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Accountability to stakeholders, to “the other”, has been considered important in accountability literature. This study contributes to this theoretical literature on accountability in the practical context of sustainability. The study focuses on a case company which follows the principles of sustainability by attempting to explicitly inject sustainability into every part of the company. In the company studied, the general management represents the value hegemony of sustainability which is taken in the company as morally superior. The study shows that the hegemony perceives the company to be accountable for sustainability to future (not present) stakeholders’ needs, to its own future (predominantly not present) self, and to a very general concept of “society”; “the future common good”. The reliance on construction science and other, more practical knowledge, provide the confidence to leap from the present to the future with knowledge assumed, if not perfect, at least good enough. The study shows that what is important is not “other” but “future other”. The study also suggests that the self provides a necessary method for the achievement of the accountability of the self, mediating between the potentially conflicting interests of different “others”. Finally, due to the difficulties with the concept of ”stakeholders” (i.e. in order to acknowledge that stakeholders can also be very focused on “themselves”, not, for example, on other stakeholders), “the future common good” is proposed in its stead as a new target for both accountability and sustainability. 


1 Introduction

Research on both accountability and sustainability repeats the same theme all over again: stakeholder[footnoteRef:1] dialogue is important (Unerman & Bennett, 2004), stakeholders should be empowered (Cooper & Owen, 2007), models for considering as many stakeholders as possible should be employed (Unerman & Bennett, 2004), and the consideration of “the other” (as opposed to “the self” only) is vital (Shearer, 2002). In other words, stakeholders and stakeholder dialogue are seen as the true keys to accountability to stakeholders and sustainable operations. The present paper examines a company which does not consider the needs of its present stakeholders but, on the other hand, has been explicitly rewarded for its extensive sustainability efforts, employs admirable practices directed towards sustainability and is also acknowledged as advanced in this respect by many of its stakeholders. We thus ask how this is possible. Based on the study, we note that the accountability literature has not explicitly considered that it is not necessarily the needs of “the present other” that are important, but those of “the future other”, considered very broadly. The theoretical accountability-related research question in this paper can be stated as: Assuming company representatives feel accountability as profoundly important, which entities do these representatives perceive to be accountable to, if not current stakeholders? [1:  Following earlier accountability literature, this paper implicitly considers stakeholders as human, as opposed to actors being both human and non-human as in the approach advocated by Latour (1987).] 


Relying on social constructionism (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Hacking, 2000), we employ case data (gathered with interviews and as archival data) in a fully state-owned company responsible for the state building infrastructure and its development. The company representatives explicitly acknowledge that, as opposed to private enterprises, the company pays explicit attention to sustainability issues, leaving financial consideration to take the second place in decision-making if sustainability so requires. They admit that they have exceptional freedom in this respect because the company cannot bankrupt, and on the other hand, has a lot of social responsibilities due to its state ownership. The case company thus represents an extreme case in the way that it can ignore some of its current stakeholders’ (such as customers and service and materials providers) needs, as long as it maintains the trust of state, its owner, at a general level, and thus retains continued financing for its operations. This setting provides an effective way of studying accountability to entities other than current stakeholders. It is notable that “hegemony” has been usually, in the literature, related to dominant ideas that reflect the opposition to sustainability, for example “capitalist hegemony” as employed by Unerman and Bennett (2004). However, within the current company, the managerial hegemony, the dominant ideology of management, emerges as that of pro-sustainability.

Thus, the management represents the hegemony of sustainability. The representatives of the hegemony feel accountable to three entities: future stakeholders’ needs (trying to anticipate those needs), future self (decreasing any worries about the company’s business and improving its prospects for success; the term “future self” here refers to the entire company, not only the hegemony as a powerful representative of it), and society at large (not necessarily consisting of individual stakeholders). Here the perspective of the future self emerges as dominant, and as part of that, the perspective of the present self (the company at present), who are seen as acting morally right. Stakeholders are constructed as an opposition to the socially responsible operations: their deficiencies and short-termist attitudes are seen to highlight, in comparison, the impressive sustainability efforts of the hegemony and the company. Stakeholders are perceived as being accountable to the quarterly economy, budgets, and monetary savings; immediate concerns of their present selves. The company representatives often feel superior to the stakeholders in terms of the company’s “more advanced” and more long-term oriented social responsibility.

However, there are voices within the company, that do not consider sustainability as necessarily valuable in itself, such as those who appreciate more their scorecards, as well as those who consider that sustainability is a separate engagement from normal operations. This is admittedly not a surprise; any practice within any company is usually deficient. These views are not of interest for the theoretical constructs and are not focused on here. Based on the social constructionist approach (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Hacking, 2000), we do not attempt to provide an all-encompassing view on the company reality, but focus on the parts that can contribute theoretically to specific debates.

The paper contributes to the discussion on accountability (Messner, 2009; Roberts, 2009, 1991; Shearer, 2002) by providing evidence that it may not be the needs of “the other” that could be the focus of accountability, but the needs of “the future other”. An important component of accountability is thus suggested to be refined by breaking it down into its subcomponents. Thus, accountability could legitimately be achieved by ignoring the needs of the present other (as long as the future other is considered). This ignorance could go even further: The future other could also be ignored if this ignorance facilitates the achievement of the so called “future common good” (i.e. “greater good” or “better future”), because stakeholders can also be short-term oriented and self-serving; their needs are not necessarily wholly representative of a moral overall “good”. It is also acknowledged that “the self” provides the only way in which any kind of accountability can be experienced: it is always accountability of the self, although to the other. Because stakeholders are often focused on their own needs, i.e. “themselves”, the “self” of their observer can often be the only one who can make a calculated and informed decision about the different legitimacies of the different stakeholder needs in a specific situation faced by that “self”.

Finding the needs of the future other is seen to require an appreciating attitude towards the other. The study thus adds to the limits of accountability (Messner, 2009) the excess concern for the self. Both the self and the other should be appreciated fully as independent, although, simultaneously, paradoxically heavily dependent on each other. Finally, the paper provides for strategies by which company representatives can engage in the potentially necessary guesswork on the needs of the future other and of the future of the entire society. 

The study proceeds as follows. We review relevant literature on accountability, stakeholders, sustainability, and time (the present and the future). After this, the methodology is presented. It is followed by the empirical section and discussion and conclusions.

2 Theoretical reflections

2.1 Accountability 

Accountability to stakeholders has been called for (Shearer, 2002; Cooper & Owen, 2007; Sinclair, 1995; Bebbington, 2009). The issue of the definition of accountability is complex. Accountability has been defined as the ability and obligation of a given person or entity to explain, justify and take responsibility for given issues (Messner, 2009, p. 918; Cooper & Owen, 2007), and this definition is also the basis of the current study. Accountability has also been seen as the giving of accounts in any part of social life, in very informal as well as formal ways, and in relation with the environmental and the economic in addition to the social (Gray, Brennan & Malpas, 2013, p. 5). These ideas of accountability emphasize intersubjectivity (Shearer, 2002, 545; Schweiker, 1993), in other words, relations between “the self” and “the other”, defined variedly depending on the context. Overall, accountability is related to the ideas of answerability, responsiveness, dialogue, justifications and responsibility (Shearer, 2002; Sinclair, 1995; DeZoort, Harrison & Taylor, 2006; Cooper & Owen, 2007). 

There are different forms or styles of accountability. Ahrens (1996) compares the British risk-and-return accountability framework with the German accountability based on functional expertise, terming these different styles of accountability. Accountability has also been represented in varying forms as political (related to political institutions), public (accountability to the general public), managerial (organizational responsibility), professional (accountability to one’s profession or professional conduct in general), and personal (related to personal positions, values and experiences) (Sinclair, 1995). Moreover, accountability has been seen through two dissimilar discourses: a structural and personal discourse, out of which structural is formal and often normative, whereas personal represents the individual experience of accountability (Sinclair, 1995). If we assume that there are multiple forms of accountability, the normative call for more accountability becomes problematic unless it is specified, which type of accountability is called for and whether there are any forms of accountability that are, for some reason or another, undesirable. 

