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ENVIRONMENTAL
MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS,
COMMUNICATIVE ACTION
AND ORGANIZATIONAL
LEARNING
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Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, Sweden

In recent years, an increasing number of
private as well as public organizations
have been engaged with implementation
and use of environmental management
systems (EMSs). This raises questions as to
the reasons for implementing an EMS and,
not least, about the roles and contributions
of an EMS in an organization. Based in
particular on research on contemporary
municipal environmental management in
Sweden, and also drawing on EMS
research and experiences in other
countries, this paper argues that an EMS
may be understood not only as a technical
tool for analytical management, as is
traditionally done, but also as a tool for
communicative action and organizational
learning. Copyright  2002 John Wiley &
Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment.
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INTRODUCTION

S
ince the early 1990s, more and more com-
panies and other organizations around
the world have become increasingly

aware of environmental issues, and subse-
quently they have committed to the environ-
mental challenge and adopted environmental
policies in response to legislative pressures,
green marketing opportunities, increased pub-
lic awareness, customer demands etc. Going
from words to action, implementing the com-
mitments stated in the policies, an increasing
number of private organizations have volun-
tarily established some kind of administrative
environmental management system (EMS); e.g.
the internationally known European Union
Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS)
and/or the standardized ISO 14001. Inspired
by the reported success stories of administra-
tive environmental management systems used
in the business sector, this new management
technology has recently become increasingly
implemented and used in the public sector
organizations such as local administrations
(municipalities) too. But what is really the
point of implementing an EMS in an organi-
zation? What is the role of the EMS and in
what ways does it contribute to environmental
policy and management?
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Based in particular on research on contem-
porary municipal environmental management
in Sweden (Burström, 2000a), but also draw-
ing on EMS research and experiences in other
countries, this paper aims to present a new
and somewhat broader view of the roles and
contributions of ISO14001/EMAS type envi-
ronmental management systems than is done
traditionally. In particular, it will consider the
roles and contributions of EMS in environmen-
tal and sustainability policy and management
in local administrations and communities. By
doing this, the paper also aims at furthering
the scientific discussion and understanding of
the EMS as a phenomenon in modern organi-
zations.

A TRADITIONAL VIEW ON THE ROLE
OF ENVIRONMENTAL
MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS

So far, there has been rather little research
on the use of environmental management sys-
tems. From the as yet limited scientific litera-
ture on EMS use in different organizations, pre-
senting expectations as much as experiences,
one can learn for instance that EMSs help the
organization to assess environmental impacts,
and to organize, systematize and prioritize the
environmental management tasks of the orga-
nization (see e.g. Sheldon, 1997; Hillary, 2000).
In close resemblance to this, Erdmenger (1998)
refers to the administrative EMS as a toolbox
for environmental management, encompassing
several other tools such as monitoring, poli-
cies, action programmes, auditing, reporting
and so on, and thus as a management tech-
nology that co-ordinates other tools for envi-
ronmental policy and management. Moreover,
van der Vorst et al. (1999) and Robèrt (2000)
refer to the administrative EMS as a metric tool
that aims to support environmental decision-
making and implementation of environmental
policy by assisting the activities aligned with
the organization’s environmental policies, and
possibly some overall principles for sustainable

development (e.g. the Natural Step’s system
conditions; Robèrt, 2000), by providing infor-
mation on the environmental situation. In all,
this suggests that an EMS should be considered
as a technical management tool for analytical
action on environmental issues in the organiza-
tion (cf. Levett, 1997). As such, it is associated
with a more or less specific, pre-defined role in
environmental management. This is a role that
becomes even more pre-defined when the EMS
is referred to as ‘the part of the overall manage-
ment system that includes organisational struc-
ture, planning activities, responsibilities, prac-
tices, procedures, processes and resources for
developing, implementing achieving, review-
ing and maintaining the environmental policy’
(ISO 14001 : 1996), as is often the case in the
scientific literature on corporate environmental
management (CEM), and not only in the CEM
textbooks, EMS standards texts and technical
literature.

