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a b s t r a c t

Climate change is a major strategic issue for insurers, both as a risk and an opportunity. The Geneva
Association1 has therefore urged insurers to move forward in integrating climate-related decisions and
actions into day-to-day business, and a framework has been developed to assess insurers’ climate change
actions. This paper explores the Geneva Association framework for climate change actions in the context
of Nordic non-life insurers. This is a four-level framework, ranging from inaction to integration. When the
framework was introduced in 2009, the impression was that the insurance industry was reactive in its
approach to integrating climate change into the core business. The framework was utilized at the Nordic
Insurance Climate Conference in 2009, supporting the Geneva Association notion about the situation. The
findings of this case study suggest a difference between two case groups: the Island companies (SMEs),
including insurance companies operating in Åland, Faroe Islands and Iceland, and Mainland companies
operating in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. The Island companies are to a large extent inactive,
while the Mainland companies are moving forward becoming developed in their approach to dealing
with climate-related issues. Company size and outside drivers, including market and social drivers, are
two of the factors that account for the difference between the case groups.

� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

The impact of climate change on the insurance industry has
been identified on global, regional and local levels by different
actors, including insurers, governments, multilateral bodies and
researchers (e.g. Ahvenharju et al., 2011; Charpentier, 2008; Mills,
2009b; The Geneva Association, 2009a; Vellinga et al., 2001).
More frequent and expensive losses threatening the financial sol-
vency of insurers are expected (Ceres, 2011; Charpentier, 2008)
which will influence insurers’ ability to pay claims of policyholders
unless the sector acts on the situation (Mills, 2007, 2009a). The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) expects an in-
crease in the frequency and intensity of extreme climate events,
which may further increase losses unless preventive measures are
taken (Höppe and Pielke, 2006; IPCC, 2012). This situation has been
a driving force for the actions of insurers, and the insurance in-
dustry has been identified as a leading sector in terms of climate
adaptation (Nitkin et al., 2009). However, there are signs that
nk focussing on strategic is-
insurers are not proactive enough in addressing climate-related
issues (The Geneva Association, 2009a,b). Findings from other
financial institutions suggest that climate policies are not under-
stood or incorporated, for instance in the case of the managed in-
vestment sector (Haigh, 2011). Additionally, pension funds have
found it challenging to define what responsible investment is in
practice, and in implementation (Sievänen, 2013).

The IPCC Third Assessment Report (TAR) included a separate
chapter on insurance and other financial services. Loss trends have
been evident since the early 1980s, and climate change impacts are
expected to intensify. The report therefore brings forth the role of
risk financing in dealing with climate-related issues, raising con-
cerns over potential upward pressure on insurance premiums along
with cutbacks in risk coverage due to catastrophe risk. Further-
more, since the sector is sensitive to climate change consequences
and is integrated into other parts of the society, the unique position
of insurers to sense the socio-economic effects of climate change is
evident (Vellinga et al., 2001). The fourth Assessment Report (AR4),
published in 2007, discusses economic and insured losses between
the 1960s and 1990s and shows a rise in insured losses over the
period (IPCC, 2007; Munich Re Group, 2005; Swiss Re, 2005).
Additionally, the report also offers selected examples of adaptation
actions by sectors, including agricultural crop insurance and
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Fig. 1. Climate change actions of insurers (Mills, 2007, 2009a; Mills and Lecomte,
2006; Mills, 2012).
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insurance related to infrastructure and settlement in coastal areas
(Wilbanks et al., 2007). The fifth Assessment Report (AR5), due in
2014, will contain a discussion about key economic sectors and
services, including market impacts on supply chains, systemic risk
and insurance (IPCC, n.d.).

The role of spreading risks of weather-related events between
different sectors throughout societies and across borders and time
can influence the macroeconomic outcome of climate change
(Epstein and Mills, 2005). It is suggested that insurers need to
consider all sides of their business, including claims handling, risk
expertise, loss prevention, products and pricing of risks, in-
vestments, communication, counselling and sponsoring activities
(Faust et al., 2006), supporting a low-carbon economy, and soci-
eties’ resilience to climate change consequences (Liedtke et al.,
2009). Influencing public debate, raising awareness and encour-
aging customers to adopt more climate-friendly behaviour are
among the actions insurers can take. This is vital for the insurance
sector, because if individuals and societies are vulnerable to cli-
matic events so are insurers which take on their associated risk
(Epstein and Mills, 2005).

1.1. Tracking of insurers’ climate change actions

The driving forces behind companies’ actions may differ ac-
cording to industry and the company’s core business, as well as
location, ownership and size (Lourenço and Branco, 2013). Drivers
include imposed external drivers, such as regulatory pressure,
supply chain pressure, pressure from financial providers and mar-
ket pressure, and voluntary internal drivers, including financial or
ethical motivation factors (Bansal and Roth, 2000; Hoffman, 2000;
Jasch, 2006; Tutore, 2010). A lack of drivers has been identified
among smaller Nordic non-life insurance companies, while the
larger insurance companies are acting under market and social
drives, as well as under pressure from industry peers
(Jóhannsdóttir, 2012).

The climate change actions of insurers have been tracked
through CERES2 reports called ‘From risk to opportunities’. Between
2006 and 2012, the development of insurers’ climate-related ac-
tions has been positive, suggesting a more proactive approach in
dealing with climate change issues. As of late 2012, a total of 1148
initiatives from 378 entities in 51 countries were reported (Mills,
2012), compared to 422 activities from 190 insurance entities in
26 countries recognized in the 2007 CERES report (Mills, 2007,
2009a; Mills and Lecomte, 2006), see Fig. 1.

