterises the Ideate phase 

– in this research the ideation workshops with the case companies – while 

convergent thinking returns in the Prototype and Test phases, in this case 

Puisto’s internal workshops, where the multitude of ideas created in the previous 

Ideate phase were narrowed down to possible solutions (Ling 2015, 32). 
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4.4 Epistemology and ontology 

Schraw (2013, 2–3) provides definitions of epistemology and ontology, as well as 

related concepts collected from several scholars’ research. According to Shraw, 

epistemology is “the study of knowledge and beliefs about knowledge”. 

Epistemological beliefs, in turn, are particular beliefs about aspects of knowledge, 

and are part of a broader epistemology – something the author refers to as “origin 

of knowledge”. Epistemological world views are beliefs or theory about 

knowledge, its acquisition, and its justification. In turn, Schraw’s definition of 

ontology is “the study of the nature of reality and being”. Ontological beliefs are 

specific beliefs about aspects of reality, and ontological world views are beliefs 

or theory about reality or being, for example social constructivism. 

This thesis research is executed using qualitative methods and case companies. 

As the case companies both have their agendas in participating in the work – 

furthering their own public image by sustainability communications – a 

constructivist view on carrying out the research was plausible. Constructivism is 

based on the belief that all people have agency, and their actions are guided by 

subjective meaning, which in this research can be the interview responses and 

ideation workshop input, for example. (Morris 2009, 210.) 

The knowledge in this work is not only passively received but actively constructed 

(Ben-Ari 2001, 45), representing a constructivist epistemology; the innovation 

process’ qualitative methods involved social processes between the case 

companies, the researcher, and Puisto representatives in the interviews and 

workshops phases. Also, the researcher’s own perspectives and interpretations 

influence research findings and thesis research outcome. Ontologically, the 

innovation process is not a technical invention or discovery rather than a social 

process of creating meaning and continuously constructing reality. Constructivist 

ontology views reality as something that is not fixed or objective, but a reflection 

of personal perspectives, experiences, and interactions, and is constantly 

reconstructed. (Shrestha & Sharma 2024, 38.) 

As per constructivist epistemology, knowledge is contextual and situated, 

meaning it is relative to the people and social context involved, and might not 
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directly translate to other environments. In this research, however, the 

representatives of the case companies and Mainostoimisto Puisto can be 

regarded as typical of the travel industry as well as the design and advertising 

industry in Lapland, and therefore the results can provide valuable knowledge to 

the practices of meaning-making, social construction and social action involved 

in the innovation process of this thesis. (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl & Vaara 2010, 

63–64.) A constructivist ontological stance in qualitative research acknowledges 

that there can be multiple socially constructed realities and, hence, many different 

interpretations of what innovation is and what it can do. Like reality from a 

constructivist ontological perspective, the perception of innovation is an evolving 

process, as it is adapted and reinterpreted within diverse social contexts. (Moroi 

2021, 128–129.) 

In this research, constructivist ontology and epistemology support and strengthen 

one another. The constructivist ontology implies that innovation is a socially 

constructed reality, and the constructivist epistemology suggests that the 

knowledge on innovation is likewise socially constructed. These unifying 

perspectives support the chosen qualitative methods as tools for understanding 

the subjective and social processes that form the reality of innovation. 

4.5 Process stages 

The research process started in November 2023 with an initial idea of trying to 

figure out how sustainability, communications, and branding could be developed 

and packaged into a functioning product or service for a design and advertising 

agency. Discussions with Mainostoimisto Puisto owners about company 

direction, potential client needs and realistic goals for the thesis research led to 

deciding on the research direction. The question of involving case companies 

quickly arose, and the alternative of developing the idea further seemed nigh 

impossible without the interaction with and feedback from case companies. It was 

decided that two case companies was the ideal number and they should ideally 

come from existing Mainostoimisto Puisto client base. In January 2024, the first 

five potential case companies were contacted via email, and both Apukka Resort 

and Arktikum replied within 10 minutes, indicating keen interest in taking part and, 
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unprompted, expressing their frustration on not knowing how to approach 

sustainability communications and thus resorting to greenhushing. 

The astonishingly quick and painless process of acquiring the two case 

companies, both financially significant clients in the Puisto portfolio, installed 

confidence in the researcher and the chosen development direction by 

discovering concrete needs. Soon after, interviews and ideation workshops with 

the case companies were booked for February and March 2024, providing further 

motivation for the then-ongoing phase of building the knowledge base. The semi-

structured and theme interviews provided key insights and angles for the 

benchmarking stage and designing the ideation workshops. The ideation 

workshops were encouraging as they received positive feedback from the case 

companies and further solidified the potential of the service development through 

face-to-face interaction about the difficulty of turning the organisations’ 

considerable sustainability efforts to engaging green marketing. The research 

results were processed April through June 2024, and preliminary prototyping 

workshop sessions at Mainostoimisto Puisto were held where relevant for 

determining the direction of the service development. July and early August 2024 

were reserved for summer holidays and time off the thesis research. 

