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ABSTRACT:

The role of Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) factors has increased significantly in
recent years in corporate sustainability and investor communication, reflecting companies’ ex-
tensive role in today’s society. The social dimension (“S”) remains less standardized and more
difficult to define and measure compared to the other two dimensions, which have already es-
tablished a more consistent role in research and corporate reporting. At the same time, compa-
nies are still increasingly expected to recognize and communicate their broad social impacts.

The purpose of this study is to examine how ESG S-factors are understood, measured and uti-
lized within a corporate context. The study focuses on interpretations of social impact and ex-
plores whether S-factors are primarily recognized as reporting elements or by-products of busi-
ness operations, and whether they have a role in supporting strategic business objectives.

This study is conducted as a qualitative single case study focusing on Investors House Oyj, a
Finnish listed real estate investment company. Primary data consists of a semi-structured inter-
view with the company’s CEO, supported by secondary material including annual and sustaina-
bility reports. The collected data is analyzed using a qualitative content analysis.

The key findings of the study suggest that ESG S-factors are highly context-dependent and diffi-
cult to standardize. Within a case company’s context, social impact is understood broadly
through economic and societal contributions, including shareholder value, tax contributions,
employment and stakeholder relationships. In addition, the findings indicate that S-factors have
a supportive role connected to existing business operations rather than as separate strategic
drivers. The findings further suggest that recognized social impacts may be utilized opportunis-
tically when aligned with business objectives and stakeholder communications.

The study contributes to the growing ESG research by providing a practical corporate perspec-
tive, examining the multidimensional nature of ESG S-factors. The findings suggest that ESG S-
factors may function not only as sustainability indicators, but also strategically relevant out-
comes of business operations.
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1 Introduction

ESG (E= Environmental, S= Social, G= Governance) as a concept is relatively new, having
been introduced in 2006 (Atkins 2020). However, the concept of Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility (CSR) has been around since 1970s, including elements that have been pro-
moted again in the ESG-era. Today, companies are evaluated from multiple perspectives
and from different parties considering their overall impact on society. The increasing in-
terest in sustainability by investors, media and the public has reshaped how companies

build their processes and communicate their actions to the stakeholders.

According to Gherghina (2024) ESG, which builds on CSR, has become an important
standard to assess companies’ commitment towards environment and sustainable de-
velopment. The “E” stands for environmental and addresses the industrial influence on
the environment and nature. The “S” dimension covers company’s actions and effect on
the societal systems that are connected to the company (Baid & Jayaraman 2022). The
“G” stands for governance and outlines the decision-making and how companies meet

the regulations in the policymaking.

One of the world’s leading consulting firms, PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) describes
the status of ESG-factors in early 2020’s by highlighting the imbalance between the three
dimensions. According to PwC report (2022) the social “S” elements have been playing
a secondary role to environmental and governance factors but have recently received
more attention. Thus far, companies’ environmental and governance impacts have been
defined more clearly, making communicating about them easier. Furthermore, regula-
tions in the respective areas compared to social impact are developed further, providing

more measurable and comparable data for investors and public to analyze.

The social “S” dimension is yet to reach a universal definition in the literature. According
to Baid and Jayaraman (2022), “social impact includes everything that impacts company-
stakeholders — be it internal or external.” Moreover, this scope highlights the challenge

of defining the “S”, requesting a comprehensive framework and tools which would allow



recognition and comparison of all relevant social impacts, across regions and industries.
This is challenging due to social impacts’ intangible and complex nature which compli-
cates the process of creating specific yet comparable categories to assess companies’

broad social impacts.

The regulatory landscape in the area is increasing significantly in the near future espe-
cially in Europe due to EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD). Under
this framework, sustainability reporting is becoming mandatory in phases, expanding
from large companies to all listed Small and Medium-size Enterprises (SME) by 2027.
(European Commission 2025). Within the new directive, companies must report detailed
and standardized information on ESG factors aligning with new sustainability reporting
standards. This regulatory shift may promote the significance of ESG factors in general,

more importantly provide much-anticipated standards for the reporting.

However, despite the upcoming clarifications in standardization via regulation, the social
dimension of ESG, the “S” is and remains an extremely broad concept. Additionally, it
has not been researched from the angle providing a view that S-factors can be crucial

not only in terms of sustainability but also affect companies’ strategic decision-making.

This study approaches the broader theme around the nature of ESG S-factors, which dif-
fer significantly depending on the company, industry and business environment. The
study examines whether the social impact is something that is recognized and reported
because it is a standard in today’s business world, or could it have a significant role in
achieving business objectives and value creation. As Baid and Jayaraman (2022) states
“Some investors are also seeking to cause the companies in which they are investing to
create more social outcomes as a result of their investment (social value creation).”
Therefore, strong S-factors could be seen as difference makers, that may interest inves-

tors.



Hence, this study answers the call of Baid and Jayaraman (2022) who state that “There
are multiple angles of social aspects which have a broader scope in the research area.
The measurement and evaluation of social impact is still in its nascent stage and future
research can look into different methods for various sectors and industries. A potential
to look into various sectors and how social impact is implemented will be an interesting

III

area to delve into as wel

Investors House Oyj is a Finnish real estate investment company listed to Nasdaq Hel-
sinki, providing an applicable case for this study. It reached a rare status of a dividend
aristocrat in 2025. In Finland, the status is recognized if the company is able to increase

its annual dividend per share for ten consecutive years.

Company’s strong financial performance combined with an interesting approach to-
wards ESG factors, provides a fruitful platform to examine how sustainability, especially
the social dimension is observed and integrated into business operations. The re-
searcher’s history with the company supports the understanding of its operational prac-
tices. Through working with stakeholder groups around the industry, differences have

been noticed in approaches how social effects are recognized and communicated.

1.1 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to tap into research opportunity by answering the following

research question:

How are ESG S-factors understood, measured, and utilized in a corporate context?

Itis important to note that as mentioned “S” stands for “company’s effect on the societal

systems in which it runs” (Baid and Jayaraman 2022), which makes it an extremely broad

concept.



Furthermore, it is worthwhile highlighting that using the target firm provides an in-depth
view of a single company, however this study could be applied to companies on the same
or similar industry and/or who are willing to contemplate their S-factors based on this

study.

Theoretical framework provides a platform which will be extended based on interview
with the target company, analyzing the main dimensions of “S” from the perspective how
they are interpreted, measured and utilized within a real-life corporate context. This is
achieved by defining the key concepts precisely and reflect findings from methods to the

theory.

Based on the study, it can be analyzed what are recognized as S-factors within a corpo-
rate context and how they can be measured. In addition, the study provides a view of

how S-factors are associated with core business operations and strategic choices.

This research aims to contribute to the understanding of how ESG S-factors are inter-
preted and utilized around companies’ core business activities. The findings may support

companies to recognize and evaluate their broader social impact.

1.2 Structure of the Study

The thesis is structured as follows: theoretical background is introduced in chapters two
and three, first one focusing on theories of Corporate Social Responsibility and Stake-
holder theory. Chapter three focuses on ESG (Environmental, Social, Governance) and

especially the ESG “S, including multiple subchapters.