Insurers’ environmental and/or climate change performance is
also tracked in other initiatives. The Carbon Disclosure Project
(CDP), an international not-for-profit organization, requests the
world’s largest companies to measure and report their climate
change performance on an annual basis, and the best-performing
companies are included in two CDP indices, the Carbon Disclo-
sure Leadership Index (CDLI) and the Carbon Performance Lead-
ership Index (CPLI). In the CDP 2012 global report, Allianz ranked
among the world’s top ten performers of insurance companies
(Allianz, 2012). In comparison, ClimateWise, a global insurance
industry leadership group, assesses its members’ climate-related
performance against six principles: 1) risk analysis, 2) informing
public policy-making, 3) raising customers’ climate awareness, 4)
climate-related investment decisions, 5) reduction of business
environmental impacts, and 6) reporting. Independent analysis is
made onmembers’ reports showing a high level of compliancewith
the principles (ClimateWise, n.d.). Some of the Nordic insurers use
2 A network of investors, companies and public interest groups advocating sus-
tainability leadership.
the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) G3 Guidelines as a framework
to disclose their sustainability performance (Global Reporting
Initiative, n.d.). There are three main outputs of the reports: com-
pany profiles, management approaches and performance in-
dicators, including results on economic, environmental and labour
practices, human rights, society, and product responsibility (Global
Reporting Initiative, 2011).

Members of the Geneva Association collectively signed the
Geneva Association Kyoto Statement in 2009 (The Geneva
Association, 2009b), where they state their willingness to take a
crucial and collaborative role in the global effort to deal with
climate risks by means of co-financing low-carbon energy devel-
opment projects, developing building codes, conveying e in part-
nership with policymakers e customers’ climate risk levels, risk
management and risk reduction, and by providing a complemen-
tary mechanismwithin the climate adaptation framework (Liedtke
et al., 2009). The Geneva Association also introduced in 2009 a
framework that can be used to evaluate and monitor climate
change actions of insurers, and the development of the industry
climate-change performance (The Geneva Association, 2009a). The
framework has only been introduced for this purpose and has not
been utilized, apart from one time when it was used at a Nordic
insurers’ climate change conference (NICC) in the autumn of 2009,
see further discussion in Section 2. This suggests that insurers may
be falling short in responding to climate change risks affecting the
industry. A possible explanation can be found in studies focussing
on other financial institutions. For instance, Haigh (2011) found out
that climate policies have neither been understood nor taken ac-
count of by the managed investment sector, and that awareness of
climate-related risks is still limited.

The shortcoming of the above-mentioned initiatives is that they
are all tailored to the needs of large insurance companies, ignoring
the needs of smaller insurance companies in tracking their envi-
ronmental and/or climate change performance. Smaller companies
often lag behind, as was the case in the Sievänen et al. (2013) study
which reveals that responsible investing is less common in the
smaller pension funds than in larger ones. Additionally, a U-shape
curve was evident, meaning that large pension funds are more
likely to have a responsible investment strategy than small ones,
and that the medium-sized pension funds are the ones lagging
behind.

1.2. The Nordic insurance case and the aim of the paper

Within the European Union (EU), the Nordic countries are
considered to have a strong environmental profile and are believed



Table 1
The Geneva Association’s framework for climate change actions of insurers.

Level 0 Inactive � Understanding of social and environmental impact
of business is limited.

� Efforts to address climate change do not exist.
Level 1 Reactive � Awareness of issues is driven by outside parties or

uncoordinated interest groups.
� Limited efforts are reactive, public relations-based

and/or inconsistent with business goals.
Level 2 Proactive � Understanding business impact and key issue areas

relevant to business.
� Progress is recorded via first climate change reports.

Level 3 Developed � Goals and relevant programmes structure climate
change efforts.

� Tracking and reporting capabilities are in place.
Level 4 Integrated � Core business strategies address climate change issues.

� Climate change efforts drive risk management,
profitability and growth.

Source: (The Geneva Association, 2009a)
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to lead the way when it comes to protecting the environment, in
addition to having strong views on and interest in EU environ-
mental policy (Magnúsdóttir, 2009). According to Magnúsdóttir’s
(2009) research, the Nordic countries are more influential than
their small size suggests, and are able to act as environmental
forerunners using their positive image and based on national ex-
amples and/or expert knowledge. Furthermore, Nordic nations
claim that they have a role to play in European and global devel-
opment in the environmental arena (Norden, n.d.), since one of
their shared values is “respect for nature” (Lindholm et al., 2005).
The Nordic environmental forerunners’ role was an influential
factor when selecting Nordic insurance companies as a case for the
study.

The companies included in the study are, on a national level,
among the top four largest insurance companies in each country.
They differ greatly in size, however. The small and medium-sized
companies (SMEs) all operate in island communities: Åland, the
Faroe Islands and Iceland. For that reason they are grouped together
as Island companies. The large companies all operate on the
mainland e Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden e and are thus
grouped together as Mainland companies.

The aim of this paper is to explore the environmental and
climate-related actions of Nordic non-life insurers in the context of
the Geneva Association framework, which can be a good starting
point to assess insurers’ actions as it is simpler than the initiatives
introduced in the previous section. This is done by discussing the
utilization of the framework in a Nordic insurer’s climate change
conference (Section 2), and by using case study examples from
Nordic insurance companies of different sizes (Section 4) to discuss
the performance of different companies, based on the case groups
they belong to.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 discusses the
Geneva Association framework for climate change actions, the
conceptual foundation for the framework, and a comparison be-
tween the Geneva Association framework and the conceptual
frameworks. Research methods are discussed in Section 3 and
presentation of the findings in Section 4, while the discussion and
conclusions are in Sections 5 and 6.

2. The Geneva Association framework on climate change
actions

In 2009, the Geneva Association issued a seminal report called
The insurance industry and climate change e Contribution to the
global debate (The Geneva Association, 2009a). The target audience
included the insurance industry, governments, legislators, regula-
tors and the general public. The aim was to lay out a common
ground for insurers to address climate change and to manage in-
surers’ risk exposure. The report introduced a four-level framework
for climate change actions, which is here named the GA framework
for short (see Table 1). The GA framework offers a way to view the
climate change actions or inactions of insurers. Level 0 means that
companies are inactive, while they are considered to be reactive on
level 1, proactive on level 2, developed on level 3 and integrated on
level 4. Each level offers two bullet points explaining what each
level means in detail.