The importance of “the other” as such has been widely recognized (Shearer, 2002; Freeman, 1984; Unerman & Bennett, 2004; Cooper & Owen, 2007; Dillard, 2007). Habermasian principles of discourse ethics require a balance between all parties affected by a given decision (Unerman & Bennett, 2004). Roberts (1991) recognizes the difference between the individualizing accountability of the self and the socializing accountability oriented towards interdependence between the self and others. Acting in the public interest, i.e. to enhance the well-being of the entire society, has also been presented as one of the goals of accountability (Dillard, 2008), and the reciprocal relationship between organizational management and the rest of society has been termed “ethic of accountability” (Dillard, 2007). “Mutual commitment” also speaks of this wider-reaching accountability relationship (Gray et al., 2013, p. 10). An extension into a differing direction, to the “interior lives” of people, as they internalize the requirements of accountability, is also possible (Gray et al., 2013, p. 11).

Neoclassical economics claims that the way “the other” is most effectively considered is by the increase in profits of a given economic entity itself; if economic transactions are voluntary, this implies that all of them are implemented for the good of all parties concerned (Benston, 1982; Friedman, 1970). Shearer (2002) shows the deficiencies of this model by drawing on Levinas (1985, 1986, 1987) who claims that in order to fully account for “the other”, one has to first consider “the other” without considering “the self”, in other words completely surrender to “the other”, entering into an asymmetrical relation with “the other” in which “the other” is dominant; only after this, one should look at “the self”. Shearer (2002) demonstrates that the model of neoclassical economics provides inadequate accountability-related ethics for organizations and that “the other” should be considered more effectively in economic life and associated relations. 

Extreme accountability can be problematic due to the following ethical burdens it poses on people. Accountability can paradoxically result in an excessive focus on evaluation rather than on the evaluated action itself, which should, in effect, be more important (Messner, 2009), and complete transparency is impossible because the provision of a full account of oneself is beyond the potential of any human being; the cognitive abilities of humans and their unconscious provide barriers to this (Roberts, 2009; Messner, 2009). Messner (2009, p. 931) also recognizes that accountabilities can conflict each other, for example when they are induced simultaneously by shareholders and environmental issues. We acknowledge here that conflicts can also occur between the present and the future needs of stakeholders, between the needs of different stakeholders, and between the needs of individual stakeholders and the needs of society as a whole.

2.2 Stakeholders

The stakeholder theory claims that organizations should take into account their stakeholders as fully as possible (Freeman, 1984). Stakeholders have been defined as entities or individuals that can affect or be affected by the actions of the business (Freeman, 1984). Post, Preston, Sachs (2002) define "stakeholders" as the individuals and constituencies that contribute, either voluntarily or involuntarily, to the corporation’s wealth-creating capacity and relevant activities, and that are thus its potential beneficiaries and/or risk bearers. This definition, however, takes it for granted that the purpose of a corporation is to create wealth, which may, however, not be in the interests of some of its stakeholders.

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a well-known phenomenon in organisations (Windsor, 2006). CSR requires that firms embrace the economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations of all stakeholders, not only financial stakeholders (i.e. shareholders; Carroll, 1979). Its use thus implies that executives acknowledge influences that are constituted by the requirements of creditors, consumers, shareholders and other stakeholders. CSR is often considered to consist of three pillars: economic, social and environmental (GRI, 2002). According to Gray et al. (1987, 1988) the core of CSR research, which generally coalesces around accountability and stakeholder theory, concerns itself, primarily, with self-reporting by organizations. This self-reporting is of information which enters the public domain, tends to be reported via the annual report and predominantly is concerned with organization-society interactions relating to the natural environment, employees, communities and customers; such self-reporting may be undertaken voluntarily, as a result of legislation or as a part of a code of practice (Gray et al., 1995).

2.3 Sustainability and time

Sustainable development can be defined as the development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (WCED 1987, 43). Sustainability, or sustainable development, can also be defined as “the effect of corporate activity on the external environment and the consequent implications for the future” (Aras & Crowther, 2009, p. 279; Burritt & Schaltegger, 2010). Sustainability is often related to the three pillars of CSR: economic, social and environmental. The term “sustainability” is preferred here instead of the value-ladden term “sustainable development” that appears to claim that any changes within this field always constitute “development”, not, for example, “deterioration”. 

Social studies of time often separate it into three components, experienced by actors somewhat separately: the past, the present, and the future (Maaninen-Olsson & Müllern, 2009; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Medlin, 2004; Widell, 1998; Tuttle, 1997). For example, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) analytically divide agency into these three components, terming the past “iterational” (relying on the reflective activation of past thoughts and events), the present “practical-evaluative” (consisting of practical judgements made by actors in response to emerging situations), and the future “projective” (referring to the imaginative formation of possibilities in relation to the future). Tuttle (1997) describes the temporal orientation towards the different components as the extent of the awareness of these components, which implies how much a person (1) thinks about each component, (2) values each component, and (3) feels that each component is full of activities and events. For example, an orientation to the future can be seen as the function of the extent of planning, of attaching importance to these plans, and of the number of activities within these plans (Tuttle, 1997, p. 357).

Emirbayer and Mische (1998) present several parts out of which the past, the present, and the future are composed; the parts that tie together the present and the future are the most relevant for the current study. Out of these, “experimental enactment” is a part of projectivity that ties with the present: after issues have been contemplated enough, they can be put to an experimental test in order to see how they function in more immediate circumstances. On the other hand, within the practical-evaluative element exists “deliberation” that implies a concern for the wider consequences of present actions and for the wider frameworks within which the present actions could be seen. In a sense, “experimental enactment” can be seen as movement from future plans towards the present, whereas “deliberation” represents a move from present concerns towards a concern for the future; these thus imply movements to opposite directions. Related to the relations between and to the difficulties of reconciling between the present and the future, March (1978) explicates the problem of defining future preferences of decision-makers at present – not only the parameters of today’s decision are unknown in the future, but so are the future tastes and preferences to be materialized when the consequences of the decision are finally seen.

The literature has distinguished between two kinds of focuses on the short time horizon: (1) short-termism, which refers to a deliberate effort not to act in the long-term best interests of a focal entity such as a company, and (2) myopia, which implies a physical inability of seeing the future (Marginson & McAulay, 2008). In this paper we are concerned with both short-termism and myopia to the extent that they relate to “unsustainability”, the opposite of sustainability. Causes of short-termism and myopia have been stated to originate from stock market pressures (Jensen et al., 2004; Ezzamel et al., 2008; Aglietta & Rebérioux, 2005), inefficiencies and short time horizons that result from not being publicly quoted and thus possessing a truncated investment horizon (Ferrier & Porter, 1991), and excessively rigid performance measurement (Van der Stede, 2000; Merchant, 1990; Ittner, Larcker & Meyer, 2003; Laverty, 1996). In the literature, “long term” has often been presented as desirable in its own right (Dunk & Kilgore, 2001; Nilsson, 2001): whereas Dunk and Kilgore (2001) are concerned with short-termism in the stock markets, Nilsson (2001) expresses concerns with the short time horizon of non-listed co-operatives. 

Many of these ideas about time can also be related to sustainability. In effect, sustainability means processes that are initiated in the short term but that can sustainably continue, i.e. are practically possible and maintainable, in the long-term future. Sustainability is thus tied to the idea of continuity between the present and the future. It represents two, perhaps contradictory issues: the need to plan for the future and the need to determine what is a sustainable practice now, a practice that corresponds to the planned future stages. The future and the present thus have to be tied together so that the contents of both are formed as credible entities. When sustainability is absent and present practices are not sustainable in the long term, this implies a break in the continuum between the present and the future. In other words, at some point after the immediate present there occurs a point or a time zone during which it would become obvious that those practices that were used before cannot be continued after that point. 

3 Methodology

This study uses social constructionism, an approach by which it is acknowledged that certain issues become socially constructed as generally acknowledged “facts” through social processes (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Hacking, 2000). This approach then studies the processes through which this “fact-building” takes place (see e.g. Gendron & Bédard, 2006). For example, it could be expected that sustainability, based on its most well-known definition by the WCED (1987, 43; introduced earlier), would be socially constructed through processes relating specifically to three entities: the company, its external environment, and the future (Aras & Crowther, 2009, p. 279; Burritt & Schaltegger, 2010). 