In the fourth chapter, data and methods used in this thesis are displayed. The fifth chap-

ter presents the findings of the study including several chapters around the theme.
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The sixth chapter consists of discussion, which is divided in two parts. First part of the
chapter introduces the theoretical contribution of the findings. Second part includes the

managerial implications.

The seventh chapter of the study presents the limitations of the study and suggestions

for future research. List of references and appendixes is presented at the end of the study.
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2 Theoretical background

As the foundation of this paper’s main topic ESG “S”, it is essential to create an overview
to theories that have evolved the role of social factors of companies to the position
where they are today. Key theories related to stakeholder engagement, sustainable busi-
ness practices and socially responsible corporate performance, Corporate Social Respon-

sibility (CSR) and Stakeholder Theory are introduced in this chapter.

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

Corporate Social Responsibility (henceforth CSR) as a concept has existed since 1950s
and it has been contemplated by researchers from various perspectives over the last
decades. CSR includes a combination of demands and expectations from multiple stake-
holder groups, meaning there can be significant differences in goals and objectives de-
pending on customers, employees, community groups and governments. As a result, the
exact definition of Corporate Social Responsibility has changed over time. According to
McWilliams & Siegel (2001) CSR is “actions that appear to further some social good, be-
yond the interests of the firm and that which is required by law”. Simply following current
laws and regulations, which can be seen as one of the cornerstones of one form of sus-

tainability is solely not enough to be considered as Corporate Social Responsibility.

European Commission (2025) emphasizes that companies create broad impacts outside
products and services they provide. EU defines CSR as “the responsibility of enterprises
for their impact on society”, adding that CSR should be company led. Companies can
achieve social responsibility by integrating social, ethical, environmental and human
rights concerns into their businesses and by following the law. Job creation, working con-
ditions, innovation and education are also mentioned as some of the main elements that

EU is expecting companies to connect on their business strategies and operations.
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The EU also connects ESG closely with CSR, however specifying that ESG is traditionally
more common in the context of investing. EU’s view needs to be taken into consideration,
since it is a significant operator from different perspectives how business environments
in Europe are framing. European Union’s laws, regulations and trade agreements have

major impacts on shaping the business environment in Europe.

Environmental
SR

Figure 1. Triple Bottom Line demonstration of CSR Dimensions

(Garcia-Pigueres, G., & Garcia Ramos, R. 2022).

Companies may also use CSR as part of their positioning and strategy. McWilliams and
Siegel (2001) states that besides for the ethical reasons, CSR is used as a differentiation
strategy to attract environmentally and socially conscious customers and stakeholders.
In recent decades, valuing ethical and sustainable practices has increased, leading com-
panies around the world to be more focused on providing sustainable products and ser-

vices.

Despite the potential benefits of CSR, direct profit effects related to it are difficult to

prove. (McWilliams & Siegel 2011). At the same time, well-executed CSR strategies can
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increase the brand image, which can bring various advantages to the company, although

measuring the additional value may be complex.

McWilliams and Siegel (2011) also note that there are multiple factors why assessing the
worth of Corporate Social Responsibility is complex in various contexts. For example,
evaluating CSR benefits empirically is not straightforward because actions attached for
CSR goals typically includes an intangible capability or resource. At the same time, CSR
implementation in different levels is often linked with already existing products, services
or practices which make quantifying the additional value of CSR complex and context
specific. This is something that has evolved significantly during the ESG- era, since mul-
tiple factors that have traditionally been part of CSR strategies, including various envi-
ronmental and social metrics, have reached more measurable form in the ESG frame-

work.

Corporate Social Responsibility as concept has been praised across business world by
attaching beyond-profit thinking as a part of the corporate performance, however the
model has also received criticism from multiple perspectives. Freeman and Dmytriyev
(2017) recognized three main critics for CSR. One criticism is that CSR contests with the
shareholder obligations and may lead to resources used to CSR instead of profit-making
which is conflicting with the idea of shareholder primacy. Another issue is that Corporate
Social Responsibility is often used as tool to enhance corporate image while acting un-
ethically in some areas of the business and therefore used as a cover for questionable
practices. For example, greenwashing, practice where environmental impact of product
or service is misleadingly advertised to be sustainable, or claimed to be more eco-
friendly than actually is, is a common action from companies to improve their public
image and covering misconduct. Furthermore, Freeman and Dmytriyev (2017) state that
CSR should be used in line with broader corporate responsibility, not as a separate phil-
anthropic unit, leaning to a view that business and ethics are dependable on each other

instead of two separate functions.
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Overall, the social dimension of ESG extends many traditional CSR themes by formalizing
companies’ social responsibility for more measurable corporate performance indicators.
CSR and ESG are different concepts although they have some similarities, the most sig-
nificant one being the view that companies’ actions reach far broader than the business
itself. Business environments differ significantly in terms of geographical areas, laws, reg-
ulations and traditions considering Corporate Social Responsibility, leading to differing

CSR strategies across the business world.

2.2 Stakeholder theory

Freeman’s (1984) work provided the foundation for Stakeholder theory. According to
Freeman (1984), companies should contemplate interests of all stakeholders to create
value for all parties involved instead of only focusing on shareholders. According to the
theory “stakeholder” stands for any entity who can influence or is influenced by mission-
driven organizations. For example, relationships with employees, suppliers, customers

and communities need to be managed while focusing on creating shareholder value.

Donaldson and Preston (1995) made the next important expansion to Stakeholder the-
ory by declaring that companies have a moral obligation to all stakeholder groups and
their interests. Freeman and Donaldson & Preston both highlight the long-term profita-

bility, which can be achieved with effective, all-around stakeholder management.

Mahajan et. al. (2023) have researched closely how the theory has evolved from the
beginning. Based on their findings, they are providing a comprehensive definition for
Stakeholder Theory. Firstly, it “encourages organizations to acknowledge and consider
their stakeholders, which exist internally or externally to the organization” and secondly
“promotes understanding and managing stakeholder needs, wants, and demands”. Fol-
lowing acknowledgment of these dimensions, applying elements of Stakeholder theory
can enable companies to maximize their value creation across stakeholder groups and

guide them towards long-term sustainability and profits.
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Freudenreich. et. al. (2019) argues that traditional business models are focusing heavily
on value creation for customers in the cost of overlooking other stakeholder groups.
They provide a Stakeholder value creation framework, which highlights that businesses
providing stakeholder value should also receive value in return. Therefore, stakeholders
are seen as co-creators of value, not solely as receivers. Stakeholder value creation
framework demonstrates how broad and versatile task stakeholder management is, and
how multiple different dimensions should share the joint purpose and create mutual

value exchange.

A Stakeholder Theory Perspective on Business Models: Value Creation for Sustainability 9

A
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R&D activites

Relationship
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Business partners

Fig.2 Stakeholder value creation framework for business model analysis

Figure 2. Stakeholder value creation framework for business model analysis

(Freudenreich. et. al. 2019).
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In sustainability-oriented industries and companies, well-managed stakeholder relation-
ships may have an emphasized role when answering stakeholder expectations and sus-
tainability goals. According to Freudenreich. et. al. (2019) social concerns need to be
integrated into business models along the financial goals. Collaborative relationships are
in the center of Stakeholder Value Creation instead of companies only creating value for

stakeholders.