In late August 2024, processing the research results and preliminary prototyping 

workshops results was continued and developing the concrete green marketing 

service finally started. November and December 2024, as well as January and 

February 2025, were spent on further research and designing the concrete 

service materials with regular prototyping workshop meetings at Mainostoimisto 

Puisto as schedules permitted. March 2025 saw the first versions of the green 

marketing service materials take shape, concluding the scope of this thesis 

research for Mainostoimisto Puisto. Next steps at the company would involve 

testing the service in practice with the case companies and collecting feedback, 

followed by designing the launch and marketing of the service to potential clients 

with sustainability certifications. The “Don’t Use the S-word” green marketing 

service marks the first ever internally productized service at Mainostoimisto 

Puisto since its inception in 2008. The main stages of the thesis research process 

are summarized in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. The research and development process in a nutshell. 
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5 RESEARCH RESULTS 

5.1 Semi-structured and theme interviews 

The results of both the semi-structured and theme interviews conducted with the 

two case companies were analysed using thematic analysis. This qualitative 

method is commonly used for identifying patterns or themes within the collected 

data to reduce the data in a flexible way (Castleberry & Nolen 2018, 808). 

Thematic analysis emerged as a suitable choice for organising the interview 

transcriptions into themes when designing the ideation workshops for case 

companies. 

The interview data was first reduced from the entirety that included topics 

irrelevant to this thesis – mostly touched on in the conversational flow of the 

theme interviews – to relevant material. The next phase was open coding, where 

themes were arranged to categories that represented concepts occurring in the 

data. Due to the limited volume of the material – both interviews only had two 

respondent groups, the case company representatives – no special coding 

software was needed, and all transcriptions were grouped together simply in 

Microsoft Word. The interview topics were quite strictly restricted to sustainability 

certification efforts and sustainability communications (or lack thereof) at case 

companies, with themes revolving around few issues, making the coding less 

laborious. Two iterations of colour coding were done for the interview data until 

14 key points were reached and divided into three categories – acquiring 

certifications, consumer interest, and sustainability communications – under the 

sustainability certification communications theme. Next phases included 

establishing relationships and patterns within the 14 key points to summarize the 

findings from the case company interviews. The results were condensed to bullet 

points under the three categories to provide both data and inspiration for 

developing the case company ideation workshops using design thinking 

methods. (Baralt 2012, 229–234.) Figure 2 shows the final summary of interview 

results.
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Figure 2. Interview results summary to guide case company ideation workshops 

planning. 

5.2 Benchmarking 

The benchmarking process included delving into the sustainability 

communications guidelines, strategies, and plans of 21 companies, organisations 

and educational institutions worldwide. While one was clearly above others, 

common themes arose from nearly all samples, and they were compiled into a 

10-point list (Figure 3) for additional food for thought for the internal prototyping 

workshops at Puisto. 



41 

 

 

Figure 3. 10-point list shows common themes from 21 benchmarking sources. 

The most convincing guide of all the benchmarked materials was Effective 

Sustainability Communications – a Best Practice Guide to Brands & Marketers 
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by the NYU Stern Center for Sustainable Business (CSB) and Edelman, 

published in June 2023. The research report was a result of the NYU Stern CSB 

and communications company Edelman partnering with “nine iconic consumer 

brands” across different industries and conducting a literature review for concrete 

insights into sustainability communications (NYU Stern CSB & Edelman 2023, 4). 

The methodology featured an online study for a sample of the general population 

of the USA, where respondents were asked to evaluate 30–35 claims related to 

the brands in question (NYU Stern CSB & Edelman 2023, 5). Key findings 

revolved around what consumers cared and did not care about. According to the 

study, consumers cared most about themselves and their families, especially on 

issues concerning health and money. Second came local farmers and producers, 

placing regard for children and future generations third. Animal health appeared 

fourth on the list, with sustainable sourcing and local sourcing ranking fifth and 

sixth, respectively. (NYU Stern CSB & Edelman 2023, 13–20, 22–28.) 

To summarize the consumer findings of the study, it can be argued that people 

care first and foremost about the welfare of themselves and their close ones, 

followed by other people and animals. This would hint at favouring emotional 

angles in communications, as technical and scientific claims did not resonate well 

with consumers, save for Generation Z that stood for the only demographic 

exception in responding well to scientific claims. There were no other 

demographic exceptions in the study, as all age groups seemed to respond rather 

similarly to sustainability claims. 