The study employs an intensive case methodology, aiming for rich understanding of the issues studied within one organization (Stoecker, 1991; Harré, 1979). The specific methods are interviews and the use of archival data. According to its emphasis on listening to the relevant actors’ points of view, the study acknowledges the vitality of Latour (1987) and Giddens’ (1990) notion of actor reflectivity.
The case company, termed SustainCo, was chosen for the following reasons. It has prepared sustainability reports since 2002 and has been awarded multiple prizes for its advanced sustainability reporting. According to the company’s website, responsibility is the cornerstone of its operations. The company claims to consider its responsibility for sustainability by taking into account economic, social as well as environmental considerations, not forgetting the cultural value of buildings. Due to its state ownership and thus the lack of immediately pressing profitability concerns, it has leeway in paying attention to sustainability. However, the case company also represents an extreme case because, despite all its attention to sustainability, it can legitimately ignore its current stakeholders’, such as customers’ and service providers’, requests, as long as it retains the trust of the state, its owner, at a very general level. As such, the building industry and service providers there have been extensively criticized for their unsustainable and even unlawful practices and this industry thus forms an interesting case in this respect. Finally, the company is also easily accessible to the researchers due to its physical location. This case offers empirical material that can be theoretically infused, assisting in answering the accountability-related theoretical research question.
Altogether 25 interviews have been carried out. The interviews have been undertaken with personnel responsible for CSR reporting as well as other employees both from executive level and other organizational levels. Representatives from multiple stakeholders have also been interviewed in order to receive the stakeholder point of view on the company. These outsiders have been the representatives of service and materials providers, the owner, competitors, major customers, and the external community within which the company operates. Several former employees have also been interviewed in order to receive varying outsider perspectives on the company. 

The interview outline for SustainCo (former) employees covered the meaning and importance of “sustainability”, “present” and “future” for the employee in his or her work, the implementation of CSR and experiences with it, performance measures and compensation systems connected with sustainability, as well as the relations between stakeholders and the company. The interview outline for stakeholder representatives, on the other hand, covered the views on SustainCo by the interviewee, particularly in relation with time and sustainability, and more specific commentary on company practices that were reflected in light of the more general discussion on sustainability. It was enquired, given the characteristics a stakeholder attaches to “sustainability”, in which ways the company could be recognized as sustainable and in which ways not, as seen by that specific stakeholder. In case a former employee was also a stakeholder representative (not an uncommon combination), interview questions from both perspectives were utilized. The study followed the strategy of analyzing multiple terms, such as “present” and “future”, around the subject area of “sustainability” due to the complexity and multidimensionality in this area. The interview themes are detailed in Appendix A.

Interviews function well in digging deep into the existing mindsets and motivations of people. The interviews were semi-structured in order for the respondents to be able to express themselves through their own meaning systems without excessive external limitations placed by the interviewers (Rubin and Rubin, 1995). All interviews have been face-to-face meetings and, with the exception of one, with both researchers. All of the interviews have been audiotaped and transcribed afterwards; all interviewees agreed to this procedure. Several case company representatives suggested stakeholder interviewees to the researchers. Moreover, all interviewees were asked to suggest additional interviewees at the end of each interview and by this snowball sampling method we located interviewees varying in their level of criticalness towards SustainCo and its sustainability efforts. The former employees, including the former CEO, had left the company relatively recently and thus possessed topical knowledge on the company. Interviewees and other sources of data are detailed in Appendix B.

It is acknowledged that many of the terms studied, such as accountability, are so far unclear and multidimensional and therefore have been approached in a social constructivist manner, listening to the actors’ points of view. It is also notable that different (groups of) employees and stakeholders see terms such as sustainability in different ways. It is also possible that some of these employees or stakeholders have not considered these kinds of terms at all before prompted to do so in an interview – resulting in a need to explicate the terms to them at a very general level, avoiding excessive guidance on the content of these terms. 

Archival data have also been used in order to provide additional perspectives on the company (Yin, 2003; Vaivio, 2008). Particularly the archival data regarding CSR reports have been necessary in order to show the actual output of the CSR process, regarding which interviewees were able to provide more motivational data. Internal SustainCo documents, materials from SustainCo website, relevant histories, stakeholder publications by SustainCo, publications prepared by SustainCo stakeholders (such as information on building infrastructure in the area of SustainCo operations), National Audit Office’s publications regarding SustainCo, the main control documents related to SustainCo by the Ministry of Finance (the Government Premises Strategy and the State Real Estate Strategy), scorecard measures of selected SustainCo employees and press coverage about Sustainco have also been used. Finally, data on a parental meeting in a school regarding the school’s renovation, with SustainCo representatives present, is included.

The analysis proceeded as follows. We began our literature search with a rather wide interest in the crossroads between accountability and time. The interviews made us consider the role of the stakeholders in the company, which appeared surprising based on the previous literature, and we combined this finding with theoretical insights from the literatures on accountability and time, focusing on the intersection between two divisions: that between “the self“ and “the other” and that between “the present” and “the future”. It was also noted that as stakeholders could be considered self-serving, it was necessary to look at a concept that was more wide-reaching than simply “stakeholders” or “the other”. “The self”, “the other”, and “the future common good” thus formed a continuum from a more limited entity towards more encompassing ones. 

4 Empirical data

SustainCo – the “sustainable” company
The case company had a history and tradition that span over 200 years. It was a Finnish state-owned enterprise under the aegis of the Ministry of Finance and acted as an expert on the state’s working environment and working premises. The company had 273 employees and its turnover in 2013 was 630 million euro. Appendix C shows a stylized picture of the matrix structure of the organization. SustainCo did not itself have employees that work in construction sites; rather, it functioned through an extensive network of subcontractors – Appendix D outlines the overall network within which the company operated. 
The managers of the case company heavily emphasized sustainability, and many of them explained elaborately how they worked hard in order to inject sustainability into every part of the company as an integral part of all of its operations and strategy. Every task done in the company, should, optimally, be heavily pierced by sustainability. The quotes below illustrate this.
 
“This way I have seen it and I myself personally feel like this and I think that it is also the decision [made at] our company that corporate responsibility issues are part of operative practices. It is everyday work, not speeches on a platform or in web publications or in other fine ceremonies, as unfortunately often is the case… Sustainability is everyday work in every single issue, without anybody necessarily making a big case about doing it, separately from doing something else. And it has been like our principal theme currently that CSR cannot be separated. It is everything. In all work, every day, involved, it is not done by some special and separate person.” (Chief Operating Officer)

”That social responsibility, for us it is like an umbrella concept that covers all our operations. So, in a way, you can’t think about it as a separate issue because it has to be seen as involved in all our actions.” (Strategy Director)

Formally, sustainability held a sizable and important role in the organization; it was seen to be the cornerstone of all of the company’s everyday operations. For example, in a discussion, followed by one of the authors, in which company representatives outlined their plans for a specific school renovation, they emphasized company sustainability and CSR to the audience which consisted of the school’s personnel and pupils’ parents, audience that was perhaps more eager to hear about precise renovation measures than CSR. An interesting anecdote in one interview was the comment that sustainability resulted in the company aiming to actively decrease its sales (i.e. the amount of space in the premises at its disposal) in order to increase the efficiency of the use of buildings; a very different idea from the usual one in business. The following quote also illustrates the focus on sustainability. 
 