Stakeholder theory aligns closely with the social aspect of ESG since it emphasizes the
role and significance of corporate responsibility towards all stakeholder groups. It
demonstrates how broad and complex the whole field is, since assessing the connection
of social impact to companies’ strategies and operations can be approached from multi-
ple perspectives. Furthermore, Freeman and Dmytriyev (2017) highlights that rather
than focusing only on one or two groups, balancing the needs of all stakeholder groups
such as customers, employees, suppliers, communities and investors is a major factor in
successful business. This view is linked to ESG “S”, where the social dimension includes

everything that impacts company-stakeholders, internally or externally.
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3 ESG and the Social Dimension

3.1 ESG in general

Companies’ increased role within today’s society have led to a rise of importance con-
sidering Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) factors. This development reflects
a broader transformation where companies are expected to consider the interests of a
wide range of stakeholder groups such as employees, communities and society at large.
Traditionally, firms were primarily evaluated based on their financial returns for share-
holders. Although it is still seen as a key indicator, the perspective has gradually shifted
towards more stakeholder-oriented approach. (Barbosa et. al. 2023). Although ESG is
already widely recognized, the framework is still evolving rapidly, offering tools and cri-
teria for assessing sustainability from different perspectives. The meaning of sustainabil-
ity varies across industries and stakeholder groups, including a variety of key drivers de-

pending on the perspective from which it is examined.

According to Gherghina (2024), Environmental “E” addresses the company’s industrial
influence on nature and climate, Social “S” reflects its influence on a broad social scope
of systems where the company is operating, and Governance “G” describes the practices
of how the power of decision is allocated within the company’s stakeholders. Climate
change has significantly impacted the sustainable business development during the
2010s and early 2020s. Especially environmental issues have been in the center of inter-
est of researchers and public when considering corporate responsibility and sustainabil-
ity. Themes such as usage of renewable materials, measuring carbon footprint and de-
creasing pollution have been one of the main themes in discussions of how businesses
aim to build their products and services aiming towards sustainability goals. Environ-
mental aspect still dominates ESG research although “G” and especially “S” have in-

creased their impact on recent times, which also created the scheme for this study.
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Table 1 Major ESG indices and relevant factors used by different providers

Major indices Environmental

Social

Governance

Carbon emission
Climate change
Pollution/Waste
Resource depletion
Renewable energy

Bloomberg

Thomson Reuters Resource usage

Carbon releases

Supply chain

Gender diversity
Political influence
Human rights
Community relations

Employee
Basic rights

Executive compensation
Shareholder rights
Staggered boards
Independent directors
Cumulative voting

Corporate governance
Corporate behavior

Invention Public
Product accountability

MSCI Climate change Human capital Management
Sustainability initiative Product liability Shareholders
Pollution/Waste Stakeholder opposition CSR strategy

Natural resources Social opportunities

Figure 3. Major ESG indices and relevant factors used by different providers

(Ahmad. et. al. 2023).

Many elements traditionally associated with CSR are now discussed as a part of ESG
framework. Compared to CSR, ESG provides a more structured framework including
standardized tools and quantitative metrics that can be utilized when evaluating corpo-
rate sustainability (Gherghina 2024). Furthermore, according to Barbosa et. al. (2023),
ESG factors are no longer treated as separate from companies’ core business activities
as they used to. Since the tools and criteria have developed, ESG factors are also increas-
ingly integrated into strategic decision making and risk management processes, which
enables companies to respond for increased pressure from investors and other stake-
holders. As stated, in today’s business world stakeholders’ interest in sustainability have
increased in general, and they demand more accountability and transparency on sus-

tainability related issues as well as opportunities.

Despite its growing role in business, ESG still lacks fully recognized practices with inter-
pretations varying significantly across industries and organizations. Differences in con-
text, stakeholder expectations and strategic priorities fluctuate notably within the com-

panies and their approaches towards ESG. Therefore, ESG should not be seen at least yet
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as a consistent and widely standardized set of practices, but rather as a flexible frame-

work and assessment tool, shaped by company- and industry-specific factors.

3.2 S-factors

According to multiple researchers, the social component (S) is considered the most com-
plex one to define and least standardized among the three ESG dimensions. Due to its
qualitative and context-dependent nature as defined by Barbosa et. al. (2022), it can be
viewed from multiple perspectives which makes the scale of defined “S”-factors difficult
to standardize. As defined by Baid & Jayaraman (2022) “social impact includes everything
that impacts company-stakeholders — be it internal or external.” Barbosa et. al. (2022)
continues by capturing it as company’s relationships with employees, partners, suppliers,
clients and communities. This also explains why creating universal standards for the so-
cial dimension has been difficult. The number of different parties involved depending on
the industry and the size of the company may be extremely substantial and due to this

definition issue, it is difficult to fully capture the “S”.

Stakeholders increasingly expect companies to not only minimize their negative social
impact, but also actively contribute to societal well-being across different levels, reflect-
ing the rise of stakeholder-oriented approach in corporate sustainability (Barbosa et. al
2022). This development has brought new levels and focuses of how companies operate
internally, but also outside of their core business activities. Companies’ interaction and
impact with various stakeholder groups may involve issues considering working condi-
tions, diversity, human rights and community engagement, all of which contribute to the
broader societal role of the firm (Gherghina 2024). This view is also closely linked with
stakeholder theory, which emphasizes the importance of managing relationships within

multiple stakeholder groups in order to create long-term value.

The relevance of specific S-factors depends on industry characteristics, organizational

context and strategic choices. Ranging from mentioned internal organizational factors to
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external impacts on society and communities including economic contributions, defining
universal indicators and measurement standards tends to be challenging due to compa-
nies’ activities across different levels on a multidimensional scale. Relevance of the spe-
cific S-factors are interpreted and integrated into corporate strategies in contexts where

the social impact is linked to business operations of the companies.

Various components recognized inside social dimension can be crucial to company’s suc-
cess and reputation and on the other hand, some totally irrelevant. For example, a single
entrepreneur running medium-sized investment company can have a significant finan-
cial and societal impact on the certain geographical area’s development, but zero influ-
ence on employee-related social dimensions. For multinational corporation, the em-
ployee equality may be one the key sustainable indicators that they follow, measure and

gain reputation from.

Despite challenges considering the lack of standardized tools and context- and scope re-
lated definition issues, the “S” has started to be recognized and therefore, the social
dimension has gained attention recently in academic research and practice. From achiev-
ing sustainability perspective, “S” may be the most difficult to achieve on a standardized
level. Environmental and Governance factors cannot be described as straightforward di-
mensions either, however their context can be captured more precisely due to more lim-
ited areas of research. This has enabled the creation of more clear and quantifiable in-
dicators. At the same time, lack of standardization creates intriguing opportunities de-
velop, capture and capitalize from “S” as a multidimensional factor for sustainability,

stakeholder management and value creation.