According to the Effective Sustainability Communications guide, sustainability 

claims expand brand reach by 24–33% by bringing in new consumers. The guide 

also presents best practices for execution. Key takeaways from the perspective 

of this thesis research include that sustainability is a supporting claim to core 

performance claims. Claims that communicate the function of the product – 

“tastes good” or “performs well” – are most important to consumers. Sustainability 

claims benefit the marketing of the product when coupled with performance 

claims: “100% sustainably farmed for great taste”. (NYU Stern CSB & Edelman 

2023, 8–11.) Sustainability claims should also be presented from human and 

health benefits angles where applicable: “Made without chemicals harmful to 

human health” and “good for the planet and future generations”. Likewise, animal 
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health should be presented when relevant: “no animal testing,” “cruelty-free”. 

Monetary benefits also resonate well: “longer life,” “less waste,” “lower energy 

bills”. Scientific aspects are easier to understand when linked to reasons to care: 

“carbon neutral to reduce the impact of climate change”. Also, quantifying 

scientific aspects have greater impact as it helps people understand the scale of 

things: “using one million tons of ocean-recovered plastic bottles”. Finally, people 

do not find sustainability certifications interesting per se, but certifications build 

trust and guard against greenwashing: “100% sustainably sourced and certified 

by the Rainforest Alliance”. (NYU Stern CSB & Edelman 2023, 38–41.) 

Before going into the internal prototyping workshops at Puisto, the benchmarking 

phase presented valuable building blocks for developing a green marketing 

service. Considering the nature of the case companies as well as Puisto’s main 

operating area, Finnish Lapland with its plethora of travel businesses offering 

nature-related holiday experiences as well as businesses in various fields that 

must consider the natural environment of their homestead, the points that 

emphasize human and animal aspects over cold scientific data were especially 

relevant. Benchmarking the plans and guidelines provided key insights to the 

nature of sustainability communications and its connection to journalistic 

approaches, where global and local phenomena are often presented through 

individuals to help the reader understand the effects on regular people. 

For businesses, acquiring sustainability certification is only the beginning of 

sustainability work and leveraging certifications into marketing assets is a key 

selling point for Mainostoimisto Puisto upon the completion of the green 

marketing service. As the NYU Stern CSB and Edelman study presents, people 

care first and foremost about themselves and the people around them but can 

empathise with people they don’t know. An interesting point for sustainability 

communications here is that people don’t understand what saving X amount of 

water or minimising food waste means in everyday life – these facts need to be 

communicated through their effects on people and the environment, for example 

“we save a local pond’s worth of water every year” or “reducing food waste 

annually saves us the ingredients that feed a family of four for six months”, or 

something of a similar nature. Also, people are very sceptical about sustainability 

claims due to countless public accounts of greenwashing, which is why claims 
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must be substantiated with facts presented in an understandable way. “Reducing 

carbon emissions by amount X” means nothing to people, but “we’ve turned down 

our indoor heating by one degree to reduce our carbon footprint – we’re still 

comfortable and the footprint is down 10%” gives people an idea of the concrete 

actions of a business and its effect on people and the planet. 

In their interview replies, both case companies expressed their inclination to 

greenhushing, stating they were so afraid of being called out for greenwashing 

that they’d rather not say anything, even though both have two sustainability 

labels. Challenges and mistakes of sustainability work should be openly 

communicated to encourage audience feedback and interaction, building trust 

and engaging with stakeholders in the process. This way the message becomes 

“we’re in this together and we need everyone to right the ship on its course”. 

Sustainable solutions should never come at the expense of functionality, as 

people want products that perform, food that tastes good, and services that make 

their life easier. From an individual’s perspective, sustainability is secondary, but 

if it comes as an additional feature to functionality, it is something to favour and 

broadens the potential customer base for the business in question. People want 

to do good, but not reduce their quality of life while doing it. Sustainability is often 

a good business decision as consuming less is cheaper; consequently, if it is a 

business strategy, it should be the marketing strategy and brand strategy as well. 

As both case companies stated in the interviews, sustainability should be an 

omnipresent brand factor. It should be incorporated in the brand in a fashion that 

considers all above learnings, and without saying the S-word – frankly, people 

are tired of hearing “sustainability” in marketing communications, since it can 

mean a plethora of things. Sustainability communications should always be 

company and brand specific, and based on real, concrete actions that help steer 

clear of using the S-word. Five central guidelines from Effective Sustainability 

Communications – a Best Practice Guide to Brands & Marketers are presented 

in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. List displays central points from the Effective Sustainability 

Communications – a Best Practice Guide to Brands & Marketers by the NYU 

Stern Center for Sustainable Business (CSB) and Edelman. 