“Here this social responsibility is a mainstream idea. So, it is not [only] some set of tricks or some kind of matter artificially created, but it is quite really, people have internalized it.” (CEO)

When sustainability was first initiated in the company, it was only a sole process, focused on environmental issues. Later on, company management felt that it should form the basis for all operations instead of being only a separate process. Sustainability was thus included in all of the pre-existing operative and strategic processes. The implementation has been reasonably successful; it was felt that it had not been like “fighting against the windmills”. At the time of the study, sustainability could be seen as being integrated with all the operations, into the backbone of the company, at some level. For example, in employee surveys, for ten years already, sustainability was seen as the major motivational factor by the employees: they felt that they were acting responsibly in their everyday work concerning very important issues that touched the entire state and the whole of society and they considered all this very motivating. Interviewees talked about company employees and their reward systems:

“In recruiting employees, I have noticed that those who are applying for our company have noticed that we are a socially responsible operator. And they think that they want to be employed and work in that kind of a company. So, it is clearly a boost to our image as an employer.”(Human Resources and Development Director)

“…from every trumpet [sustainability] is tooted and personal remuneration systems are integrated with it. So that [the systems] lead forward [towards sustainability].” (Leading Expert on CSR)

A majority of general management represented the value hegemony of sustainability and moral “goodness” that was considered undeniable. The empirical evidence indicates that sustainability as a value was emphasized in the company and it was an important criterion for the recruitment of new employees; only those recruits with sustainability deeply embedded in their own values, were desired. A former employee explained that “if SustainCo was a citizen, it would go and lift up any tumbled granny.” Interviewees explained about the hegemony:
	
“…the values and issues that were emphasized there sit well with me. It was easy to work for that company. It was not against conscience or values or other…it is nice that these kinds of companies exist. This sounds a bit sugary, but it really is like this... As it was a part of the operations and values…it was a part of the daily work that employees wanted to do their work well. It was not like that this week I do well and next week I will bungle and cause damage…” (Former Area Manager)

”You need not be the best expert in Finland, but if your values are desirable, it is easier to work here and to be recruited.”(Chief Operating Officer)

Company practices also represented sustainability in multiple forms. On the general level, sustainability appeared in the company’s two main duties: it commissioned the building of new premises for its customers and renovated its older property portfolio in accordance with the needs of customers. Overall, investments were claimed to be guided by the needs of users, life cycle costs and the functionality of the premises. On a more concrete level, sustainability was represented by how these issues were implemented in the best possible way in actual construction and repair work: it was the so called “rubber boots section”, the people responsible for implementation at lower levels of the organization, who were important in sustainability. The following quote illustrates this.

”[Do we do] so that we quickly paint molds out of sight and say that this is in a good condition…or do we repair the whole structure from deep down to be completely healthy.” (Chief Operating Officer)

Stakeholders

SustainCo representatives claimed that the company listened to and involved its stakeholders. SustainCo belonged to a large network of organizations in its field of operations. It was a part of a chain: On the one hand, there were stakeholders that supervised and controlled the operations of the case company, such as state agencies, and on the other hand the company controlled and directed its subcontractors. 

The state with its several roles as the owner, client and regulative authority, was the most important stakeholder for this government-owned company. The Ministry of Finance was responsible for both the substance-related and corporate governance control of the company. Related to SustainCo, the main control documents of the Ministry of Finance consisted of the State Real Estate Strategy, forming guidelines for state real estate ownership, and the Government Premises Strategy, which provided instructions for the use of state premises. 
 
SustainCo acted as the government’s leading expert on the working environment and premises and its services were almost exclusively provided to government bodies. Accordingly, the clients of the company consisted of, for example, ministries, research and cultural institutions, such as the National Board of Antiquities and Historical Monuments, government administrative bodies and agencies, such as the police board and tax administration, and defense and security management of the state. The company representatives claimed to follow – and lead – the development in the field of construction and to co-operate on this with the stakeholders. The following quotes illustrate the expert and societal roles of the company. 

“When we instead of [only] claiming that we function responsibly and that we are forerunners, that we [actually] invest in development, research, that we are open, that we say that everything that we invent, it is at everybody [else]’s disposal. Just take it, for free. All the development of the field, we lecture, we teach a lot, people are active.” (Chief Operating Officer)

“[SustainCo is] the largest owner of real estate in Finland, in practice. So, [this extent of ownership] also increases this kind of societal importance. And it is almost a presumption that [SustainCo] participates in the public debate, for example on the quality of construction and issues like that.” (Budget Counsellor, Ministry of Finance) 

The case company was a government in-house service unit operating according to commercial principles, thus forming a hybrid between markets and the public sphere. It effectively functioned according to the premises of New Public Management, aiming for a modern and efficiency-related approach to the public sector. In its strategy the case company increasingly claimed to emphasize the task of responding to clients’ requirements and expectations. The company provided its clients with solutions comprising both physical premises and related services. The interviewees explained:

”...how this basic task of [SustainCo] has changed, so construction and property management continues as before, but bit by bit, a few new elements have emerged. It means that the provision of services has all the time increased and it is still heavily increasing… [However,] taking on this role as a government in-house service unit…it is still very much unfinished.”(CEO)

”Well, perhaps this customer perspective has become more important on the way and the emphasis on “ownership”, in quotes, has been decreasing quite much.” (Former Area Manager)

SustainCo had not initiated sustainability efforts due to immediate pressures from the state; instead, its interest in sustainability initiatives had been born within the company itself (motivated by consultants in the 1990’s), albeit the company probably used sustainability discourse to appease the government and to gain scarce resources from this primary stakeholder who clearly preferred to hear this discourse; more on this later. SustainCo functioned in the midst of a role conflict between its dual functions on the one hand as a supervisor of the interests of the state and on the other hand as a real estate investor. The following quote illustrates this conflict.

”It would be quite important to clarify the role of [SustainCo]. So, if you think from the Ministry of Finance point of view, [does the Ministry] require [SustainCo] to be a real estate investor or a supervisor of the interests of the government regarding premises, this is quite a determining decision. [SustainCo] can’t take both roles and I think that it is a natural role [for the company] to be a government’s supervisor and [the company] seems to be taking it now… In terms of social responsibility, this kind of corporate real estate management role and accordingly, a mandate given to impact on the use of the government’s working premises is the most significant, clearly the most responsible thing [in SustainCo], as I see it.” (Representative of a competitor and former employee)

SustainCo representatives also claimed to educate and influence the stakeholders and to aim to impact the practices in the construction and property field. The company aimed at being a forerunner in increasing interest in sustainability issues and in promoting best practices in the field. For example, the reliability of waste management reporting was mentioned as a field of development. Moreover, energy efficiency was a concern and it was encouraged, for example, by a bonus-sanction-model (developed by SustainCo) in which bonuses were given to stakeholders in case of improvements and sanctions in case of failures, as seen below:

”For example, in property maintenance, [SustainCo] uses this kind of a bonus-sanction-model in its agreements. It means that if there are savings in energy consumption, it is also of benefit to the company providing the service.”(Representative of a competitor and former employee)

The hegemony acknowledged difficult conflicts between the quality of indoor air, maintenance of buildings with historical or social value, accessibility, energy savings and other purely financial concerns. For example, high-quality renovations of valuable historical buildings were more expensive than implementing only the basic minimum repairs: there was a conflict between the short term yield and being responsible for the long term historical value of buildings. Another example was the conflict between improving energy efficiency and the efficiency of the use of premises, on the one hand, and maintaining the social value of the good quality of indoor air, on the other. The Chief Operating Officer explained:

[bookmark: _GoBack]“We have to maintain the balance when we make choices. Short-term yield and maintaining responsibility in the long term, this is the basic contradiction.” (Chief Operating Officer)

In general, SustainCo was perceived as convincingly sustainability oriented by its stakeholders; it was not seen as doing only green reporting but genuinely contributing, or at least making a very serious effort to contribute, to sustainability within its network and in the industry. The reporting by SustainCo was acknowledged by many stakeholders as advanced and convincing. In addition, the development of the entire building industry, the development of the work environment of the state and also otherwise, and other practices in relation with stakeholders, for example the bonus-sanction model, received appreciating commentary from stakeholders. A competitor said that certain other large actors in the industry were in their “infancy” regarding sustainability, compared to SustainCo. The following quote also illustrates this. 