When the report was published, the world’s insurance leaders
regarded the global insurance industry as reactive (level 1) with
respect to climate change actions (The Geneva Association, 2009a)
without explaining how the conclusion was reached. Furthermore,
the Geneva Association emphasized in the report that the proactive
position (level 2) would be feasible within the year 2010, and the
developed position (level 3) within a relatively short, but unde-
fined, timeframe. The Geneva Association suggests that by
addressing climate change based on the framework, insurers will
move towards a low-carbon economy. Furthermore, it was sug-
gested that this approach could be used within the wider context of
sustainability and that insurers would use separate strategies for
industrial and developing countries (The Geneva Association,
2009a), though future growth opportunities for insurers lie in
finding solutions for the needs of emerging and developing mar-
kets (Swiss Re, 2011), e.g. in micro-insurance and renewable energy
solutions.

2.1. Conceptual foundation of the Geneva Association framework

Although not mentioned in the 2009 Geneva Association report,
stages of corporate environmental management can be viewed in a
historical context, offering insights into the development taking
place and the need for integration of environmental/climate actions
into day-to-day business. In the 1960s and 1970s, companies were
seen as unprepared, going through a noncompliance mode. In the
1980s theywere reactive, going through compliance cost mode, and
in the 1990s and the 21st century they became proactive, trans-
forming into a sustainable business mode (Berry and Rondinelli,
1998). The last mode associates with environmental management
systems where companies go beyond compliance.

A wide range of variability in environmental strategies, ranging
from reactive to strongly proactive, is furthermore found in aca-
demic studies (Hoffman, 2000; Sharma and Vredenburg, 1998).
Therefore, the Geneva Association framework for climate change
actions has a conceptual foundation in the environmental man-
agement and corporate social responsibility literature (Carroll,
1979; Henriques and Sadorsky, 1999; Hoffman, 2000; Hunt and
Auster, 1990; Roome, 1992; Wartick and Cochran, 1985). Concep-
tual classifications of firms’ approaches to the natural environment
are shown in Table 2. Actions classified by Roome (1992), an envi-
ronmental management scholar, range from noncompliance to
leading edge companies. The categories of Hunt and Auster (1990)
range from beginners to proactivists, while the range is from
reactive to proactive in the case of corporate social responsibility
scholars (Carroll, 1979; Wartick and Cochran, 1985).

Organizations’ levels of sustainability have also been defined by
Marrewijk and Werre (2003) who offer a six-level framework of
sustainability, ranging from pre-corporate to holistic sustainability,
see Table 3.

2.2. Comparison between the GA framework and the conceptual
frameworks

When comparing the GA framework in Table 1 with the con-
ceptual frameworks in Table 2, three similar stages are evident: the



Table 2
Conceptual classification of company approaches to the natural environment.

Environmental management literature Corporate social
responsibility literature

Characteristics

Roome (1992) Hunt and
Auster (1990)

Wartick and Cochran
(1985) Carroll (1979)

Noncompliance Beginner Reactive No support or involvement of top management
Environmental management is not necessary
No environmental reporting
No employee environmental training or involvement

Compliance Firefighter Defensive Piecemeal involvement by top management
Environmental issues only dealt with when necessary
Satisfy environmental regulations
Little employee environmental training and involvement

Compliance plus Concerned citizen Accommodative Some involvement by top management
Environmental management is a worthwhile function
Internal reporting but little external reporting
Some employee environmental training and involvement

Commercial & environmental excellence Pragmatist Top management supports and is involved in environmental issues
} Proactive Environmental management is an important business function

Leading edge Proactivist Internal and external reporting
Employee environmental training and involvement encouraged

Source: Henriques and Sadorsky (1999), adapted from Carroll, 1979; Hunt and Auster, 1990; Roome, 1992; Wartick and Cochran, 1985.
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non-compliance stage, which corresponds to the inactive stage of
the GA framework, and the reactive and proactive stages. The
proactive stage is the highest stage according to Henriques and
Sadorsky’s (1999) conceptual framework. The GA framework of-
fers two additional stages, developed and integrated, excluding the
firefighter and concerned citizen stages, thus extending beyond the
stages suggested in the academic literature. When environmental
or climate change decisions and activities are fully integrated, it is
hard to tell them apart from companies’ day-to-day actions (Porter
and Kramer, 2006). The highest level of the GA framework is
therefore more in line with Marrewijk and Werre (2003), sug-
gesting a synergistic and holistic approach to the sustainability is-
sues laid out in Table 3, and with Porter & Kramer’s (2006) ideas
about integration, rather than the highest levels of a firm’s
approach to the natural environment as described in Table 2.
Table 3
Levels of sustainability.

Stages Characteristics

Pre-corporate
sustainability

� At this level there is no ambition for corporate
sustainability (CS). However some CS activities
might be initiated when forced from the outside
(e.g. through legislation or a buyers’ strike).

Compliance-driven � Providing welfare to society, within the limits
of regulations from the rightful authorities;
organizations may respond to charity and
stewardship concerns.

Profit-driven � Integration of social, ethical and ecological aspects
into business operations and decision-making
provided that these contribute to the bottom line.

Caring � Consists of balancing economic, social, and
ecological concerns, going beyond legal
compliance and beyond profit considerations:
the motivation is that human potential, social
responsibility and care for the planet are important.

Synergistic � Consists of a search for well-balanced, functional
solutions creating value in the economic, social
and ecological realms of corporate performance
with a synergistic, win-together approach with
all relevant stakeholders.

Holistic � Fully integrated and embedded in every
aspect of the organization, aimed at contributing
to the quality and continuation of life of every
being and entity, now and in the future.