5.3 Ideation workshops with case companies 

The ideation workshops with case companies were designed to encourage 

creative thinking and inspire the flow of ideas through design thinking methods. 

The workshop materials and methods were identical for both case companies – 

a Miro board designed beforehand using design thinking tools. The sessions 

opened with a welcoming speech and a check-in round to ensure all participants 

felt comfortable and experienced the atmosphere as open, safe, and non-

judgmental. The concepts of divergent and convergent thinking were explained: 

the ideation workshops were to focus on divergent thinking, creating choice and 
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volume, while the internal prototyping workshops at Mainostoimisto Puisto would 

later focus on crystallising that volume into key ideas through convergent thinking. 

Next, workshop rules were presented: we have no agenda, we keep an open 

mind, there are no bad ideas, there is no need to stress, and finally, have fun and 

let your ideas flow. 

The ideation was opened with a five-minute warm-up through Dream World 

Thinking, an exercise that encouraged participants’ out-of-the-box thinking 

through guiding questions “What would your sustainability communications be 

like if there were no limitations?”, and “What type of impact would those 

communications make?” Next, the participants were asked to spend five minutes 

describing their typical customer to remind who sustainability communications 

were ultimately aimed at, followed by five minutes of listing the company’s 

customer touchpoints to discuss all the potential interfaces for sustainability 

communications. Another five minutes were spent on the Customer Problem 

Statement, a five-box grid that helped the group formulate the company’s main 

sustainability communications challenge from a customer point of view. 

The customer problem was then used as a basis for Reverse Brainstorming, 

where the problem was reversed to urge the group to think of things that could 

make the problem worse instead of searching for solutions. Results yielded many 

bad ideas that were discussed and, in turn, reversed into positive solutions to the 

original problem. The solution ideas were again discussed and rated – each 

participant had three votes – to find the top two ideas for the next stage. 

The 20-minute How Might We? Brainwriting exercise took the two chosen ideas 

and turned them into questions, for example “How might we inform customers 

why sustainability issues matter to us?” Under each question lie a 5x5 grid of 

coloured blank post-it notes, where each participant follows their assigned colour. 

Everyone writes down their initial idea in two minutes and moves down the grid 

to elaborate on someone else’s idea for two minutes. The steps continue until all 

participants have contributed to each initial idea and the grid is completed. The 

two questions produced a total of 10 ideas, all with contributions from each 

participant. 
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After a rather demanding 20 minutes, a five-minute interphase of discussing the 

company’s main internal sustainability communications problem took place. The 

problem that emerged was then taken to initialize the final phase of the workshop, 

the Lotus Flower, a method used for generating and refining ideas. First, the initial 

problem is placed inside a circle in the centre of the flower with four petals around 

it. Inside each petal, participants generate an idea around the theme in the circle, 

and upon completing the first flower, pick the best idea from the four petals and 

place it inside the circle of the next lotus flower. After three completed lotus 

flowers, the final refined idea is placed on an idea card with explanatory bullet 

points and illustrations ready to be introduced to the other participants. When 

everyone has presented their idea to the group, each participant gives a vote to 

three of their favourite ideas. 

Workshops for both case companies took around two and a half hours each and 

were carried out in a supportive and conversational manner. Immediate feedback 

after both was positive, highlighting the detailed planning of the phases and the 

comprehensible instructions before entering each phase. The results for each 

case company were compiled from the Miro board to a list on Microsoft Word and 

arranged by workshop phase as well as the theme of the result or idea. As with 

the interviews, themes were colour coded and analysed using thematic analysis. 

In the Dream World Thinking phase, where companies were asked what their 

sustainability communications would be like if they could decide without 

limitations, both saw themselves as forerunners of sustainability who 

communicate their actions openly, innovatively and engagingly. Both also 

envisioned a holistic approach with all staff members committing to sustainable 

action and communications, as well as involving their customers and other 

stakeholders in a dialogue where sustainability information and tips are 

exchanged both ways. Likewise, both saw the need for their grassroots 

sustainable actions to be holistic, thus easing the communications efforts both 

on-site and online – you simply need to tell people what you do, why and how. 