“These [sustainability-related] issues are given the value they should be given [at SustainCo]. Yes, they do their tasks through corporate social responsibility. And, anyway, when you think [that they have] so many targets and real estates, there is a chance to truly impact these situations. Perhaps the latest three to four years they have clearly brought this their desired strategy close to the service provider, so that cooperation has, in that field as well, intensified. So that rhetoric has little by little changed to be part of everyday actions… but that has really happened only during the last five years.” (Representative of a service and materials provider)

However, many of the stakeholders were considered problematic by SustainCo employees in many respects; a real nuisance sometimes. They were seen by company representatives to be interested in their own short term good; for example, customers often talked about savings, not understanding the long-term consequences of the savings. Similarly, service and materials providers were often seen as short-term oriented, interested in their current contracts and in the most cost efficient ways of maintaining existing buildings and constructing new ones. The hegemony felt that these stakeholders considered their accountability as mostly accountability to present selves and savings, by efficiency discourse. These stakeholders were seen as too easily ignoring the demanding conflicts referred to earlier. The following quotes illustrate this further in relation to customers.  

“The customers’ comments were only that whether they save, save something now, how do they benefit from this [now].” (Former Area Manager)

”In my view this attitude of the [end customers] [to sustainability] was like,[that the customers would say]”ah-hmm”. That they are not interested. In the lobbies of the premises there [we would place] all energy certificates, that this is that level of building and so on, but they could not have cared less. We have done a lot of work so that we have made them, at least I hope, to have some small [level of] understanding and upbringing into this, that these things actually matter.” (Former Area Manager)

There were similar issues brought up regarding the service and materials providers. They seemed to be excessively interested in their own short-term financial performance instead of the long-term value of the building infrastructure. The quote below illustrates the concerns and efforts by SustainCo representatives regarding this.

“Have we managed to deliver the message, which we really consider to be challenging, that how can we make our service subcontractors function according to our values and practices. It has been a well-known and recognized challenge for a long time and now for the next year we are trying to build around it this kind of a theme year and [to affect it] through network leadership [programs].” (Chief Operating Officer)

Stakeholders often presented conflicting requirements and it was only SustainCo that was seen to possess the expertise to judge the relative importance of each claim and the exact measures to be taken in each situation. Although the state possessed the most powerful recognized voice out of all the stakeholders, the state was still not outside of critique: customers were often criticized, as follows. 

”If you think about clients who were government organizations, so perhaps generally, in principle, you can say that they all had faith in social responsibility, as you can imagine. So, in a way, they appreciated the issue and they were also organizations not aiming for daily profits. So that they have a possibility to think. But then in these practical matters, all [of them] wanted a horrible about of space and rooms for themselves and all that, so there was always a contradiction and we had to work to solve that.” (Former CEO)

In addition, service and materials providers and subcontractors were criticized for not understanding the difficult conflicts. For example, the quote below shows that they had the tendency of not truly taking long-term responsibility. They acted like this perhaps in order to maintain their short-term profitability, not caring whether the building was eventually safe to spend time in as a result.

“The short term, there are conflicts there… Some warranty periods, you could say that they are excessively short for this kind of a product [such as a building]. About them you could have thought that they could be [lengthened]… They lengthened during my employment, from one year to two years, but it is a very short time, you cannot truly trim the real estate reasonably in that time so that the worst problems that can be hidden, would reveal themselves. Then you arrive to the responsibility lasting something like ten years [that should be required]. And then [after those ten years] the service and materials providers usually increase the use of those kinds of dishonest practices so that they can go around their own responsibility with different reasons.”(Former CEO)

It was also acknowledged that SustainCo had attempted to educate these stakeholders, with mixed success, apparently: 

”[SustainCo] has that kind of an accountability in the Finnish society that it should be able to innovate, to reform this industry and to show a good example, for instance by improving the work culture of material and service providers. As I preached so many times that we really have the kind of construction firms as we deserve and if we cannot educate and control them better... And it really seems to be hopeless.”(Former CEO)

The state role as owner was the predominant role regarding which the state was not criticized. It could be that SustainCo representatives appreciated this stakeholder the most due to its power to provide resources for the company, but critique could also be lacking simply because this stakeholder was detached from the practical day-to-day conflicts with stakeholders that the company representatives experienced. Moreover, the idea of state ownership served the discourse of sustainability in the company; SustainCo could not go bankrupt, was not listed in the financial markets, and was thus “above” the daily struggles of existence experienced in non-state-owned companies.

Stakeholders were mostly not seen as influencing the company very much; rather, it was the company that impacted its stakeholders. The leading expert on CSR commented on how stakeholders influenced the company “probably” “a little”: 

“We have these kinds of focus areas or theme years…I think these focus areas are a little probably formulated according to the loud and quiet messages we receive from our stakeholders. And those issues that are going to be put greater emphasis on, these change in the course of time. And also if some targets for development emerge from internal and external audits, we probably will focus on those targets. (Leading Expert on CSR)

Forms of accountability

Earlier, the main task of the company was basically to reactively provide premises for customers. At the time of the interviews, the company representatives claimed to look at “the big picture” and future development -related aspects were said to be increasingly emphasized in decision making. The company aimed at developing better working environments and management processes to fit the future needs of the company and its stakeholders. The hegemony perceived itself to be accountable for sustainability to future (not present) stakeholders’ needs. 

”Perhaps ten years ago it was not considered…but today we see that there is a true demand for responsibility in business. And as we can now say that we have already been doing that for such a long time…This kind of a rise in conscience and ethicality, which is really welcome…so, our way of doing things answers the questions before the questions even show up.” (Chief Operating Officer)

The hegemony also felt being accountable for sustainability to its own future (not present) self; “the self” here referring to the entire company, not only to the hegemony which was, admittedly, a powerful representative of the company itself. This could provide leeway for company representatives; they did not have to simply react to emergent pressures moment-by-moment. One interviewee brought up the issue that when he has done proper work which he thinks himself is sustainable, he does not have to worry about “answering the phone” and worrying that any phone call he receives may be a complaint about work badly executed or about something important left completely undone. 

Interestingly, the hegemony’s predominant accountability for sustainability emerged not as accountability to stakeholders but as rather self-sufficient accountability predominantly to the company in the future, “the future self”. The following quote illustrates that company representatives did not want to produce any reports or do any work “only so” that an outsider would be happy; the interviewee explained how one of the most important targets in that person’s own work was to make all the CSR reporting function for the company, first and foremost. The reports are here termed “unnecessary” because it is “only” the outsider who requires them. The self-serving mentality is shown here in how the reports should “serve” only SustainCo and help its busy employees.

”As the long-term goal it is to develop and improve so that, for example, concerning the environmental system, to make the responsibility perspective [within our customers] as a natural whole. And then to make it serve us so that we do not produce unnecessary reports only so that the auditor would be satisfied, but it does not serve us in any way. This change in perspective certainly serves everybody [at SustainCo] because everybody is also otherwise so busy [at SustainCo].”(Leading Expert on CSR)

Sustainability was made to serve the company: it was a way for gaining legitimacy in society, particularly in relation with the owner. SustainCo rationalized its existence and actions to the representatives of the state, its owner, by its sustainability efforts. Legitimacy in society was also seen to serve the company so that the owner would be satisfied – if the societal image of SustainCo was inferior, it is doubtful if the representatives of the owner, i.e. the state, would be happy. On the other hand, it was very likely that even if company representatives honestly considered certain actions sustainable, they would not implement those actions, if it was known that the owner would not appreciate those actions and the company representatives knew they would not be able to convince the owner on this. The following quote illustrates the instrumentality of sustainability efforts for building good relations with the owner. 

”…in our case, we have to do [sustainability] as we have been told. Of course, it can be done in a lazier or in a better way, and of course we have seen that if we in some way at least try to report about it well and openly and else, it helps us. So, it is not that kind of a sainthood strategy in that way that we would do it in a wholly unselfish way…Well, we say that because we have to be socially responsible, so is it not good in that case to report on that issue so well that our owner also hears through other channels that their wish is coming true.” (Strategy Director)

Outsiders had also noticed the partial arrogance of the company in relation to stakeholders other than the owner. A representative of a service and materials provider would have preferred for SustainCo to co-operate more effectively with subcontractors; he claimed that currently the cooperation with SustainCo was quite a lot about SustainCo just deciding how subcontractors could help it (i.e. which measures the subcontractors should provide in their reports), not asking from those subcontractors how they could themselves see the co-operation between themselves and SustainCo in the long term. Moreover, for example, a representative of a competitor talked in an interview about ways of cooperation with SustainCo, by means of offering consulting services to the company, but as SustainCo considered itself to be “the centre of the world” or at a minimum the centre of the industry in Finland (as quoted below), cooperation was challenging. SustainCo was also claimed to value service providers with a prestigious outside image over local ones (as stated by the interviewee in relation to “driving with a Mercedes Benz”).