3.3 Measurement of ESG “S”

Several factors need to be considered when assessing ESG measurement practices, one
of the most critical ones being the company’s size and industry. Measured ESG factors

differ significantly across industries and business categories, which increases the
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demand for industry-specific ESG factors. If the context-dependent nature of “S”-factor
is not recognized, it is difficult to provide usable and comparable ESG- data. For example,
companies selling highly targeted products for geographically segmented markets are
assessed differently compared to companies that provide intangible worldwide services.
ESG social dimension can be applied to both, but it needs to be done by recognizing

these notably differing point-of-views.

According to Tsang. et. al. (2023), one of the key motivations measuring S-factors arise
from recently increased trend, ESG disclosure. This is connected to stakeholders and in-
vestors increased demand for non-financial information of companies’ activities. Finan-
cial data and numbers especially from stock listed companies can be seen from the state-
ments that companies are regulated to provide. Financial reporting has long relied on
strict regulation to ensure reliable investor information. This differs notably from ESG
disclosure, which in the most categories remains voluntary, leading to concerns regard-

ing data’s credibility, comparability and usefulness of the information provided.

Moreover, the literature highlights that companies disclose ESG-related information for
improving stakeholder relations, reducing information asymmetry and signaling future
performance. (Tsang. et. al. 2023). This may also create conflicts regarding what compa-
nies choose to report, since according to Sheehan et. al. (2022) the process of measuring
ESG factors can be significantly influenced by organizational priorities and managerial
judgement. Various social issues can be overlooked if they are difficult or costly to ad-
dress. Therefore, assessments may be biased and disclosed ESG information highly se-

lective, further complicating the validity and reliability of S-factor measurement.

Furthermore, according to Sheehan et. al. (2022) organizations also face practical chal-
lenges assessing ESG factors due to social impacts’ intangible nature in traditional ac-
counting systems. Multiple externalized social and environmental costs are not directly
measured and recorded, hence not available to be reported. As a result, when the stake-

holder impacts are difficult to quantify, identifying yet prioritizing the most relevant ESG-
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issues tends to be a challenge. The measurement processes should be developed before

investors could receive reliable and comparable information on ESG factors.

Even though measurement the social dimension is at relatively early state, a wide range
of ESG indicators already exist. These frameworks often include even hundreds of differ-
ent metrics related to product responsibility, workforce, human rights and community
impacts. (Ahmad et. al. 2023). Hence, it can be stated that the in the general level S-
factors are and can be measured, yet due the diversity of indicators and measurement
frameworks makes establishing consistent measurement practices difficult. This limits

comparability of the results difficult across companies and industries.

The measurement of ESG S-factors remains context-dependent and complex process,
however due to recent recognitions of this standardization challenge, the research could
expect improvements in the future considering scalable metrics, data quality and trans-
parency. Differing metrics and reporting frameworks combined with varying organiza-
tional interpretation, stakeholder expectations and strategic considerations makes

providing scalable, reliable and usable data for investors and public difficult.

3.4 ESG and financial performance

According to Gherghina (2024), environmental, social and governance (ESG) factors have
received increasing attention as potential drivers for improved corporate financial per-
formance. ESG provides a comprehensive framework and a broad scale of categories as-
sessing both risks and opportunities, contributing information to support long-term
value creation. From a theoretical perspective, positive ESG results enhance company
performance by improved stakeholder management, better corporate reputation and

reducing exposure to environmental and social risks.

Several studies have reported a positive relationship between ESG performance and fi-

nancial outcomes. Environmental and social performance are positively related to
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sustainable economic performance, suggesting connection between societal value crea-
tion and financial value creation. Additionally, transparency and stakeholder trust
achieved via effective corporate governance (G), can attract investment and boost access
to capital (Barbosa et. al. 2023). ESG integration can support decision-making and risk
management, further contributing to sustainable growth, which can turn out to im-

proved financial performance (Gherghina 2024).

At the same time, the relationship between ESG and financial performance is not con-
sistent (Ahmad. et. al. 2023). Some studies have also showed neutral or slightly negative
results depending on context and methodology. Inconsistent findings are likely associ-
ated with lack of standardization in measuring, not to highlight the positive, negative or
neutral correlation between the factors. Empirical results are potentially affected by var-
ying metrics across rating agencies that provide ESG data to companies, as well as differ-

ences in companies’ own frameworks and reporting tools.

Overall, despite literatures mixed findings, general trend suggests that ESG can contrib-
ute positively to financial performance. For instance, Li et. al (2021) highlight that the
integrating ESG factors within strategic decision-making process can enhance firm value
via multiple channels. This positive link between ESG performance and financial out-
comes can be achieved for example by improving operational efficiency and risk man-

agement affecting the themes around “S”.

For this study, this is an important observation since it suggests that ESG is tool not solely
for recognizing and managing sustainability-related risks but also a strategic approach to
value creation and competitive advantage. However, due to differences in available
measurement tools and industry characteristics, the strength of the positive relationship
needs to be researched further in the future. If the future development in research
strengthens the positive link between ESG and financial performance, it may lead to in-

creasing integration between ESG framework and strategic decision-making.
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3.5 Theoretical framework

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and stakeholder theory build a basis for under-
standing companies’ broad role in society, providing a platform for this study’s theoreti-
cal framework. These theories emphasize that companies have interests and responsi-
bilities considering a wide range of stakeholders also other than traditional stakeholder
value creation, forming the foundation for the development of ESG as a widely recog-

nized sustainability framework.

Within the ESG framework, this study focuses on the social dimension (S), representing
companies’ impact on all stakeholder groups, such as employees, communities and so-
ciety at large. According to the literature, S-factor characterization is challenging com-
pared to “E” and “G”- factors, since social impact’s qualitative, multidimensional and

context-dependent nature makes its measurement less standardized.

Previous literature suggests that ESG S-factors can be approached by observing three
central dimensions within a corporate context. These three dimensions are how S-fac-
tors are understood, how they are measured and how they are utilized. These dimen-
sions are influenced by organization characteristics, stakeholder relationships and con-
text-dependent nature of social impact. Companies communicate their social perfor-
mance through reporting and disclosure, approaches depending not only by stakeholder
expectations and organizational priorities but also with companies’ strategic choices and

goals.

Finally, the framework assumes that the relationship between ESG S-factors and financial
performance is heavily context-dependent, prior research suggesting a generally positive
relationship. The strength and direction of this connection depend on industry charac-

teristics, measurement approaches and organizational interpretation.
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Figure 4. Theoretical framework of the thesis
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4 Data & Methods

4.1 Research approach

This study adopts a qualitative research approach in order to explore the role of ESG S-
factors within a corporate context as a real-life case study. Since the definition of the
social dimension of ESG has not yet reached a clear consensus in the literature, a quali-
tative approach allows the study to take into consideration strategic choices and mana-

gerial interpretations rather than focusing solely on numerically measurable indicators.