The Reverse Brainstorming and How Might We? Brainwriting phases produced, 

understandably, differing results between the two companies as both came up 

with ideas related to their specific field of business and operational surroundings. 
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The Reverse Brainstorming phase was preceded by the Customer Problem 

Statement, where each company’s main sustainability communications challenge 

from a customer point of view was discussed collectively. Apukka Resort’s 

problem was their guests’ lack of interest towards the company’s sustainability 

efforts, with some even complaining that the resort’s 20-minute limit for hot 

showers was making their holiday experience miserable. Central to Apukka 

Resort’s business is adventure, and many ideas revolved around extending the 

brand theme to sustainability issues to boost customer interest. Ideas included 

gamifying sustainability issues on-site at the resort as well as extending 

information sharing to most if not all brand touchpoints in a 360-degree fashion, 

including a social media post series and a video series, on-site customer 

interaction and tour guides’ verbal information to guests, and illustrating 

environmental change through local evidence inside the resort buildings. The 

Arktikum building, in turn, is home to the Arctic Centre, a University of Lapland 

research centre that conducts research on the Arctic area from various 

perspectives, including climate change. In the interviews and the ideation 

workshop Arktikum repeatedly lamented the lack of communication and 

cooperation between them and the Arctic Centre, as Arktikum would be the most 

suitable outlet for popularising the sustainability data produced by the Arctic 

Centre. Thus, their Customer Problem Statement was formed around wasting 

their premium potential for sustainability communications. Solution ideas 

revolved around mending the lack of cooperation and starting a significant project 

involving Arktikum and the Arctic Centre in popularizing sustainable development 

information in Arktikum and presenting world-class sustainability research data 

to the public in an interesting, understandable, and accessible way. Ideas 

stretched to seeking funding, looking for cooperation opportunities with local 

schools for sustainability education, and ”making science cool”, as well as 

involving high-profile persons to amplify the messages and promote the project. 

Prior to entering the final workshop phase, the Lotus Flower, where participants 

would ideate concrete solutions to their sustainability communications, both 

companies formulated their main internal sustainability communications problem. 

For Apukka Resort, it read “We need a sustainability ambassador”, and solutions 

included making an internal hire for a sustainability ambassador, having an 
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internal ambassador with a rotating partner so all staff members would get an 

introduction to communicating sustainability for creating a holistic approach to the 

subject inside the company, and involving the tens of social media influencers 

that visit the resort annually in promoting Apukka’s sustainability efforts. 

Arktikum’s internal sustainability communications problem remained in the 

previous subject matter with “We must claim our place as sustainability leader”, 

with solutions reiterating the importance of collaboration with the Arctic Centre, 

innovative on-site presentation of sustainability data, and applying for funding for 

a project of significant scale. Interestingly, both companies were in favour of 

creating an AI agent trained with their own sustainability efforts, data, and brand 

information. Ideation workshop results are summarized in Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5. Ideation workshop results summary to guide the planning of internal 

prototyping workshops at Mainostoimisto Puisto. 
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5.4 Prototyping workshops at Mainostoimisto Puisto 

Prototyping the green marketing service at Mainostoimisto Puisto started with a 

planning session featuring the author of this thesis and the two partners that own 

the company. The first session focused on presenting the findings of the research 

process so far for the two partners: knowledge base, interviews, benchmarking, 

and ideation workshops with case companies. As Puisto is a customer-oriented 

business by nature, discussing the prototyping started with case company 

expressions on their fundamental problems concerning sustainability 

communications to determine the type of solutions that Puisto should consider 

offering their clients. The solution ideas presented by the case companies were 

also investigated enthusiastically. Summaries from the benchmarking phase 

were discussed and reflected against the findings of the interviews and 

knowledge base. 

Different options for proceeding with the prototyping phase were discussed. The 

need for simultaneously developing the internal process at Puisto while also 

offering clients a relevant and beneficial service led to deciding that a service 

blueprint would be the most suitable way to visualize both internal and external 

processes regarding the service. A service blueprint would also help in mapping 

the materials Puisto would need to produce for future client workshops, 

presenting the results, and providing the clients with concrete plans for 

sustainability communications and branding. According to the Interaction Design 

Foundation (2016), a blueprint for a new service allows creating service 

prototypes and assists with service design and the broader concept of brand 

management. Although focused on design, Puisto ultimately aims at guiding 

brand management at client companies. 

As for the innovation part of this thesis, it was decided that adapting and adjusting 

the benchmarked sustainability communications practices to the geographical 

area of Lapland and specifically the tourism industry would be a sensible 

developmental step and set up a learning process with the first few customerships 

for refining the service in the long run. In plain terms, we did not want to bite off 

more than we could chew at this stage. Focusing on the Lapland tourism industry 

would also give Puisto a limited number of sustainability certifications to master 
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and thus ease the introduction of the new service. As mentioned earlier, product 

and service innovation include taking current offerings to new markets and new 

uses (Kahn 2018, 453–455). 

Based on the discussions in the planning session, a first draft of the service 

blueprint was created by the author for the first internal prototyping workshop. A 

blueprint template was readily available in Miro, the application used for the 

development process, and the template needed only slight modification to suit 

the task requirements. The template’s five horizontal columns listed the actions 

required by involved parties: support processes, back of stage interactions, front 

of stage interactions, client actions, and physical evidence for client. The vertical 

columns featured the 11-stage process from client acquisition and setting 

meetings to running workshops and delivering the final sustainability 

communications plan or branding workshop results. More than 40 steps were 

mapped in the first prototyping workshop, accompanied by eight points in the 

process where Puisto’s efforts for producing materials were identified. 