”We also possess a rather respectable research and development unit. So, in a way, the co-operation [between SustainCo and us] could be more wide-ranging, but... So, perhaps, they don’t look at what we have done with some of our customers [mentions a couple of well-known and large customer organizations] …We have developed many tools that could perhaps be used in SustainCo. But the problem with [SustainCo] is, like in the case of many large property owners, that they really think that they are the centre of the world, that this industry consists only of them. …And the use of consultants is such that... Well, they can afford to do so, but if it is so that you rather take a consultant from London, a consultant that costs twenty times as much as a Finnish consultant, it is a bit that you like to drive with a Mercedes Benz….things of this kind. As they have a budget for that, it seems [for them] to be such a marginal investment. And of course, if you take somebody to implement a state real estate strategy, it is really reasonable to take a consultant who has done that kind of a job for example in England before, but…No, if you like, we could have more co-operation and else.” (Representative of a competitor and former employee) 

Interestingly, selfishness was the way to accomplish sustainability in the company. It was noted in an interview that the company attempted to cultivate an attitude according to which its employees would function as if they are building and renovating buildings or houses for themselves, and their own families, to live and work in them (the ideal of detached house building and living). This would make the employees consider the real long-term consequences of their choices and make them truly see their responsibility in a meaningful way.

The hegemony also perceived itself to be accountable for sustainability to a very general concept of “society”. Instead of stakeholders, a concept that was very close to societal benefits, was often evoked, that of the “common benefit for the state”. This was often evoked in financial terms, but it also possessed more general connotations. Moreover, “better future”, which represented “the greater good” for all involved, was also elaborated on, and the hegemony claimed that stakeholders could be self-centered and their individual benefits would not necessarily serve this common good. The Chief Operating Officer referred to the “better future” as follows:

“The backgrounds of the decisions can be located in the history, and the lessons, the wisdom, by which we mold the future view. But today we work for the better future.” (Chief Operating Officer)

When producing service solutions, the case company representatives claimed to take the overall interest of the state into account. “The common benefit for the state” and for taxpayers emerged as taking account of long term perspective, instead of unduly appreciating the short-term profitability of single projects. The CEO explained:

”The common benefit for the state is the guiding star, not the benefit of one individual client… I could say that from my point of view this is like a big puzzle where all the pieces do not necessarily fit that puzzle very well. So, you have to press them [into the puzzle] by force in order for the common benefit for the state to materialize. In that case, some clients may find the situation unpleasant from their point of view.” (CEO)

It also came up in the interviews that a responsible business was not only about fulfilling the requirements of the law, and it was claimed that responsibility did not even start until you could do more than the minimum requirements the law demanded. The company claimed to aim at serving the society better than other companies and better than the statutes required. The state ownership was seen to be effectively tied with the need to function for the common good of all people and stakeholders involved; the state itself was perceived to represent a type of “commonality”. All this is exemplified by the following quote. 

“SustainCo is an organization that serves all Finnish people, the Finnish state and through that [purpose] this is very motivating work. To do work that benefits all, every single Finnish person. If not directly, then indirectly, in other words, the tax payers.”  (Chief Operating Officer)

However, it is worthwhile to note here that when SustainCo and state representatives talked about the “common benefit for the state”, they never meant an all-encompassing common benefit for all. In this context, they were always talking about buildings and real estate; for example, regarding schools, they would talk only about the “walls” of the school, not the education organized within it (which could be seen as the main purpose of the school in the first place). The “common benefit for the state” was, in this way in the data, always a rather one-sided term. 

The hegemony focused on a factual approach to issues, not emotional and emphatic ideas about stakeholders and their needs. Construction science and practical knowledge were seen to provide guidelines as to CSR and sustainability. As the company was state-owned and the country’s largest owner of commercial property, its position was felt to both enable and oblige it to act in a forerunner role in the field. The former Area Manager explained:

“This kind of a state-owned enterprise, with a relatively large scale, allows possibilities to do all these things. If I begun [in my new work in a smaller company] to think that it would be nice to research that issue, then quite soon the head of the board of directors would say to me like have you looked at last year’s income comparison, that what have you been doing here? Of course that position [of SustainCo] brings with it the issue that you have to be the forerunner in development.” (Former Area Manager)

Because the future was not known for certain and even science did not provide all the answers, SustainCo had another practice by which knowledge was gathered. The company introduced tests of what would happen if they established a certain practice. For example, the company had established a practice for carefully checking the required work license and tax certificate of every employee, employed by all of its subcontractors, in the building sites of the company. In relation with this, it had also established sanctions for those subcontractors who employed illegal immigrants or otherwise employees whose salary was not appropriately taxed. SustainCo was now testing how the subcontractors would react to this: would they comply or would they express discontent and perhaps a wish to switch to a different customer? The following quote illustrates this.

”The war against grey economy which has been started…So, I am sure we are the first who have included petty fines in the agreements and really, along with the checks on the building sites… I think ten checks have been made this year [by November]… I receive a report on those checks, and I follow that those invoices and payments will also be made…I suppose that we are the first who do it this way, we really do these busts and send these penalty bills…Well, it really is unclear how this construction work culture takes it, will the [constructors] make us outcasts, it really is testing.”(Head of the Controller Team)

In relation to these kinds of tests, a company representative felt that it is necessary to keep options open in the short term as much as possible, in order to avoid their foreclosure too early when deciding on how to proceed based on the tests conducted.

5 Discussion and conclusions

The study has examined the practical context of sustainability in order to contribute to the theoretical literature on accountability. The case study discussed a company in which accountability for sustainability seemed heavily emphasized. However, this perspective did not seem to tie with a stakeholder perspective, in that the present stakeholder needs were not very much considered. This is surprising, since the literature suggests that accountability in general, and particularly for sustainability and for social responsibility, implies a stakeholder perspective (Shearer, 2002; Unerman & Bennett, 2004; Cooper & Owen, 2007, Freeman, 1984). 

The management hegemony in the case company felt accountable to future stakeholders’ needs (trying to anticipate them), future self (attempting to make decisions that assist in avoiding problems for the company in the future), and society (at large, not consisting of individual stakeholders). The representatives of SustainCo felt that most stakeholders were accountable to short-termist financial issues such as quarterly economy, budgets, and immediate savings. When presented with improvement projects for healthier and more accessible buildings, the present selves of stakeholders asked the question: what is in it for me now? Some of the representatives of SustainCo felt disappointed about the stakeholders. It should also be noted that when the representatives of the hegemony were talking about “the future self”, they did not mean only themselves, as the hegemony, but the entire company, including some amount of personnel that was not as much appreciative of the sustainability-related issues. The hegemony was thus inclusive in its definition of “the future self”, not selfish or self-serving; it seemed to assume that eventually everybody in SustainCo would “see the light” and “become a believer in sustainability”.

It looks like stakeholders were involved in the company and that there were channels through which company representatives gathered data on those stakeholders and their views. However, as these data were gathered, the members of the hegemony were disappointed all over and over again: the stakeholders proved to be interested in their own short-term financial gain instead of what the company representatives considered as “true” sustainability. The company responded to this by the partial denial of stakeholders’ positions and the promotion of the company “way” of doing sustainability. The hegemony also perceived that the office and work-related environment was tied to a factual approach to issues, not to a fully emphatic idea of stakeholders. This could be a more general phenomenon in work life: Organizational discourse is official and factual, not emphatic and emotional. Thus, should the representatives of the hegemony, instead of dismissing stakeholders as nuisance and short-term-oriented, put more effort into really understanding those stakeholders? Is “the other” here ignored?