Methodology of the study should be based on what information is aimed to achieve on
the basis of the research. The chosen approach aligns with the nature of qualitative re-
search, since according to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) it aims to understand and in-
terpret complex phenomena within their real-life contexts. Therefore, the qualitative ap-
proach is suitable for examining how ESG S-factors are utilized as a part of a company’s

strategic goals as well as conceptualized for investor communication.

4.2 Case study strategy

Investors House Oyj (company) was selected due to its listed status, operational versatil-
ity and active investor communication. The company has business activities in multiple
phases of the value chain of real estate and financial markets and therefore a great num-
ber of activities having relevance towards the ESG ‘S”. Company’s business operations
include property development, leasing and property asset management. The company
operates in Finland, however due to its listed status and real estate sales to abroad, there

are international stakeholder groups involved within the company’s context.

A single case study provides a platform for researching the concept of ESG S- dimensions
within a real-life organizational setting. As Farquhar (2012) describes, case study re-

search is suitable for business research, since it focuses on collecting evidence about the
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phenomenon in its natural context, in a real-life setting, where the theoretical under-

standing and practice actually meet.

A case study allows an in-depth exploration of complex phenomenon within the context
of a listed corporation. In addition, the researcher has a prior experience working in the
case company, providing contextual understanding of the industry, organization and its

operations.

Overall, case study research enables examination of complex topics within their real-life
environments. According to Yin (2018), when the examined phenomenon is strongly con-
nected to its context, case study is strongly applicable approach. This is relevant consid-
ering this study, since companies’ social impacts are influenced by industry characteris-

tics and organizational practices, making the ESG S-factors heavily context-dependent.

4.3 Data collection

Primary data for this study was one semi-structured interview with the Chief Executive
Officer of Investors House Oyj. The interview focused on themes around sustainability,
ESG and the interpretation and measurement of such factors within the company’s con-
text. Stakeholder relations and investor communications were also some of the key

themes of the interview.

The interview followed a semi-structured format, which allowed the researcher to cre-
ate suitable question pool as well as add some follow-up questions during the interview
to achieve more in-depth answers. According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008), a semi-
structured interview is a suitable and widely used model for qualitative analysis, its ad-
vantage being a setting where the topics are prepared and systematic, while the inter-
view situation can remain conversational. By following somewhat comprehensive struc-

ture but not adhering too closely to original question pool, the interviewee may be able
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to raise important topics arising from the original questions, which can strengthen the

interview data.

The interview covered themes around sustainability, stakeholder theory, ESG and the
social dimension (S) from the company’s perspective. The full list of interview questions

is attached to this study in Appendix 1.

The interview was recorded and it took approximately one hour and twenty minutes.
After the interview, the record was transcribed into written form and edited to cleaner

and more structured form, without changing any words or meanings of the sentences.

In addition, company’s annual reports, sustainability reports and other public material
were used as a secondary data. According to Farquhar (2012), using different sources of
data as well as multiple different methods of data collection is important in order to
strengthen the overall findings. Secondary data supported the primary data in general
and brought more in-depth understanding and examples of multiple topics that were

covered in the interview, such as investor communication.

Combining the primary and secondary data, multiple interpretations considering the
topic could be observed from different the perspectives. For example, interview answers
were only given to the researcher in a single setting, however company’s publications

were observed from perspective that anyone can have access to them at any time.

4.4 Data analysis

The collected data was analyzed using qualitative content analysis approach. The inter-
view transcript was reviewed multiple times and with the data gathered, notes, mind
maps and comments were written to identify key themes around the research question,

such as ESG S-factors, measurement and their role in corporate strategy.
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The interview transcription and the company reports were also analyzed together to cre-
ate a more comprehensive picture about all dimensions related to ESG ‘S’, that the case

company has recognized and/or communicated thus far.

Theoretical framework of the study, focusing on sustainability, stakeholder theory, ESG
S-dimension and its measurement practices and strategic implications, was used as a
foundation to the analysis in order to attach the findings to existing theory. The data was
categorized to a few areas by themes, such as stakeholder relationships, measurement,

strategic choices and investors communication.

The chosen approach enabled comprehensive interpretation of qualitative data while
maintaining flexibility to reflect also phenomena behind the findings. This study aims to
contribute to the literature by providing analysis that introduces ESG ‘S’- factors within
a real-life company perspective, also reflecting potential future trends. This approach
aligns with chosen research approach since Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) suggest that
qualitative research in general does not follow a strictly linear process, but rather in-

cludes constant interaction between theory, data and analysis.

4.5 Validity & reliability

The validity of this study is strengthened by the use of both primary and secondary data.
The primary data, consisting of an interview with a company’s senior executive provides
in-depth information and view to company’s position and practices towards the theme.
Secondary data expands and supports the interview findings, both together consisting
the analysis. As Farquhar (2012) suggests, using and combining multiple sources
strengthens the evidence through data triangulation. Investigating the phenomenon

from multiple perspectives further supports the credibility of the findings.
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However, the use of a single-case study design restricts the scale to which the findings
can be generalized outside the case context. Moreover, the findings are based on only

one interviewee’s views, which may introduce potential bias.

Although the study consists mentioned limitations, the study provides valuable insights
from real-world corporate context considering the character, role and measurement of

ESG S-factors.

The case company is aware and has accepted that this study is an academic thesis and

that the final work, including the interpretations and results will be publicly available.
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5 Findings

This chapter presents the findings of this study based on the interview data and company
materials as explained in the previous chapter Data & Methods. The analysis is based on
the theoretical framework, focusing on ESG S-factors, their measurement and their role

in corporate strategy and investor communication.

5.1 ESG S-factors in the case company

To provide a platform to this analysis, it is worthwhile to clarify how the case company
reports about sustainability, considering which part of it is mandatory due to reporting
regulations and which part more obligatory and therefore interpreted from a slightly dif-
ferent perspective. The company has to report highly regulated financial statements on
a consistent basis and some of the numbers presented as “S”-factors are derived from

those statements.

At time of this analysis, separate sustainability report is not mandatory for the company,
however due to EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) becoming active
for company’s scale in 2026-2027, sustainability report will become mandatory. (Euro-
pean Commission 2025). However, company has published ESG framework based, an-
nual sustainability report since 2023 to become more aware of its impact on the ESG

factors and also as a preparation for the future’s mandatory reporting.

Translated direct citation from company’s latest sustainability report concludes com-
pany’s sustainability goals: “Sustainability at Investors House is business operations that
bring well-being for Finland and to Finnish people. Therefore, from the letters E, S and
G, S = social impact is the core of Investors House’s sustainability.” Moreover, company

positions itself as a follower of the sustainability scene in general, not a forerunner.

According to the findings, case company positions itself within the ESG framework by

recognizing that its operations cover all ESG-factors but focuses more on the ‘S’-factors.
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Towards the environment “E”, company’s goal is to act by following the current laws,
regulations and instructions. Moreover, business operations are executed on a manner
that the impact to the nature would be moderate and in-line with the benefits of the
actions. Considering ‘G’, the company is highly regulated and monitored with multiple
officials, arising from the listed status in Nasdaq Helsinki as well as from the industries
that company operates, such as finance and construction which have their respective
official bodies to monitor companies. According to the findings, company follows guide-
lines provided and recognizes that as appropriate approach towards sustainability within

the ‘G’ dimension.