TOWARDS AN ELABORATED VIEW
ON ENVIRONMENTAL
MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS

As described above, an administrative EMS
is traditionally understood as a technical tool
for analytical management action. In my opin-
ion, a situation where each tool is associated
with a specific, pre-defined role in environmen-
tal management is rather narrow and short-
sighted, and it reflects a too technical and
instrumental view on the rationality under-
lying real-world planning and management,
ignoring for instance the communicative aspect
of rationality (cf. Habermas, 1984). Such a view
may inhibit the creativity and possibility to
find other, more elaborated views on different
environmental management tools, reflecting
other than instrumental aspects of manage-
ment; views that would be of great impor-
tance for furthering the practice of municipal
environmental management as well as envi-
ronmental management in general, which to
be successful need to be anything but static.
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The perception of environmental problems
as increasingly complex, engaging more and
more actors, calls for the environmental man-
agement organization to be highly flexible and
adaptive. Aiming at sustainability, with an
integration of ecological, economic, social and
cultural aspects of societal development, the
need for flexible and innovative management
and/or governance organizations becomes
even more pressing (see e.g. Borja and Castells,
1997; Landry, 2000). Contemporary (munici-
pal) environmental management has, in com-
mon with city management as well as busi-
ness and public administration in general, to
cope with a dynamic world with fast and vast
ecological, technological, economic, social, cul-
tural and, not least, political change. From this
it can be argued that the municipal environ-
mental management organization has to be
a creative and learning organization, willing
and able to rewrite procedures and principles
and so to imagine future scenarios, conditions,
inventions, applications, adaptations and pro-
cesses (Landry, 2000, p. 13). From this it can
also be argued that environmental manage-
ment implies individual and organizational
change (cf. Moxen and Strachan, 1998; Post
and Altman, 1994; Welford, 1997). In the fol-
lowing, we shall take another look at the roles
and contributions of the administrative EMS.

EMS AND COMMUNICATIVE
ACTION

As mentioned, environmental management
implies changes of individuals and organiza-
tions. According to modern views in organiza-
tional theory, organizational learning is crucial
for organizational change (see e.g. Jacobsen
and Thorsvik, 1998). In turn, organizational
learning, not least related to environmental
management (see e.g. Post and Altman, 1994;
Welford, 2000, pp. 101ff), requires well devel-
oped communication amongst the members of
the organization. If the environmental policies

are to be implemented, they must be artic-
ulated, understood and agreed upon. Com-
munication can be defined as social interac-
tion through messages (McQuail and Windahl,
1995), and has traditionally been described as
the conveying of messages, attitudes and feel-
ings from transmitters to receivers (Larsson,
1997). More recently however, communication
has also been viewed as a joint process in which
the participants shape and share information
in order to reach reciprocal understanding and
consensus – communicative action (cf. Haber-
mas, 1984). The importance of well developed
communication in environmental management
is also obvious from considering the interrela-
tions between marketing and public relations
on the one hand and corporate environmental
management on the other in companies (Peat-
tie, 1995; Welford, 2000, pp. 109–126). Here it
is interesting to note that modern views and
theories on communication and public rela-
tions have in fact, at least in Europe, been
heavily influenced by Habermas’s theories on
communicative action (Nessmann, 1995). Inter-
personal communication and dialogue is likely
to be more effective than mass-communication
for dissemination of messages that aim at
changing the cognition, value, action and
behaviour of a person or an organization.

As mentioned, the administrative EMS
can be regarded as a toolbox comprising
specific tools for each stage of the Dem-
ing ‘plan–do–check–act’ cycle, providing the
structure, responsibilities, practices, proce-
dures and resources for implementing the
environmental policy in a municipality. Cov-
ering environmental training for the employ-
ees/actors in the organization (be it a company,
a municipality or an entire local community),
it would also contribute to the individual
and organizational learning in the organiza-
tion, among other things helping to create
new views of the world. For instance, ISO
14001 : 1996, the EMAS adapted to local gov-
ernment in the UK (LG-EMAS; HMSO, 1993),
and the second version of EMAS, highlight
the need for environmental management to

Copyright  2002 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment Bus. Strat. Env. 11, 312–323 (2002)
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consider not only direct but also indirect envi-
ronmental impacts. The EMS can make the
actors more aware of the complex systems
constitution, with close links between differ-
ent, traditionally separated, areas of munici-
pal or corporate policy. An EMS can make
people aware that environmental issues are
related to more or less everything, even to
what might be thought of as ‘clean’ businesses
(of local authorities), e.g. building licensing or
social services provision. It may help people
relate environmental issues to the core busi-
ness of the organization. In much the same
way as environmental assessment tools such
as material flow analysis and life cycle assess-
ment, implementation of EMS in municipalities
have triggered discussions about the roots and
shape of environmental problems and how
they can be abated and prevented and, in this
way, led to serious discussions as for how
to develop municipal environmental manage-
ment (Burström, 2000a).

Discussing EMS as a potential tool for envi-
sioning and communication, the findings of a
case study on EMS implementation in Västerås
(Burström, 2000b) are interesting. Here, the
concurrent implementation of administrative
EMS in all municipal organizations provided
an informational, structural and procedural
platform for enhanced communication on envi-
ronmental issues across the borders of munic-
ipal departments. The formal network shaped
in relation to the EMS implementation made
people from different municipal departments
talk to and understand each other and under-
stand in what ways they were dependent on
each other, and thus the need to co-operate
for ‘solving’ environmental problems related
to the municipality and the local community.
Unlike the LA21 that was introduced some
years before the EMS, the EMS did not repel
the municipal actors from each other. This was
because the EMS, which does not include any
inherent initial values or statements as to what
concrete measures to encompass by munic-
ipal environmental management in order to
improve the environmental quality within the

municipal territory, was conceived of as less
ideologically value laden than LA21. The LA21
programme was not politically legitimized and
more or less dismissed as nonsense by some
of the actors in the municipality (e.g. people
working in the technical services organiza-
tions, who had been working with environ-
mental issues for a long time). Similarly, the
work with EMAS in the Swedish municipal-
ity Kungsör, as reported by Forsberg (1999,
pp. 113ff), seems to have given legitimacy
to municipal environmental management to
groups sceptical to LA21 and the ideals of the
eco-municipality concept.