It is possible that the partial ignorance of the short-term-oriented “other” was a way for more effective accountability, which entailed, surprisingly, not the consideration of “the other”. Rather, it potentially entailed considering the needs of the “future other”, namely health and safety, which seemed to be very different from those of the “present other”, i.e. financial cost efficiency considerations. Effective accountability and sustainability require the crossing of this line between the present and the future; this can be very demanding.

The paper contributes to the accountability discussion (Messner, 2009; Roberts, 2009; Shearer, 2002) by indicating that it is not “the other” that is necessarily of interest in accountability, but “the future other”. We add a temporal dimension to the issue of “the other” in order to respecify the targets of accountability. The paper thus refines accountability as being not only in relation to “the other”, but also in relation to the future of “the other”; the concept of accountability to “the other” is broken down to its temporal subcomponents. Accountability to “the other” in the long term, surprisingly, can require disregard for “the other” in the short term. 

Thus, it is “the future other” that one could be concerned about, not “the present other” ─ not disregarding, however, any immediate and pressing true anxiety by “the present other”, and the clues this “present other” can give about the needs of “the future other”. However, “the present other” does not necessarily know what the preferences of “the future other” will be (March, 1978), no more or no less than the representatives of the company and the management hegemony can know them. The hegemony is thus forced to engage in “guesswork” about the needs and values of “the future other”, while, simultaneously, perceiving the preferences of “the present other” as inadequate and misleading. Is there a reason for the hegemony to assume that the preferences of “the future other” are any more adequate and reasonable than the preferences of “the present other”? If the attitude of the hegemony towards present external stakeholders is that of disdain, will the attitude towards them be any less so in the future? Understanding the needs of “the future other” would need to be considered in detail from the empathetic position of “the future other”, requiring a temporal leap as well as a spatial leap to the position of “the other”. A disdaining attitude is not fruitful in making these leaps.

The representatives of the hegemony do not consider this as problematic, because they feel that they know, based on current knowledge on construction design and repairs, how they should act now in order to fulfill the needs of “future other” and “future self”, i.e. to avoid problems in the future for others and, particularly, for the company itself. The construction, architecture and building maintenance knowledges and sciences are seen to provide all the necessary factual answers; all the hegemony needs is persistence, care and wisdom in applying these knowledges and sciences to their specific buildings. Future requirements are, in a way, extrapolated from present requirements which are assumed to continue to the future: they are expected to be sufficiently fundamental in order to continue, being related for example to people’s health and safety as well as buildings’ cultural and historical value. 

The hegemony feels that they themselves possess the best knowledge out of all the stakeholders about sustainability and are in the best position to combine the present and the future. This combination is thus achieved through the “spatial” knowledges and sciences of construction, architecture and maintenance. The difficult issues present here include the trade-offs between the quality of indoor air, historical value of buildings, and energy savings. The knowledge the hegemony possesses is in no way perfect in solving these trade-offs; in fact, nobody holds a very good knowledge about these issues and the decisions have to be made partly “in the dark”, hoping for these issues to turn out well in the future and maintaining a flexible attitude that allows for the awareness and correction of emerging problems. The reliance on science and knowledge allows the hazy accountability to “the future other” to be maintained. 

In addition, the company continuously performs “tests” that can provide details about the future and about the preferences of the “future other”. These kinds of tests would imply a time zone in which a point or zone of discontinuity and an associated “awakening” to more effective accountabilities can be experienced. This contrasts with a continuous, potentially unreflective existence and reliance on continuously similar forms of accountability. Points of discontinuity can encourage deep reflection that can lead to more sustainable solutions than an existence in which perfect accountability for sustainability is already assumed to having been reached for good. Times of “awakening” in the short term do cause feelings of distress but they have a potential to encourage even deeper commitment to accountability for sustainability as it is possible to learn something fundamentally new from the deficient present practices in order to alter these practices for the better. This issue ties in with the concepts of “experimental enactment” and “deliberation” by Emirbayer and Mische (1998): experiments can be points in which deliberation might take place, not in the seamless accountability for sustainability scenario, but within a constant and sometimes painful struggle for accountability for sustainability. “Experimental enactment” and “deliberation” involve continuous shifting between the present and the future (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998) which assists in moving towards greater sustainability.

However, an alternative for the company representatives could be to consider more carefully where the stakeholders’ responses originate from. These concerns with the financial and the measureable are based on neoliberalism; the importance of science, technology, measurability, and objectivity. The company could thus attack more directly the source of that discourse, for example by attempting to promote the discourse of CSR in place of the financial discourse in the society more widely with media coverage. It appears that the ”otherness” of science and knowledge is seen as legitimate, unlike the “otherness” of short-termist stakeholders. The company representatives thus, paradoxically, base their answer to the question on the connections between the present and the future on the same broad issue that underlies the stakeholders’ positions, which the company representatives disdain.

At SustainCo, the “self” represents the only way in which accountability can be experienced: accountability is always accountability of the self, although to the other. A thoughtful “self”, subjectified as such, can provide for accountability in each specific context. For example, as indicated, the “self” who considers that he/she is constructing a building for him/herself, can be very capable of thinking about sustainability and the long term in the building design and construction process. Each stakeholder group is necessarily focused on its own needs and requirements, i.e. “themselves”, and “the self” of their observer could function as a mediator between them. “The self”, however, is not complete without “the other” that provides meaning and input to the self in everyday life.

The study adds to the understanding of accountability as problematic (Messner, 2009; Roberts, 2009, 1991). A full perceived accountability for sustainability, a practice considered as being concerned for others, can paradoxically lead to the idea of self-sufficiency, a total arrogance, and the danger of an ultimate lack of concern for the others. Messner (2009) has considered the limits of accountability from the perspective of the accountable self, showing the problems of the opaque selves (the self does not know the bases of its own decisions), the exposed selves (the self is excessively exposed and this exposure becomes the predominant concern for accountability), and mediated selves (the self faces legitimate but conflicting demands for accountability). This study adds to these the issue that excess concern for the self can surpass the accountability for others, presenting a limit to accountability that adds to Messner’s (2009) limits. The present study also shows that Messner’s (2009) discussion includes as inherent, but not as acknowledged, an additional limit to accountability, the focus on “the self”; it is “the self” that perceives excessive and conflicting pressures, and is unable to account for itself due to its hidden unconsciousness.

There have been calls in the research to effect broader form of accountability, not only accountability to shareholders, but to other constituencies as well, such as community members and the environment (Shearer, 2002). In the current paper, we investigate a company that has, in is managerial level, achieved a wider sense of accountability, not only financially, to owners, but also to other constituencies. However, this wider sense does not guarantee that “the other” is given consideration. The company claims to be so far ahead of its stakeholders, that the stakeholders are actually, surprisingly, represented with the financial view of “savings”, whereas company representatives claim to take a wider view on how to work through the difficult ethical and other types of conflicts. Thus, the situation leads, somewhat paradoxically, to the company leaving aside the voice of its present stakeholders while its representatives claim to function for the greater good of the wider society and future stakeholders’ needs. The feeling of self-efficacy is so high that stakeholders, such as subcontractors and even customers, can be seen to be of lower quality than company representatives and their voice is again silenced, although with a different rhetoric from the usual one. The parts have been turned around: the stakeholders are seen to be interested in financial and measureable savings and efficiency, whereas the company representatives claim to advance towards “the greater good”, attempting to survive the nuisance caused by these “less relevant” stakeholder needs. A wide perspective exhibited by a company is thus not a necessary guarantee for the appreciation of “the other” (partly contrary to Shearer, 2002).

It can be asked what is “the other”. The stakeholders and wider society have been considered in relation to this (Unerman & Bennett, 2004); however, accountability to an infinite number of potential stakeholders has been problematized (Jensen, 2001). The empirical data speaks of “the better future”, related to the theoretical term of ”the future common good”, which could be a generic term that surpasses all stakeholders, their present and future needs, and the entire society in the present and the future. It could be a convenient term for describing the potential ends of accountability and the desirable purpose of companies (and stakeholders). “The better future” or “the common future good” can be criticized due to it being unclear and excessively all-encompassing, but at least it implies that we could aim for somewhere else, “good” for everyone ─ and at least this “good” is experienced and could thus potentially be measured on the individual level. The “common benefit for the state”, brought up by the interviewees, approximates this predominantly from the financial angle but with wider connotations. This is perhaps something that the company is doing when it is attempting to help “the other” without “the other” even appreciating this help.