Shareholder
value

National
economy

Personnel

Public
economy

Figure 5. Map introducing the main ESG "S"-factors recognized of the case company
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As presented in the figure above, case company’s S-factors can be classified in the fol-

lowing categories.

1. Shareholder value

According to the findings, case company’s economical sustainability via created share-
holder value can be seen as their key S-factor and extensively as a cornerstone of com-
pany’s growth as well as sustainable growth. During the reporting period of 2015-2025,
company has created value to its today’s approximately 3.300 shareholders by increas-
ing its market value from €4,5 million to €23,1 million euros and distributed total divi-
dends of €46,6 million euros. Moreover, during 2015-2019, Investors House Oyj was

the fastest growing company in Nasdaq Helsinki.
2. Public economy

The case company recognizes and reports their annual and total tax footprint as a sig-
nificant financial and social contributor to public economy. Tax footprint, including all
types of taxes paid via different business operations such as services and real estate
sales, is estimated to be approximately €44 million euros between the reporting period

of 2015-2025.
3. National economy

During the reporting period of 2015-2025 Investors House’s real estate and service
sales approximately brought €206 million to Finland from foreign investors. This signifi-
cant cash flow has contributed Finnish economy directly and indirectly from the ‘S’-per-

spective by creating jobs and wealth.
4. Personnel

Based on the significant growth of the company, net increase in jobs created has been
+56 during the reporting period. Indirectly, the addition and employment impact is
hundreds via for example construction projects on new properties. Furthermore, the
company promotes its personnel fund as a significant financial and social benefit for

the employees. If achieving its annual targets, the company pays reward to the fund
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and furthermore every employee of the company is its partial owner via personnel

funds investment to the company’s stock.
5. Society

Company’s other stakeholder groups within the social impact of the company include
organizations and entities that are not directly categorized under shareholders, person-
nel or national or public economy. These stakeholder groups include sports organiza-
tions that company has sponsored as well as for example pro-bono stock listing coach-

ing for companies, organized and led by company’s CEO.

As the respondent elaborates: “Our operations generate significant societal impact
through tax contributions, capital flows and employment, which benefits the national
economy, public economy and people’s lives. Our view is that social impact is much more
than limited internal metrics and companies do not realize how much they effect

broader economy and society”.

5.2 Measurement of S-factors

According to the findings, the case company has recognized several areas of social im-
pact which are not measured through any provided or unified framework but rather in-
terpreted as a part of business operations as a whole. Moreover, in contrast to the social
dimension, governance-related ‘G’-factors are highly influenced by reporting obligations
utilizing standardized tools to meet the regulatory requirements. Therefore, governance
dimension can be seen quite structured, whereas the measurement of S-factors remains

flexible.

The findings suggest that from one perspective, social impacts of the company’s opera-
tions emerge as a natural outcome of business activities quite reactively. However, then
on the other hand, certain elements are identified and utilized more intentionally when

aligned with strategic or reputational goals, reflecting S-factors as a sort of hybrid
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function within the organization. Furthermore, while ESG-related communication exists,
the findings support the company’s goal to avoid any sort of ‘S-washing’. Intentional
overstatement of social performance was not found. Alternatively, communication on
ESG and sustainability related activities is rather conservative, and not all recognized im-

pacts are actively highlighted in external reporting.

Additionally, human capital is recognized as one of the key factors in company’s opera-
tions, especially in decision-making processes. The company values experienced person-
nel as well as proven practices and trust-based processes. This finding emphasizes the
challenge of capturing internal dimension of S-factors through standardized measure-

ment tools.

As the respondent highlights: “ESG is still at evolving, actually at quite early state. There
is no framework that would capture our social impact, so we rely on different indicators

based on what we recognize.”

In conclusion, the findings suggest that the measurement of S-factors remains qualita-
tive in nature, context-dependent and influenced by organizational interpretation as
highlighted in prior literature. However, traditional ESG frameworks still emphasize some
standardized indicators and formal measurement protocols, which are not utilized by the

case company.

5.3 Strategic role of S-factors

The key findings indicate that the role of the ESG S-factors in the company’s strategy is
rather supportive than central. S-factors are not positioned as the core drivers of strate-
gic choices or decision-making, but they are strongly connected to business operations,

especially from the value creation perspective.
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Furthermore, the findings suggest that in case company’s context the S-factors strongly
emerge from organizational practices. S-factors can be described as positive side-effects
of a successful business operations, especially from the financial perspective. In addition,
when these social impacts emerge from the company’s operations, they can be recog-
nized and utilized when aligning with the business objectives. This dual role of the S-
factors emphasizes a combination of reactive and opportunistic approach. Although S-
factors are not pursued as single strategic targets, they can play a significant role when

supporting broader business goals.

As the respondent elaborates: “If the company understands what society needs, we can
look for business cases where everyone could win. We don’t aim for a single social im-

pact target, but we recognize them and promote them if they suit our business goals.”

Considering ESG-related or general sustainability strategy, the case company can be char-
acterized as follower rather than forerunner. Company prefers to implement approaches
and practices that have already been validated rather than adopting new ESG practices
by themselves. This reflects a risk-minimizing strategy, where ESG is not driven by trends

or external pressure.

It can be suggested that the company’s size and industry have ‘allowed’ this approach.
Mandatory sustainability reporting is yet to come and real estate industry in Finland is
not known to be particularly sensitive towards sustainability compared to many other
industries once rules or regulations are not violated. To conclude, once the sustainability
is at supporting role in company’s operations and they have not recognized any signifi-
cant sustainability issues, ESG acts more as ‘good to know’ and relevant but evolving

dimension, having some, yet not significant role in company’s strategic approach.

This pragmatic approach towards ESG, where the company does not position itself as a
leader or early adopter in sustainability also reflects to some specific practices. These

practices include for example sponsorship activities, which are not framed as moral
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obligations but rather as mutually beneficial agreements. With the different sponsorship
activities, the company emphasizes “win-win” situations, where the stakeholders receive
something from the company such as financial support, and in return, company benefits

from the interaction in some way as well for example receiving recognition or visibility.

As the respondent explains: “The S-factor is not about charity. It is more about recogniz-
ing situations and creating outcomes which are beneficial for the company, and for the

society.”

Strategic relevance of S-factors is highlighted in creating, developing maintaining strong
stakeholder relationships. The company emphasizes how important it is to have a good
reputation within industry-specific key stakeholder groups such as financial institutions
and municipalities. This relationship management supports business operations while
also contributing to company’s broader social impact. Overall, the strategic role of ESG
S-factors within the case company can be described as context-dependent, supportive

and connected with the business objectives rather than a strategic driver itself.

5.4 S-factors in investor communication

The findings suggest that ESG S-factors are present in the company’s operations through
various areas, but they do not have a significant role in investor communication. While
the several social impacts are identified, these are only communicated to a limited ex-

tent via official channels.