For the second prototyping workshop, a refined version of the service blueprint 

was presented to the two Puisto partners. In between the two prototyping 

workshops, the summer holidays had allowed for two months of time off the 

development project, and the whole team could approach the subject at hand 

with rested brains and fresh sets of eyes. The service blueprint needed only few 

minor tweaks which were discussed and implemented on the spot. After agreeing 

on the nature of the service presented in the blueprint, focus was shifted on 

practical implementation and garnering interest from potential clients. 

The primary question revolved around how to present the service to potential 

clients, and discussing alternatives quickly led to decisions. The service would be 

offered in three packages, or stages, and clients could opt for purchasing Stage 

1 only, Stages 1 and 2, or Stages 1–3. Stage 1 would be a sustainability 

communications presentation that includes discussion on the client company’s 

acquired sustainability certifications and the efforts required, as well as insight 

into the nature of sustainability communications and some practical tips based on 

this thesis research. Stage 1 plays the role of an attraction service, designed to 

give the client an overview of sustainability communications and practical 
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execution tips. The client can then decide whether they received the information 

they were looking for or if they want to proceed to the next stage. Stage 2 would 

involve designing a sustainability communications plan tailored to the client’s 

specific needs. The sustainability communications plan would draw from the 

research findings presented in Stage 1 as well as interactions with client company 

staff to understand their audiences and ideal brand messaging from a 

sustainability angle. Again, the client can evaluate whether a sustainability 

communications plan is enough for them or if they want to further incorporate 

sustainability into their brand and operations. Stage 3 would feature a 

sustainability branding workshop, where the client’s current brand, values, 

stakeholders and sustainability efforts would be re-examined, and consequently 

realigned into a new brand with sustainability incorporated. The procedure of 

designing each stage of the service was agreed to involve the author drafting 

versions based on his research and presenting them at regular meetings with the 

two Puisto partners for collective evaluation from a business and internal process 

perspective. 

As for producing the concrete service materials, Stage 1, the attraction service, 

is a conversational presentation (Appendix 1) that delves briefly into the state of 

the client’s sustainability work as well as their acquired certifications, followed by 

examples of their sustainability communications (or lack thereof) to spark 

conversation on the status of sustainability and attitudes towards it inside the 

organisation. Next, Stage 1 draws from the benchmarking phase of this thesis 

research and presents a summary of consumer views on sustainability 

communications, the 10 key takeaways for sustainability communications 

presented earlier in Figure 3, and nine key points presented by researchers in 

Effective Sustainability Communications – a Best Practice Guide to Brands & 

Marketers. Stage 1 ends with three key takeaways of the presentation: Act first, 

communicate second; Be open, transparent and sincere; Remember people and 

animals. The final slide of the presentation encourages questions, feedback and 

discussion from the audience. 

Stage 2 features creating a sustainability communications plan based on clients’ 

individual needs. It was collectively decided that a specific template was not the 

best approach for this phase, as Mainostoimisto Puisto’s previous experience has 
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shown that clients’ communications requirements vary significantly based on their 

line of business, organisation size, target audiences and their number of 

communications channels. As communications plans require a great deal of 

individual tailoring, and Mainostoimisto Puisto has existing templates ranging 

from service blueprint grids to monthly marketing clocks and annual 

communications calendars, updating them when applicable would be the most 

efficient way to approach executing Stage 2 for clients. However, An AI prompt 

template was created, featuring sustainability communications guidelines, green 

marketing instructions and an EU Green Claims checklist to assist in designing 

future sustainability communications plans. 

Stage 3 is the most in-depth phase of the service, where a client organisation’s 

brand is designed or redesigned to incorporate sustainability. Stage 3 is a 

branding workshop with Mainostoimisto Puisto and a client, and each workshop 

will be tailored to clients’ requirements. Therefore, what was produced at this 

stage is a sustainability branding workshop template (Appendix 2) that is easily 

modified to suit a diverse range of clients. Each workshop begins with an 

introduction into why sustainability is an increasingly important factor globally and 

how it affects people and businesses, followed by an explanation of what 

sustainability branding is. The plan is to have the workshop session by open fire, 

for example in a typical Lapland-style kota hut. This because a change of 

environment from a standard office will likely have a positive impact on 

approaching the subject as well as dropping hierarchical roles participants may 

have. Also, the etymology of the word “brand” stems from fire and burning; Bastos 

and Levy (2012, 351) give examples of branding connected to fire from ancient 

history to the 20th century, and the word “brand” itself means “fire” or “burning” in 