The literature has considered stakeholder needs to be paramount (Unerman & Bennett, 2004; Cooper & Owen, 2007; Shearer, 2002). However, stakeholders can be, and often are, short-termist and focused on their own selves. This also points to a weakness in stakeholder theory and accountability literature: stakeholders are not considered or required to be “ethical”, their major role is to voice their own concerns, not the concerns of any of the other stakeholders. In effect, the discourse on the importance of stakeholders amplifies this self-satisfaction by the stakeholders. Stakeholder needs are often contrary to each other, and one stakeholder group would not stand down and admit the preference for another stakeholder group’s priviledged needs. For example, employees would not easily give away salary increases even if that money could be earmarked for saving the environment polluted by the company, even the environment in which those same employees live. “The greater good”/”the future common good” implies an atmosphere in which this “good” that is “greater” than anything else, any company’s or stakeholder’s individual needs, is aimed at. “The future common good” is not the same as “other”. The non-acknowledgement of “the other” can be moral, if “the other” acts predominantly instrumentally. In the long term, accountability without “the other” is most likely immoral; however, in the short term, surprisingly, it can be moral. All this is in line with acting in the public interest of the entire society (Dillard, 2008) and in accordance with “ethic of accountability” (Dillard, 2007) and “mutual commitment” (Gray et al., 2013, p. 10). 

Based on Shearer (2002), it is recommendable to first consider “the other” empathically, so that the other is recognized in its important uniqueness, and only then to seek for the means to fulfill the needs of others, with one’s practical and scientific knowledge. “The other” should not be conflated by “the self” (and its self-interested, perhaps not wise needs) and “the self” should not be conflated by “the other” (and the others’ self-interested, perhaps not wise, short-termist needs). Here it can be noted that short-termism is a problem in relation with “the other”. In relation with “the self” short-termism and long-termism can both be problematic if they do not allow for the consideration of “the other”. All this is in line with Shearer’s (2002) calls for the all-encompassing and asymmetrical consideration of “the other”.

This paradox seems to make accountability impossible: one’s own knowledge provides the way and the method for the solving of the others’ future needs, but to account for the other fully one needs to account for this other before his/her own subjectification. The lack of clarity of the concept of “self” can be of interest here: “The self” has been perceived both as a solitary ego (Shearer, 2002) and as a company (Freeman, 1984; Unerman & Bennett, 2004; Cooper & Owen, 2007), such as in the current study. It is noteworthy that company representatives that appear to some extent dominate the company can still see “the self” as the entire company, including dissidents, thus promoting an inclusive and “non-selfish” idea of “the self”. Could this form the solution to the accountability paradox? “The self” can be seen inclusively, already taking a step towards the direction of “the other” and thus building a bridge between these two concepts. People can thus internalize accountability into their own selves (Gray et al., 2013, p. 11).

The study provides for future research alleys. Based on the above, it would be very relevant for accountability to locate further ways in which one can forecast the interests of “the future other”, and the power implications of who gets to prepare the forecasts. Futurology, along with its concerns for the future faith of society and science, could be employed here. Moreover, the precise methods for considering “the other” apart from “the self” would be important for enhanced accountability to “the other”. This might require further redefinitions of both “the other” and “the self”. 
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Appendix A

Interview outlines


Interviews within the company:


· the meanings of complex terms such as “short term”, “long term”, “the present”, “the future”, and “stakeholders” for the employee

· meaning and importance of “sustainability” for the employee

· the relation of “sustainability” to other complementary terms such as “CSR” and “corporate citizenship”

· meaning of “accountability”

· the history of the implementation of CSR reporting and experiences with it

· current CSR reporting practices

· plans for the development of CSR reporting 

· the implementation of sustainability accounting, if any, within the company (its history, current practices and plans for it)

· stakeholder relations

· performance measurement and compensation in relation with sustainability



Interviews with stakeholders:


· the meanings of complex terms such as “sustainability”, “CSR”, “short term” and “long term”, “the present”, and “the future”, as well as “accountability” for the respondent and the relations between these terms

· company relations with stakeholders

· company practices regarding “sustainability”, “CSR”, “short term”, and “long term”






Appendix B 
	
List of interviewees and archival material

Interviews

SustainCo, Chief Operating Officer			23.9.2013	2 h 5 min
SustainCo, Leading Expert on CSR			3.10.2013	1 h 25 min
SustainCo, Communications Director		4.11.2013	1 h 40 min
SustainCo, Strategy Director			13.11.2013	1 h 30 min
SustainCo, CFO				18.11.2013	1 h 35 min
SustainCo, Head of the Controller Team 		21.11.2013	1 h 25 min
SustainCo, Human Resources and Development Director and
Personnel and Development Manager		7.2.2014	1 hour 10 min
SustainCo, CEO				28.2.2014	1 hour 25 min
SustainCo, Legal Adviser			10.4.2014	1 hour 30 min
SustainCo, Investment Director			16.4.2014	1 hour 40 min
SustainCo, Legal Director			6.5.2014	1 hour 30 min

SustainCo, Former Area Manager			21.10.2013	1 h 20 min
SustainCo, Former CEO			5.3.2014	1 hour 35 min
SustainCo, Former Leading Expert on CSR		9.4.2014	1 hour 35 min

SustainCo, Member of the Board, CEO of a service provider	27.3.2014	1 hour 35 min

Ministry of Finance, Budget Councellor		25.2.2014	1 hour 25 min
Ministry of Finance, Consulting Officer		7.3.2014	55 min

Competitor A, Vice President, Asset Management, 
former employee			13.2.2014	1 hour 35 min
Competitor B, Regional Manager, former employee	14.2.2014	1 hour 10 min

Service and materials provider A, 
SustainCo Customer Director 		28.2.2014	55 min
Service and materials provider B, Project Planning Manager	 6.3.2014	1 hour 25 min
Service and materials provider C, Environmental Organization, 
Manager				6.3.2014	1 hour 10 min

Customer A, Director of Department		 	5.3.2014	1 hour 30 min
Customer B, Facility Services Manager, 
former employee			8.4.2014	1 hour 25 min
Customer C, Materials Director, former employee		11.4.2014	1 hour 25 min


Here “former employee” denotes a former employee of SustainCo.



Other material

SustainCo sustainability reports 2002-2013

Other material from SustainCo websites

History of state building works 1811-2011

History of SustainCo 1811-2011

Advertisement by SustainCo’s ”creative premises”

Stakeholder magazines of SustainCo

Document of the targets for SustainCo for 2014, suggestion to the state

Measurement scorecards of selected employees at SustainCo

Sustainability reports by SustainCo stakeholders

“Responsibility in real estate business”, published by KTI Kiinteistötieto Oy, 2013

“Measures and key ratios for real estate ecological and energy efficiency”, published by KTI Kiinteistötieto Oy, 2011

Three National Audit Office’s publications regarding SustainCo 

The Government Premises Strategy and the State Real Estate Strategy by the Ministry of Finance

Press coverage about Sustainco 

Meeting by SustainCo representatives at a school regarding the school’s renovation 13.11.2013









Appendix C

Organizational structure
 (
Board
)

 (
CEO
)


 (
Development of real estate
) (
Offices
) (
Ministries and specialty estates
) (
Defens
e and security
) (
Strategy and development
)


 (
Finance
)
 (
Operations
 
)

 (
Eastern Finland
) (
Northern Finland
) (
Western Finland
) (
Southern Finland
) (
Investments and new buildings 
) (
Personnel
)


 (
Internal control
)


 (
Communications
)





“Specialty estates” refer to real estates with special development and maintenance needs, such as museums, hospitals, research facilities, the National Opera, and listed buildings. “The development of real estate” refers to making alterations to existing buildings in order to sell them or rent them to outsiders.


Appendix D

Company position in its field of operations
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