This indicates that yet S-factors play a notable role as a part of business activities, they
are not “marketed” or highlighted to external stakeholders. Although it is worth men-
tioning that for example several company’s press releases include this S-factor perspec-
tive, if interpreted with a view applying the S-factors complex connection to the regular

business activities, which are actively communicated. To clarify, the S-dimension is more



38

present in communication than it is highlighted, as an integrated part of the business

operations.

As the respondent elaborates: “We don’t need to highlight too much or overcommuni-
cate about our ESG impact. We communicate cautiously about what is relevant and in

the right scale”.

Overall, the findings suggest that while S-factors are present within the company across
its operations, their role in investors communications is limited and possibly selective on
some occasions. Considering sustainability in general, this communication approach is
relatively conservative, avoiding overstating ESG performance, yet leaving some social

impacts under-communicated.

5.5 Key findings and revised framework

The findings of this study suggest that strong financial performance can be achieved by
connecting various business approaches, as demonstrated by the case company. When
viewed through the ESG framework, the case provides an interesting view on how par-
ticularly the social dimension is recognized and integrated into company’s business op-

erations.

The analysis highlights that ESG S-factors as a wider concept remain evolving and prone
to different interpretations. The context-dependent nature of S-factors, lacking stand-
ardized definitions and measurement practices, makes assessing and comparing them
complex as prior literature consistently demonstrates. In contrast, environmental and
governance factors appear more structured, highlighting further the less developed

state of the social dimension.

A broader question arising from the case is whether companies truly recognize and com-

municate the extent of their social impacts, when findings support that multiple impacts
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may emerge indirectly as outcomes of core business activities. As the findings indicate,
a strong financial performance creates a lot of direct and indirect positive social impact.
This provides a relevant perspective for studying how ESG S-factors are identified and

utilized within a corporate context, as outlined in the objectives of this study.

As the respondent concludes: “In general, social impact is difficult or impossible to sep-

arate from core business, since on many occasions they are so deeply connected.”

Overall, the findings support the perspective that ESG S-factors is still an evolving con-
cept in academic research as well as in corporate practice. This strengthens the relevance
of this study in contributing to the understanding of how the social dimension of ESG is

understood and applied in a real-life business context.

CSR & Stakeholder Theory

.
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Figure 6. Revised framework of the thesis
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Figure 6 above presents the revised framework of the study. Empirical findings of the
study shows that ESG S-factors are mainly understood by their broader economic and
societal impact. This finding, suggesting that S-factors are not limited to traditional in-
ternal metrics leads also to the findings of measurement of S-factors, which is influenced
by lack of standardized approaches. Therefore, companies usually use both, qualitative

and quantitative indicators when assessing their social impact.

Finally, S-factors are utilized in a supporting role of organizational practices, strongly con-
nected to existing business operations. Rather than used as single strategic drivers, S-
factors include reactive and opportunistic elements. To conclude, the revised framework
highlights the context-dependent, multidimensional and flexible nature of ESG S-factors

in corporate context.
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6 Discussion

6.1 Theoretical contribution

The study contributes to the existing and emerging ESG literature with a perspective
based on case study on ESG “S”, the social dimension. In the previous research, the “S”
has recognized to be less standardized and more complex compared to environmental
and governance dimensions. Furthermore, prior literature highlights that the “E” and “G”
are more recognized and measured compared to the “S” (Baid & Jayaraman 2022). Find-
ings indicate that the case company differs from this view significantly, since they roughly
recognize “E” and “G” by following regulations but does not pay that active attention
towards them. Instead, the case company recognizes S-factors as a core of their sustain-

ability.

Consistent with prior research (Barbosa et. al.2023; Gherghina 2024) the findings sup-
port the view that S-factors are heavily context-dependent, since social impact can be
intangible, prone to different interpretations and difficult to measure through consistent
frameworks. Moreover, the findings align with view of Barbosa et. al. (2023) that S-fac-

tors reflect relationships with various stakeholder groups.

Challenging the prior research, findings suggest that the case company defines ESG S-
factors mainly through broader economic and societal impact, including factors such as
employment, tax contributions, capital flows and different cooperations. This approach
differs significantly from traditional view in which “S” is more interpreted focusing on
social metrics, such as human resource practices (Barbosa et. al. 2023). In addition, due
to mentioned broader economic impact as a significant S-factor, stakeholder impact can
be seen as extensive in company’s context, such as national economy. In contrast, prior
research focuses mainly on certain nameable stakeholder groups such as employees, cli-

ents and investors.
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Furthermore, the findings extend existing literature by suggesting that ESG S-factors
have a dual role within a corporate context. This hybrid function including reactive and
opportunistic approach emphasizes S-factors as emerging positive outcomes or by-prod-
ucts of business operations as well as strategic utilization of them when supporting or-
ganizational objectives. In contrast, prior literature often highlights more planned stra-
tegic ESG integration (e.g. Li. et. al. 2021). Therefore, findings of this study reflect a more
pragmatic approach towards ESG’s strategic role. Yet, company’s practical approach
based on usage of some proven and relevant practices aligns with the prior research
suggesting that ESG can support company’s value when aligned with operational effi-

ciency and risk management (Li. et. al. 2021).

The measurement of S-factors includes quantitative and qualitative dimension within
the case company’s context. Consistent with prior literature generally highlighting the
lack of universal or scalable frameworks considering measuring social impact, measure-
ment practices appear not to be based on any standardized model. Company has recog-
nized multiple social impacts as introduced in the previous chapter, following more of a
gualitative evaluation, however some of them are presented with numeric values. This
reflects the extensive challenge identified in prior research, where numerous ESG indi-
cators exist, but they are not based on any standardized model which makes the com-

parisons difficult (Ahmad et. al. 2023).

According to the findings, company’s communication on ESG to external stakeholder is
somewhat conservative. This may reflect to a strategic decision not to overemphasize
ESG-related topics or impression that such communication is not expected or highly pri-
oritized by the investors. This observation supports prior research that ESG disclosure is
highly dependent on organizational priorities and managerial judgment, which may lead

to selective communication of sustainability-related information (Sheehan. et. al 2022).

Overall, findings of recognized S-factors strongly support the view that “S” is not a single

measurement or a predefined set of indicators on different categories, but rather an
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overview of the comprehensive social impact created to society across different stake-
holder groups and beyond. In this case, the emphasis is less focused on traditional inter-
nal dimensions such as human resource-related metrics, and more on a wider economic
contribution, such as impacts on public and national economy. This perception chal-
lenges the traditional ESG-thinking (Baid & Jayaraman 2022; Ahmad. et. al. 2023) by

highlighting an alternative, more business-driven interpretation of the social dimension.

The findings of this study extend the current ESG literature by highlighting the multidi-
mensional and context-dependent nature of ESG S-factors. Conducted in a real-life cor-
porate case, the study suggests a broader view on social impact, emphasizing that com-
panies contribute to their economic and social environment way beyond traditional in-
ternal social metrics. Moreover, the findings emphasize approach that ESG S-factors do
not operate as separate strategic objectives, but rather as supportive and as strategically

applicable outcomes of business operations.