Source: Marrewijk and Werre, 2003; Quinn and Dalton, 2009.
2.3. NICC conference findings and utilization of the Geneva
Association framework

In September 2009, the Swedish Insurance Federation (För-
säkrings Förbundet), now Svensk Försäkring (Insurance Sweden),
the Norwegian Financial Services Association (Finansnæringens
Fellesorganisasjon, (FNO), the Federation of Finnish Financial
Services (Finanssialan Keskusliitto) and the Danish Insurance
Association (Forsikring & Pension) jointly held the Nordic Insur-
ance Climate Conference (NICC) in Copenhagen. The conference
was interactive in the sense that participants were asked to
answer questions during the conference about climate-related
issues by using electronic devices to punch in their answers.
Results were displayed on a screen instantly and subsequently
published in the conference report delivered to the conference
participants.

A climate change statement put forth by industry leaders at
the NICC conference emphasizes that climate change is one of the
biggest challenges of our time, which the Nordic insurance
industry intends to meet actively through their trade
associations by:

� developing and offering climatically sustainable products within
life and non-life insurance;

� incorporating climate aspects into investment strategy
considerations;

� using climatically sustainable methods in loss prevention and
claims settlement;

� following up systematically on climatically sustainable activities
implemented in the industry;

� striving for climate-smart ways of organizing and conducting our
business.

The outcome of the electronic survey revealed that 34 percent
of the 107 participants were CEOs, vice-presidents or chairs from
the Nordic insurance sector, 27 percent were in managerial or
administrative roles, 15 percent were environmental/CSR special-
ists and 18 percent advisors, thus demonstrating the importance
of the issue within the insurance sector. Furthermore, 77 percent
of the participants were from the non-life insurance sector, which
shows the importance of the climate change issue for non-life
insurers.



Table 4
Number of sites, interviews, interviewees and participant observation.

Company
location
and size

Number of
insurance
sites
visited

Number of
interviews
within the
field

Number of
interviewees

Participant
observations

Interviews
with outside
specialists

Employees <250
Åland 2 7 9 1 0
Faroe
Islands

2 6 6 0 0

Iceland 4 14 16 2 5
In total:

Island
8 27 31 3 5

Employees <7000
Denmark 2 4 4 2 0
Finland 2 9 10 1 0
Norway 2 8 9 2 1
Sweden 3 14 20 0 0

In total:
Mainland

9 35 43 5 1

In total:
Both
groups

17 62 74 8 6
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Participants were asked to think ahead to the year 2020 and
answer questions with that date in mind. The outcome of the
electronic survey showed that 54 percent of participants believe
that 85 percent of insurance companies will already be CO2 neutral
in 2020 and 64 percent of participants believe that governments
will require the insurance industry to offer environment and
climate-friendly insurance solutions. The study shows that 64
percent of participants believe that governments will publish an
annual list of the most “climate hostile” businesses, 68 percent
think non-life insurance companies without a climate strategy have
lost most of their customers, and 76 percent presume that some
customers can no longer be insured against extreme weather,
because they live in exposed areas (Nordic Insurers Climate
Conference, 2009). Therefore, one can argue that the way the in-
surance market develops when it comes to climate change conse-
quences and the response of insurers are not just private matters of
insurers but also government and community issues. Furthermore,
67 percent of participants believe that investors, including insurers,
should demand climate considerations and reporting from all the
companies they invest in, but 27 percent believe that this should
only apply to industries with high CO2 emissions. Additionally, 78
percent believe there is potential for industrial investors to join
forces and commit themselves not to invest in companies that fail
to meet minimum standards on how to address climate issues.

Although the Geneva Association suggested in its 2009 report
that the GA framework may lay out a common ground for in-
surers to address climate change and manage insurers’ risk
exposure, the framework has only been used to assess insurers’
actions at the NICC conference. At the conference, participants
were surveyed regarding the insurance industry’s position in
regards to climate change. The outcome from the NICC survey
supports the Geneva Association’s impression about insurers’
climate change reactiveness as brought forth in the 2009 report.
In 2009 NICC findings, the majority of Nordic insurers were
considered to be reactive (64 percent), followed by those seen as
proactive (25 percent). Around 7 percent were seen as inactive, 4
percent developed, and none were believed to have reached the
integrated stage, see Fig. 2.

The NICC conference report discloses that the insurance in-
dustry represents 325 insurance and pension companies in
Finland, Norway, Sweden and Denmark, meaning that the Island
companies are neither accounted for nor included in the discussion
about the climate change actions of Nordic insurers. A list of par-
ticipants from the conference also revealed that only the Mainland
companies had representatives at the conference, therefore the
above-mentioned actions and emphasis only present findings
7%
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Fig. 2. Nordic insurance industry’s positions with regard to climate change (Nordic
Insurers Climate Conference, 2009).
relevant to the case group of the large insurance companies
included in this study.

3. The research approach

Approaches and methods used by individual insurance com-
panies on how they deal with environmental issues differ between
companies (Mills, 2007, 2009a). Some lead while others lag behind
(Haanaes et al., 2011; Nitkin et al., 2009). A multi-case method was
therefore chosen in this qualitative study for the purpose of
demonstrating different views on the issue (Creswell, 2007), as it
allows for comparison and contrasting of findings to examine the
uniqueness and similarities of cases (Bryman and Bell, 2007; Yin,
2003).

3.1. Cases, participants and gathering of data

For theoretical purposes, 2e4 of the largest non-life Nordic in-
surance companies, nationally or regionally, were included in this
case study, 16 companies in all with a collective market share
ranging from 63 to 100 percent on a national level. Nonetheless, the
companies differ greatly in size, legal form and core focus, making
them interesting for comparing and contrasting results as they
approach environmental issues differently and face different kinds
of barriers. Companies were divided into two case groups based on
their size (see Table 4): the Mainland companies (large companies)
operating in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, and the Island
companies (SMEs3) operating in Åland, the Faroe Islands and Ice-
land. In this case, the small companies have less than 50 employees,
the medium-sized employ between 50 and 249 persons, and the
large firms have 250 or more persons employed (Eurostat and
Schmiemann, 2009).