modern German and Swedish, for example. One historical use of branding 

through burning is cattle branding. The element of fire is also inherent to Lapland 

and basic-level wilderness survival skills that many visitors to the area encounter 

in one form or another. After the introductory phase, a deeper look into branding 

is presented via various visual tools to prepare the participants to discuss their 

organisation’s future brand via brand archetypes, brand personality features, 

brand positioning in relation to competitors, organisational values, and desired 

brand image. Next, the organisation’s stakeholders are discussed followed by a 
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briefing of the “nature as stakeholder” paradigm and a proposition to officially 

include it in the organisation’s documents. The sustainability section of the 

workshop addresses efforts made by the organisation, discussion on acquiring 

and updating certifications, as well as sustainability as a business strategy. 

Finally, the organisation’s sustainability vision is discussed; what are their goals, 

why do their sustainability efforts interest and benefit customers and 

stakeholders, and what parties might be worthy of contacting in teaming up for 

sustainability efforts and communications. Before closing the workshop, next 

steps like presenting the workshop summary and drafting a schedule for new 

brand applications are to be discussed collectively. Shaping the green marketing 

service in Mainostoimisto Puisto prototyping workshops is summarized in Figure 

6. 
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Figure 6. Prototyping workshops in Mainostoimisto Puisto resulted in the shaping 

of the green marketing service. 
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6 DISCUSSION 

6.1 Key findings and interpretation 

The main research problem addressed in this thesis research is that Lapland 

travel businesses that have acquired sustainability certifications struggle to 

translate their efforts into engaging green marketing that resonates with their 

target audiences and drives sustainable business growth. The thesis research 

aimed to create a framework for a green marketing service offering sustainability 

communications and branding that empower travel businesses to effectively 

leverage their sustainability certifications. 

The thesis research found a significant imbalance between the efforts required to 

achieve sustainability certifications and the subsequent marketing 

communications of the invested efforts. Focus on case companies Apukka Resort 

and Arktikum revealed the considerable commitments required to achieve 

sustainability certifications and labels such as Green Key, EcoCompass, and 

Sustainable Travel Finland. Both companies had limited sustainability 

communications, mostly buried low on their website content hierarchy and with 

infrequent mentions on their other communication channels. This was indicative 

of the travel business in Lapland in general, where most businesses are not 

effectively leveraging their sustainability credentials for green marketing 

purposes. 

The semi-structured and theme interviews brought forth the curiously uniform 

case of greenhushing in the case companies, where both hesitated to 

communicate their sustainability efforts due to fears of greenwashing accusations 

or lacking expertise in the field. This aligns with broader concerns about 

unintentional greenwashing and the challenges of navigating the delicate and 

complex field of sustainability communications. However, both companies 

expressed keen interest in making sustainability a recurring theme in their 

marketing communications. 

The benchmarking phase underscored several interesting themes, particularly 

favouring emphasis on human and animal aspects over purely scientific data. 

Factors like people caring mostly about themselves and their close ones as well 
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as their money and health suggest that sustainability should focus on emotional 

angles and relatable impacts rather than abstract data that people have difficulty 

putting in context. Thus, the key to substantiating sustainability claims is providing 

understandable facts to audiences. Moreover, sustainability claims should never 

override core performance claims, meaning a service or product appeals to 

audiences when it serves its purpose well, and supporting sustainability claims 

may increase its desirability. Regarding sustainability certifications, they are not 

of primary interest to consumers but help in building trust with audiences skeptical 

of sustainability claims. Ultimately, the benchmarking phase pushed this thesis 

research towards building a green marketing service that encourages clients to 

execute real, concrete actions first and then presenting them openly to audiences 

through company and brand-specific messaging, avoiding overuse of the term 

“sustainability”. In short: act sustainably first, and communications follow 

naturally. 

In addition to a plethora of practical ideas for future sustainability communications 

and on-site operations, the ideation workshops with the case companies provided 

one key takeaway regarding the final green marketing service: a tailored 

approach. Although both companies indicated a desire to be sustainability 

leaders among their competitors and execute sustainability holistically as well as 

communicate their actions openly, their challenges were unique: Apukka Resort 

faced guest indifference and Arktikum a lack of internal cooperation. These 

differences sealed the decision to develop the green marketing service to have a 

tailored approach to address the specific communication barriers and leverage 

unique strengths of each business. 

6.2 Relationship to existing literature 

This thesis research builds on the existing body of knowledge on sustainable 

development, green marketing, and branding. Since first introduced in the 

Brundtland Report in 1987, sustainable development has evolved to include 

social, economic, and environmental aspects, with environmental sustainability 

as the bedrock. This thesis research aligns with the UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), particularly those addressing environmental 
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sustainability, and supports the role of private businesses in achieving these 

goals. 