6.2 Managerial implications

As the previous literature as well as the findings of this case highlights, the ESG “S”, the
social dimension is and remains a broad and context-dependent factor. When applied in
corporate context, the managers should understand this realization as a baseline when

recognizing and applying the social impact of the companies.

Firstly, managers should recognize that ESG S-factors includes a broader nature than only
applied through standardized metrics or common frameworks. Depending on the indus-
try, size of the company and the nature of business operations, the social impact of the

company can vary significantly across these categories.

Therefore, recognizing the company-specific societal impacts and stakeholder relation-
ships is the first and likely the most crucial step for the managers. Trusting solely on

standardized frameworks may leave some important factors unnotified and falsely
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highlight some more irrelevant ones, since as stated, ESG S-factors cannot be fully cap-
tured via metrics and standardizing tools. Hence, companies should look and adopt con-

text-specific and flexible methods when defining and measuring their social impact.

Secondly, rather than considering ESG factors as single objectives, companies could ben-
efit of pragmatic approach, where the relevant S-factors in company’s context are rec-
ognized and integrated into existing business operations. Since it may be difficult and
possibly irrelevant considering the core business operations to have S-factors as separate
strategic drivers, they could play supportive yet significant role for example in stake-
holder management. With this approach, companies could brand themselves sustaina-
ble and well-aware of their social impact, without compromising their main operative
goals and creating and communicating relevant and positive social impacts. Companies
in general are yet to recognize the true scale of their social impact, leaving room for
managers to seize interesting strategic positions using reactive and opportunistic ap-

proach.

Thirdly, truthful yet interesting balance when communicating the ESG S-factors to exter-
nal stakeholders is something that managers should thrive to achieve. Overemphasizing
social effect includes the risk of “S-washing”, which may harm company’s reputation and
cause other undesirable consequences. On the other hand, under-communicating com-
panies’ broad social effects may leave some relevant and interesting information to the

shadows, which is not beneficial for the company either.

By carefully considering how to communicate ESG S-factors, companies can achieve
transparent and appropriate approach which promotes credibility in the eyes of external

stakeholders, such as cooperation partners and investors.

The last managerial implication of this study is to embrace the managers to follow and
develop their understanding of ESG and the social dimension of it, including being famil-

iar with existing frameworks and following the future developments. ESG has grown
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rapidly in the last decade, providing usable business data on S-factors for example trough
financial flows, taxation, and stakeholder relationships. This data can be beneficial for
companies to recognize, understand and position themselves within the broad context

of ESG “S”.

ESG has reached a stable status as a framework in today’s and tomorrow’s business
world, however it is still evolving and searching for its final form. Future “reliefs” trough
regulation is likely to provide more structure, standardized frameworks and universal
guidelines around the topic. This development is likely to keep ESG matters relevant and

bring more clarity, comparability and possibilities around ESG themes in the future.

Companies’ broad social effects will continue to be a complex and evolving dimension,
following the developments and trends of world economy, industries and business op-
erations. For example, the rise of artificial intelligence may reshape the nature of com-
panies’ business operations in some industries in the near future, which may affect sig-
nificantly to the social outcomes of their actions. Competent modern-day manager is
aware of how sustainability is linked with firm performance from multiple perspectives,

also when the shifts within the industries may be rapid.

The findings indicate a pragmatic and context-driven approach regarding ESG S-factors.
Managers should focus on integrating the social dimension as a hybrid that supports
both business objectives and broader societal impact. This should be achieved in a way
that recognizes the company-specific factors, not striving for full standardization yet not

neglecting the benefits of existing data and frameworks.
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7 Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research

7.1 Limitations

This study has some limitations that are notified in this chapter. The findings of the study
cannot be scaled directly across companies or industries, since the study focuses on a
single case company. Moreover, the industry and national context of the case company
are specific and therefore some findings may be influenced by unique characteristics of

the industry and respective country.

The findings are based on a single interviewee, limiting the diversity of perspectives con-
sidering the interpretation of the topic. Moreover, the lack of standardization and uni-
versal frameworks on ESG S-factors limits the comparability of findings with other stud-
ies and companies. ESG as concept, especially the social dimension is rapidly evolving
both in literature and practically in the corporate world, which may influence how the

findings are viewed in the future once the field is evolving.

The study is qualitative meaning that some of the findings are based on interpretation,
indicating that other researchers may highlight different aspects of the collected data.
Finally, the researcher’s prior connection to the case company may have affected to
some interpretations. However, this factor has been notified during the process to en-

sure objective approach of the company and unbiased study.

7.2 Suggestions for Further Research

Limitations of this study as well as still evolving phase of the phenomenon provide ave-
nues for further research on the social dimension of ESG. Firstly, since the reporting of
ESG is becoming mandatory for all listed companies in the EU, it is likely that ESG disclo-
sure in general will reach more standardized form. Therefore, knowledge of what will be

included under the social dimension and with which emphasis may increase in the future.



47

This could open interesting research opportunities for comparing S-factors and their in-
fluence by comparing results on different industries and businesses. Moreover, this

could be done with quantitative measurement approaches.

Secondly, as seen in the rise of green transition, several companies are building their
business operations and brand image emphasizing themes around ESG environmental
dimension. This development is something that some investors are constantly following,
and there is a significant number of new investment products in that area. As discovered
in this study, the ESG S-factors have a connection to competitive advantage via “best of
both worlds”- perspective in a way that companies that create shareholder value, also
create positive social outcomes, especially from the economical perspective. Future
studies could examine how investors evaluate companies’ strong S-factors and whether

they are valued by investors when making their decisions.

Finally, future research could explore how new technological developments, especially
automation and artificial intelligence will affect companies’ social impacts. It is likely that
in some industries, developments in Al will significantly reshape business processes lead-
ing to shifts in job descriptions, data management and broader social impacts. Following
these developments, new S-factors may arise and some that have been in the center of
research previously may become less relevant in practical context. To conclude, ESG and
the social dimension continues to evolve, and new developments in the area will offer a

wide range of opportunities for future academic and practical research.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Semi-structured interview with the case company

Interviewer: Toivo Soini, Master’s thesis

Interviewee: CEO of Investors House Oyj
General and background
1. How would you describe Investors House as a company?
2. How you describe the business environment of the company?
3. What are your company’s core competencies from your point-of-view?
Sustainability — ESG
Do you have a sustainability strategy?

How do you report and communicate about sustainability?

What demands have ESG- era brought to your actions?

P w N

How do you see Environmental and Governance aspects in your company?

ESG “S”-factor

1. What do you recognize as they key factors from company’s actions that create
social impact?

2. How does the company measure S-factors?

3. Does the company report these impacts and if yes, how?

4. Is S-factor visible and can it be used when communicating to investors and if
yes, how? Does it have a strategic role in investor relations?

5. How is responsible of S-factor in the company? Senior management or every-

one?
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Do you have a strategic approach for creating social impact or does it come as a

side bonus for successful business operations?

Any future directions, goals or ideas to create or measure S-factor?

Can creating a social impact be a competitive advantage?
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