For data collection, multiple sites of Nordic non-life insurance
companies were visited in order to seek information from insur-
ance executives and specialists. The Nordic countries and two
autonomous territories include Åland, the Faroe Islands, Iceland,
Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. The first two are autono-
mous territories: Åland is part of the Republic of Finland and the
Faroe Islands are formally part of the Kingdom of Denmark. The
3 Small and medium sized enterprises.



Table 5
The GA framework: examples of quotations from Island interviews.

Level Perspective Quotation

Level 0 Inactive � There is no strategy but I think we are getting closer
and closer to that, though we don’t have it
written down.

� No, we have not started yet.
� There is no environmental policy.
� We have not been working in the context of climate

change or environmental issues.
� We of course insure properties against these

[climate] risks, but we are inactive in loss prevention
and research work in this field.

Level 1 Reactive � We are with limited capacity trying to take steps
forward, but at the same time we do this as
systematically as we can.

� Environmental issues are definitely something we
can be better at.
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reasonwhy the insurance companies in the autonomous territories
were included was to get a fairer comparison for the Icelandic in-
surance companies that are smaller than those operating on the
mainland.

The majority of the interviews took place from September 2009
through September 2010. In cases of Pan-Nordic companies, it was
considered satisfactory to visit a single site, meaning that 17 sites
were visited altogether. In total, 62 interviews with 74 interviewees
were conducted. The transcribed data, including author’s notes,
mounts up to 2614 pages. Eight participant observations were
recorded, including group meetings, visits to suppliers, the sight-
seeing of a new facility, and participation in the 2009 and 2012
Nordic Insurance Climate Conferences (NICC). Furthermore, 6 in-
terviews with outside specialists were carried out to gain insight
into claims-handling processes carried out by suppliers, environ-
mental legislation, survey results related to the 2009 NICC confer-
ence, etc.

For triangulation purposes, the focus was also on reviewing
multiple sources of data, such as company presentations, reports,
information on websites, etc.

3.2. Analysis of data and secondary data

The Geneva Association framework, which was developed by
industry leaders, was deemed appropriate for analysing the data
for several reasons. It is simple and assumes that climate-related
actions take place within companies before progress is recorded
via climate change reports, and in that respect differs from the
Carbon Disclosure Project and the Global Reporting Initiative,
which presuppose climate change reporting capabilities that do
not necessarily apply to small businesses. The GA framework also
differs in the sense that it can be used by non-industry members,
as opposed to the ClimateWise reporting methods of assessing
members’ reports. The CERES reports do not explain the criteria
used for sending out questionnaires on climate change action to
insurers, but the lists of companies presented in report appen-
dices suggest that it is sent out to multi-national insurance en-
tities and/or insurance entities that are large on a national scale.
None of the initiatives or frameworks introduced in Section 1.1
explore the actions of companies that differ greatly in size, as
is the case in this study. The benefit of the GA framework is that it
can be used to assess the situation and development taking place
in companies of different sizes, companies that are just starting
their climate-related actions and companies that are leading the
way.

The analytical process started parallel to the gathering of data.
During and after the transcription of each interview and participant
observation, notes were read thoroughly, line-by-line, to see which
themes emerged from the data. This was done as an open coding
process, to search for emerging themes (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).
In a parallel process, a mind map for the company was created in
order to keep track of specific themes, clustering ideas and
providing details to support the themes (Creswell, 2007). Initial
codes (Creswell, 2007) emerging this way were used to classify
themes in other mind maps as well, even though new themes also
surfaced. In this way themindmapswere used to form initial codes,
and then to establish themes and clusters of themes through cat-
egorical aggregation of the data. Furthermore, cross-case syntheses
(Yin, 2009) were carried out to explore further the themes and
clusters of themes evident in companies’ mind maps. Moreover,
analytical questions were posed in the interview text to search for
answers (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009) to the question “at what
stage the companies were with respect to the GA framework used”.
Answers were entered into a content analysis spreadsheet ac-
cording to the case groups, along with a predefined definition
explainingwhat each stage of the frameworkmeant. This, as well as
the mind maps, allowed me to explore the “uniqueness and com-
monality” of the cases (Stake, 1998, p. 1).

The discussion in the following section is, in addition to inter-
view data, based on detailed research notes written after the 2009
NICC conference, as well as on information published in an elec-
tronic report given to participants onmemory keys at the end of the
2009 conference, which included main findings and graphs intro-
duced at the conference (Nordic Insurers Climate Conference,
2009).
4. Findings: the Nordic approach to climate change and
utilization of the GA framework

None of the companies in Åland, the Faroe Islands or Iceland
have environmental and/or climate strategies, while the Mainland
companies all have these types of strategies. In addition, none of
the Island companies had an environmental procurement strategy,
investment strategy or other type of strategy indicating their
environmental or climate emphasis. Strategy (or lack of strategy)
influences insurers’ actions (lack of action) as the following sub-
sections of each case group bring forth.
4.1. The Geneva Association framework and the Island companies

None of the Island companies can be classified as proactive or
above according to the GA-framework stages, as they have not yet
published their progress in environmental or climate reports. The
inactive stage was most evident in the answers from the Island
interviewees. The reactive response in Table 5 (level 1) does not
demonstrate which actions the companies refer to, merely that
they are doing some limited environmental actions. According to
the GA framework, such actions are mainly driven by outside
parties or unorganized interest groups; they are public relations-
driven and/or inconsistent with business goals. The inconsistency
with business goals is apparent in the answers given. Examples of
quotations from the Island interviews in Table 5 suggest an inactive
or reactive state of the companies with respect to environmental or
climate actions.

The inaction was particularly evident in Iceland and the Faroe
Islands, where climate change is not seen as a business risk and is
therefore not addressed in a strategic manner by the companies:

d This [climate] discussion is influential, but this is not a big
risk for us. I think it‘s more relevant overseas (interviewee
from Iceland).