The existing literature emphasizes the importance of open and transparent 

sustainability communication, which is in line with the case companies’ desire to 

place sustainability at the core of their brands. Likewise, the key findings of this 

thesis research resonate with previous literature regarding the case companies’ 

struggle to effectively utilize sustainability certifications as a source for green 

marketing. The companies’ limited ability to communicate their sustainability 

efforts is related to the broader challenge of green marketing, where businesses 

face fears of greenwashing and end up greenhushing. The thesis research 

findings also align with the literature on green marketing that places focus on the 

importance of integrating environmental sustainability into marketing strategies 

(Dangelico & Vocalelli 2017, 1264). The case companies’ desire to find innovative 

ways to communicate sustainability is also consistent with the literature, which 

highlights creativity and distinctiveness in branding and marketing (Bastos & Levy 

2012, 349). 

The potential indifference of consumers towards sustainability issues defined by 

the case companies is partly in conflict with the literature, which states that 

consumers’ environmental awareness is growing and they expect environmental 

responsibility from companies (Mishra & Sharma 2014, 78). However, the study 

by NYU Stern CSB and Edelman emphasizes that consumers are primarily 

interested in their own well-being and that of their close ones, which supports the 

case companies’ observation that sustainability communications should be 

meaningful to the recipient. The results of this thesis research confirm the view 

of the literature that sustainability certifications themselves build trust but are not 

perceived as interesting. The findings also connect with the stakeholder theory, 

emphasizing interconnected relationships between businesses and 

stakeholders, including non-human nature as introduced by Starik (1995, 207), 

which is particularly relevant in the context of Lapland’s tourism industry. 

By exploring the aforementioned subjects, the results of this thesis research add 

value to the existing literature by providing a concrete example from the Lapland 

tourism sector of how companies strive to navigate the complex relationship 
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between sustainability, green marketing, and branding. The results also aim to 

provide insights for Lapland travel businesses to effectively communicate their 

sustainability efforts and connect with target audiences, an issue also highlighted 

in the tourism industry by Nascimento and Loureiro (2024, 241). Furthermore, the 

findings of this thesis research contribute to the literature on green marketing, 

addressing the need for environmentally friendly tourism services as well as the 

challenges of greenwashing and greenhushing. 

6.3 Limitations 

This thesis research has several limitations. Limited sample size: The thesis 

research focused on two case companies in Lapland, which may limit the 

generalizability of the findings. Qualitative approach: The qualitative methods, 

while providing rich insights, may not be representative of the broader Lapland 

tourism industry. Researcher bias and recall bias: The researcher’s and the 

informants’ perspective and interpretations may have influenced the findings and 

research outcome especially in the interviews and workshops phases. 

Benchmarking, while a great tool for comparative analysis, may not consider the 

unique contextual factors of each benchmarked sample. Lack of quantitative 

data: The thesis research does not include quantitative data on the impact of 

sustainability communications on business growth. These limitations should be 

considered when interpreting the findings and applying them to other contexts. 

(Mwita 2022, 621–623.) 

6.4 Recommendations for future research 

Future research could address the limitations of this thesis research and explore 

new avenues. Expanding the sample: Conduct a survey or multiple case studies 

involving a larger sample of Lapland travel businesses to quantitatively assess 

the impact of sustainability communications on business performance. 

Longitudinal study: Conduct a longitudinal study to track the effectiveness of 

different sustainability communications strategies over time. Consumer 

behaviour analysis: Investigate consumer behaviour and preferences related to 

sustainable tourism in Lapland, including willingness to pay for eco-certified 

products and services. Impact of AI: Further explore how AI agents can help 
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make sustainability efforts, data, and brand information more accessible. 

Comparative study: Compare sustainability communication practices in Lapland 

with those in other tourism destinations to identify best practices and emerging 

trends. Further studies are necessary using larger sample sizes from multiple 

sites to confirm the generalizability of the findings. 

6.5 Conclusion 

This thesis research contributes to understanding the challenges and 

opportunities of sustainability communications and branding in the Lapland 

tourism industry. By developing a practical framework for a green marketing 

service, it empowers businesses to leverage their sustainability certifications and 

connect with target audiences effectively. The research highlights the importance 

of transparency, authenticity, and a tailored approach to sustainability 

communications. While limitations exist, the findings provide valuable insights for 

businesses, policymakers, and researchers interested in promoting sustainable 

tourism in Lapland and beyond. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1.  Green Marketing Service Stage 1 – Attraction service: 

Sustainability Communications Presentation 

Appendix 2.  Green Marketing Service Stage 3 – Branding workshop 

template: Sustainability Branding Workshop 
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