Table 6
The GA framework: examples of quotations from the Mainland interviews.

Level Perspective Quotation

Level 0 Inactive � I don’t think management talk much about it in their meetings. They are focused on running the business. They have competitors to think
about. It’s not something they need to be concerned about every day.

� You could really make a change when you rebuild the house or repair a car, if you want to, if you have climate or environmental issue on
the agenda, but I don’t think that we are there at the moment.

Level 1 Reactive � Everyone has a policy so we need to do something. Then they justified starting a team and a group of people were assembled to do
something. We had a meeting discussing where we could save some energy and water without really discussing it in a larger context.

� The company is reactive in the sense that they [leaders] have been forced to think about the issue, but they have hardly any actions to
show for.

� They [leaders] are not there yet in make it more proactive on maybe investing all the money in climate companies or stuff like that, but
they are working on it.

Level 2 Proactive � We are one of the biggest insurers in renewable energy. That’s really one thing we try to use proactively.
� We don’t talk about climate change every day, but all the people who can impact our emissions, pollution and waste have this on their

agenda, which means that this is not integrated yet in the company‘s DNA.
� I would say we are proactive, if not for any other reason than the research we have contributed to [in this field].

Level 3 Developed � It’s my job now to embed the CSR things to the whole organization.
� I would regard the company as developed. They are putting pressure on suppliers, cleaning and waste handling companies, and the

advertising agency as well.
� We are going to get more and more integrated, for example in the supply chain, in our products and in claims.

Level 4 Integrated � We’re pretty well integrated [we have an environmental management system]. I think there’s a big awareness among the employees that we
work with on environmental issues in the company.

� Right now, they [leaders] are doing a pilot study on integrating responsible procurement principles, where they survey our biggest suppliers
and business partners and make sure they talk about CR issues and implement climate issues as well.

� I needed to talk to a lot of people to make sure to integrate it.
� We worked with this in a holistic way.

L. Johannsdottir / Journal of Cleaner Production 75 (2014) 20e3026
d Maybe some branch organization [insurance associations] in
each country [will focus on climate change efforts]. The
smaller companies will never do that. That will only be on
paper (interviewee from Faroe Islands).

d No, I have to answer that climate change is not much debated
here. I have to admit I don’t realize just from what perspective it
should be (interviewee from Iceland).

d First of all, we don’t thinkmuch is happening. I mean I believe
in climate change, but we don’t really see it today or what can
we do about it (interviewee from Faroe Islands).

d It may be beneficial for us if the effect will be milder winters.
I do not celebrate global warming, but it can of course have
the impact that winters will be milder with less ice in cities
and towns, and therefore fewer claims (interviewee from
Iceland).

The lack of environmental strategies and actions strengthens
the idea that size is potentially one of the barriers for the SME Is-
land companies in addressing climate change issues, although
some of the interviewees do not support the idea that size would
hinder climate change actions of the companies.

d I don’t see really any barriers [due to size], at least not for us
because we are so local here. And we invest also quite locally,
as far as it concerns building the windmills here and we are
involved in investing in clean energy, so no from that
perspective, I don’t see any barriers (interviewee from Åland).

Some interviewees explicitly claimed that the request for an
interview on this topic was a “wake-up call” forcing them to think
about environmental and climate change issues in the context of
their business. To exemplify this further, a high-level executive
from one of the companies was asked if and how he linked the term
’climate change’ with the operation of insurance companies. He
admitted that he made no connection between climate change and
insurance companies. When the researcher came to the same in-
surance company six weeks later, another executive responded that
the board of directors had recently discussed the topic.

Since the interview phase in Iceland, three Icelandic insurance
companies have started a journey towards environmental
sustainability by forming teams addressing environmental issues. It
is not clear yet if they will skip the reactive phase of the GA
framework or if they will move quickly through that phase. The
main barrier of reaching the proactive phase for those companies is
how long it will take them to publish their first environmental/
climate reports.

4.2. The Geneva Association framework and the Mainland
companies

When classifying answers from the Mainland companies, all
of the GA framework categories came forth in interviewees’ an-
swers, see Table 6. In some cases, the answers indicate at which
stage the companies are, or where the companies are heading
with their actions. The inactive and reactive views of in-
terviewees were only evident in two out of eight Mainland
companies, where interviewees claim that their companies
respond to market conditions or when particular areas of the
business are discussed, while the Island interviewees discuss the
general inaction of their companies. In the case of developed or
integrated stages, the interviewees’ opinions indicate the move-
ment towards integration, rather than verifying that those stages
have already been reached for all the actions of the company in
question.

Other data suggest that companies within the Mainland group
are developed in their approach to dealing with environmental and
climate change issues. They have goals, a relevant structure, and
tracking and reporting capabilities in place, thus they have reached
level 3 of the GA framework heading towards level 4, the highest
level of the framework. What is also of interest is that interviewees
in the Mainland group seldom bring up the reactive stage, which
was done by the NICC conference participants and is shown in
Fig. 2. This suggests that industry leaders, in terms of company size,
are moving to higher levels of actions since the conference survey
was carried out in 2009. The reasonwhy climate change actions are
growing can be explained through the following quotation from an
interviewee in Norway:

d And I think the winners of this contest so to speak are the
ones that manage to implement it into all aspects [of the
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business], so that climate is an integrated part of how we
think and how we do things, not just CSR or limited efforts,
but throughout the entire organization, from CEOs down to
the smallest level.

Comparing the results from the NICC conference to results from
interview data suggest that the Mainland companies are on the
right track with their environmental and/or climate actions. What
should, however, be of concern is that interviewees in theMainland
group see some of their peer companies still being inactive and
reactive when it comes to addressing environmental or sustain-
ability issues through actions.

5. Discussion

When discussing environmental and climate-related impacts,
dual viewpoints are evident: (1) the effects of these factors on in-
surers (e.g. Ceres, 2011; Charpentier, 2008; Mills, 2009b, 2009;
Höppe and Pielke, 2006; Vellinga et al., 2001), and (2) the role of
insurers in finding and implementing solutions to the problems
(e.g. Ahvenharju et al., 2011; Epstein and Mills, 2005; Liedtke et al.,
2009; Mills, 2007, 2009a, 2012; Nitkin et al., 2009). The former
factor is one of the driving forces influencing insurers’ actions, for
instance issuance of climate statements on the industry response to
the issues (Bosse et al.; The Geneva Association, 2009b), insurance
climate change conferences, and actions tracked by Carbon
Disclosure Project, CERES, ClimateWise and the Global Reporting
Initiative (e.g. ClimateWise, n.d.; Global Reporting Initiative, n.d.;
Mills, 2007, 2009a, 2012; Mills and Lecomte, 2006; Nitkin et al.,
2009).

Driving forces influencing environmental and/or climate
response of companies consist of imposed external drivers
including regulatory pressure, supply chain pressure, pressure from
financial providers, market pressure, and voluntary internal drivers
including financial or ethical motivation factors (Bansal and Roth,
2000; Hoffman, 2000; Jasch, 2006; Tutore, 2010). The Mainland
companies act under market and social pressure as well as under
pressure from industry peers, while similar pressure is not sensed
by the Island companies (Jóhannsdóttir, 2012), which have not
committed to the climate change industry statement issued at the
NICC conference 2009, though this type of commitment can be a
strong driving force of actions.

Various initiatives are used to track insurers’ environmental and
climate actions, including the Carbon Disclosure Project, Climate-
Wise and the Global Reporting Initiative. There are, however, too
few insurance companies using these tools to report on their per-
formance, and getting an overall view of insurers’ climate-related
performance is problematic. One reason why so few insurance
companies use the reporting tools is that insurers are in general not
under legal pressure to use them, and the tools are tailored to the
needs of large companies seeing benefit in using them voluntarily.
Another reason might be a limited awareness of climate-related
risks recognized among companies in the finance sector (Haigh,
2011). Additionally, pension funds have found it challenging to
define what responsible investment is in practice, and in imple-
mentation (Sievänen, 2013). Therefore, the GA framework may be
useful for following the development due to the simplicity of the
framework. The benefit of the GA framework is that it can be used
to assess the situation and development taking place in companies
of different sizes and companies that are just starting their climate-
related actions, as well as in leading companies. It can furthermore
be used to focus solely on climate change actions, or to view other
global sustainability challenges.

So far, the GA framework has only been used to express industry
leaders’ views on insurers climate-related actions, except for the
utilization of the framework at the NICC conference (Nordic
Insurers Climate Conference, 2009) and the content analysis of
interview data in this study. The comparison between the NICC
conference findings and the case study findings suggests a positive
movement towards integration of environmental and climate-
related actions into insurers’ day-to-day business, therefore sup-
porting the positive development demonstrated in the CERES re-
ports (Mills, 2007, 2009a, 2012; Mills and Lecomte, 2006) and
suggesting more a proactive approach of insurers in dealing with
climate change. In order to reach the integrative stage, core busi-
ness strategies have to address environmental issues, and envi-
ronmental efforts need to drive risk management, profitability and
growth. It is challenging to confirmwhether environmental actions
are driving profitability and growth, because the companies
currently use different standards for reporting and there is still a
lack of boundaries around the standards e what to include and
exclude in calculations e making it hard to compare the results
between companies (Mills, 2009a).

The study suggests that levels of the GA framework, the com-
panies’ environmental/climate strategies and strategy imple-
mentation are very interlinked. This is evident in the climate
change strategic emphasis of the Mainland companies or lack of
strategy in the case of the Island companies, where one of the first
themes emerging from the analysis of the empirical data compiled
in this study was lack of strategy. Despite the positive movement of
insurers’ action taken that is evident in the CERES reports (Mills,
2007, 2009a, 2012; Mills and Lecomte, 2006) and the comparison
between the NICC conference findings and the interview data, it is
also apparent that some companies are leading while others lag
behind, as suggested by Haanaes et al., 2011 and Nitkin et al., 2009.
Insurance industry leaders (based on company size) appear to be
moving to higher levels of actions since the NICC conference survey
was carried out in 2009. In this case, the Island companies (SMEs)
are inactive or reactive on the GA framework scale, while a devel-
oped approach to the issues is more evident in the Mainland
companies. This strengthens the idea that size is one of the barriers
for actions of SMEs (Lourenço and Branco, 2013), thus supporting
the findings of Sievänen et al. (2013) which revealed that respon-
sible investing is less common in the smaller pension funds than in
larger ones. However, the U-shape curve described where the
medium-sized companies lag most behind was not evident in the
research findings on the Nordic insurers.

In the Geneva Association report (2009a), it is emphasized that
the insurance sector should move from the reactive stage to the
proactive stage within the year 2010, reaching the developed stage
within a relatively short, but undefined, timeframe. For this reason,
a criticism can be made that the insurance industry has not carried
through follow-up efforts to see if this movement is actually taking
place. It was suggested in the report that separate strategies for
industrial and developing countries should be used, but this type of
difference was almost non-existing in the interview data with
exception of developing of an infrastructure to enable investment
in renewable energy projects in emerging and developing coun-
tries. The key focus of Nordic non-life insurers, therefore, is on local
market conditions, although market opportunities exist in the
developing countries, e.g. development of micro-insurance solu-
tions and renewable energy projects (Swiss Re, 2011). Industry ef-
forts to follow up on insurers’ actions, or lack of actions, would need
to take this into consideration.

Although the GA framework is useful for obtaining a rough idea
of environmental and/or climate actions of insurers and the
development taking place, it needs to be developed further if it is
going to be useful for assessing the action/inaction of insurers. The
current framework has four levels as it starts the counting at level 0.
This study suggests that there is at least onemore level which could
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be defined as uninformed, where understanding of environmental
or climate impact on the business is limited. This corresponds to the
pre-sustainability phase defined by Marrewijk andWerre (2003). It
is suggested that the framework start at level 1, instead of starting
at level 0, and would include the following levels: Level 1 e unin-
formed, level 2 e inactive, level 3 e reactive, level 4 e proactive,
level 5 e developed and level 6 e integrated.

The current GA framework, furthermore, does not address what
kind of actions companies focus on, for instance climate change
adaptation, mitigation or both. Additionally, climate change and
other environmental issues are very much linked together, so it
might be useful to address the most critical environmental issues in
the framework as well. Moreover, climate change focus is perhaps
too complex for smaller insurance companies to start with, and that
a focus on environmental issues in general (e.g. resource con-
sumption, waste generation and emissions) may instead be more
appropriate, as these issues are more visible and manageable for
companies with limited resources. The GA framework can therefore
be used to take a broader view on sustainability, as recommended
in the 2009 Geneva Association report and was also the case in this
research, as the focus on environmental issues seems to be a
starting point for smaller insurers.

The GA framework, however, requires a minor rectification.
Interview data suggests that companies can be at two stages
simultaneously. As an example, there may be understanding within
the companies about climate-related business impacts and key
issue areas (level 2e proactive), although the progress has not been
disclosed in reports. Instead, limited efforts are reactive, public
relations-based and/or inconsistent with business goals (level 1 e

reactive). Furthermore, it can take some time to achieve the goals
set forth for the higher level stage.

Different issues presented in the framework need to be sepa-
rated as well. On level zero, inactive, the first bullet point statement
is “Understanding of social and environmental impact of business is
limited”. It can be argued that companies have an understanding of
their social impact even though they have limited or no under-
standing of their environmental impact. Companies can therefore
be on different levels when environmental and social aspects are
studied. In cases where sentences include ’and/or’ they include
more than one topic. Therefore, they need to be itemized to make
the framework more applicable when studying companies’ climate
or environmental actions. On level 0, the framework also uses the
term environmental impact but if the aim is to use it specifically to
study climate actions, climate change should be emphasized
instead of environmental impact in general. On level 1, “awareness
of issues.”, specific issues(s) should be pointed out. It would also
be of value to segregate climate change actions, for instance miti-
gation and adaptation efforts, because companies approach these
climate change strategies in different ways.

Even though not mentioned in the Geneva Association report
(2009a), the GA framework has strong conceptual foundation in
early environmental management and corporate social re-
sponsibility literature (Carroll, 1979; Henriques and Sadorsky,
1999; Hoffman, 2000; Hunt and Auster, 1990; Roome, 1992;
Wartick and Cochran, 1985), as well as in more recent literature
of Marrewijk and Werre (2003), which offers a synergistic and
holistic approach of dealing with sustainability issues that is
closer to the reality evident in the GA framework and in the
outcome of the Mainland companies’ interviewees. Furthermore,
the characteristics described in the conceptual framework of
Henriques and Sadorsky (1999) are geared towards the manage-
ment roles and importance of environmental training and
involvement, which offer precondition of actions, while the GA
framework is more focused on the actions and outcomes. When
comparing levels of the GA framework with stages of the
conceptual frameworks of firms’ approaches to the natural envi-
ronment offered by environmental management and the CSR
literature, the GA framework offers additional stages. Leading
companies in this study have already outperformed stages sug-
gested in the conceptual framework of Henriques and Sadorsky
(1999) and are reaching for the supreme stage of integration
defined in the GA framework.

This study is not without limitations. Discussion about the uti-
lization of the GA framework is based on a conference survey, not
particularly designed for evaluating the framework or providing a
baseline of insurance climate-related actions with respect to stages
offered in the framework. However, answers from conference
participants, where the majority of participants were executives
and specialists from the Nordic insurance sector, offer ideas about
the situationwithin the sector. This survey also does not bring forth
the situation within the smaller insurance companies, as was
evident in the interview data and the conference participant list.
Generalization based on the interview data is limited, although it
offers ideas about different situations within the smaller and the
larger insurance companies with respect to climate change actions.

6. Conclusions

Climate change is one of the gravest issues insurers are con-
frontedwith, and can influence their solvency. As such, it is an issue
insurers must deal with strategically, focussing both on risks and
opportunities. It is not just a private matter for insurers but also a
governmental and community issue how the insurance market
develops when it comes to climate change consequences and the
response of insurers, as the underlying development discussed at
the 2009 NICC conference brings forth. Climate change consider-
ationsmust be integrated into insurers’ core business strategies and
day-to-day business in order to minimize risk, as well as to influ-
ence future profitability and growth of the sector. Yet the smaller
companies in the study are not sensing pressure to act on climate
threats and opportunities. Within the insurance sector there are
companies leading development, while others lag behind. One way
to influence the climate change actions of insurers, both leading
companies and the ones lagging behind, is to keep track of their
development in this regard by using frameworks such as the GA
framework. Additionally, companies lagging behind need to be
motivated and aided, for instance by insurance associations, to
bring them up to speed, because studies have shown that in the
case of natural disasters, they are the most likely to become
insolvent, incapable of dealing with the situation financially. It
should therefore be of great interest to the insurance sector to assist
the companies lagging behind tomove forward in their approach to
dealing with climate-related issues, such as by offering training or
guidelines, setting up small insurance companies’ climate change
working groups, forums, or websites, or by using other relevant
methods.

Working towards the goal of environmental sustainability is a
learning process. As such, it requires objectives that are reviewed
on a regular basis, along with measures, management systems and
regular follow-ups on the development. Benchmarking, reporting
and disclosures are ways of communicating targets and perfor-
mance, allowing insurance companies to reduce their business
risks and move towards the goals of sustainability. For these rea-
sons, utilization of the GA framework is of vital importance.
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