This gives a somewhat contrasting picture to
the suggestions of for instance Asplund et al.
(1997), that LA21 would be the provider of a
joint vision for cross-competence co-operation
in municipalities. Instead, it seems that EMS
(if implemented as in Västerås) could work
as a forum in which the different (potential)
actors/participants in political municipal envi-
ronmental management would create a joint
vision around which co-operative and commu-
nicative actions can be taken. This is not to dis-
miss the role of LA21 in developing municipal
environmental management; on the contrary,
it should be stressed that LA21 has been a cat-
alyst in municipalities. If it were not for LA21,
the social services organizations in Västerås
and elsewhere would not have taken up the
environmental challenge. As a consequence,
they would hardly have been interested in par-
ticipating in the EMS project. Hence, we could
see LA21 as a prerequisite for municipality-
wide EMS implementation.

In any case, Habermas (1984) argues that the
reciprocal understanding of each participant
in a group is the basis for consensus, and fur-
ther decisive for the successful co-ordination
of their (communicative) action. Working with
the EMS in a politically legitimized and insti-
tutionalized formal network, and analysing,
interpreting and communicating their respec-
tive ‘definitions’ of the environmental situa-
tion, the participants in Västerås have been
able eventually to put aside, or rather tone
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down, their traditional implicit and explicit
positions in the municipal (environmental) pol-
icy sphere, and arrive at a valid overall defini-
tion of the municipal environmental situation.
In fact, they seem to have overcome at least
some of the cultural boundedness of ways
of thinking and acting, as well as some of
the traditional power games between differ-
ent departments and people in the municipal
organization; factors that often distort the dia-
logue (Asplund et al., 1997). Of course, the use
of the standardized environmental vocabulary
of the ISO 14000 series and/or EMAS was sup-
portive in this process, but the main reason
for the ‘successful’ communication and estab-
lishing of a joint vision for co-operative action
seems to be the specific establishment of the
project organization. With a well developed
environmental management information sys-
tem linked to the environmental management
system and the overall structure and processes
of political municipal environmental manage-
ment, this process would probably be even
more successful. This is however not to say
that working with EMS is the only or even the
best way to establish communicative and co-
ordinated co-operation in the context of politi-
cal municipal environmental management, nor
that it will necessarily lead to it. However,
it seems to be a possible tool and path. Suc-
cess would be highly dependent upon how
different and deeply rooted the professional
cultures of different actors in the cross-sectoral
municipal environmental management organi-
zation are, and the strengths of their traditional
positions in the political organization. Strong
cultures, structures and threatened power rela-
tions are important inhibiting factors of organi-
zational change (Jacobsen and Thorsvik, 1998,
pp. 347–360).

The reference to communicative action, and
ultimately communicative planning and man-
agement, suggests a new and deeper mean-
ing for an administrative EMS. Traditionally,
EMS is seen as a tool for strategic action
on environmental issues in an organization,
but as truly strategic action is rather limited

in reality the EMS would perhaps be better
viewed as a tool for enhancing communica-
tive action. Then, the focus could be directed
from the bureaucratic procedures of standard
EMS (which are quite often criticized; see e.g.
Sheldon, 1997), to the substantial aspects of
environmental management. The implementa-
tion and use of an EMS, and eventually the
certification to ISO 14001 and/or registration
to EMAS, should not be viewed as goals in
themselves – as is often the case in industry
and business, where the certificate is used in
marketing. A better approach would be to fol-
low those Swedish municipalities that view
ISO 14001 and EMAS as sources of inspiration
for the experimental implementation of EMS
and ultimately the municipal environmental
policy, e.g. Västerås and Kungsör. The certi-
fication and/or registration are thought of as
less important than the EMS processes.

From his case study of the implementa-
tion of ‘management-by-contract’ in the city of
Stockholm, Almqvist (2000) drew a somewhat
similar conclusion about the role of another
new management technology in the munici-
pal administration. In his study, several infor-
mants stressed that they did not like manage-
ment by contract and competitive tendering
as such, but that it had at least one positive
outcome as it made them more aware of their
organization as such and in relation to other
municipal and private organizations. In fact,
there was little use of management-by-contract
technologies as they are described in theory,
but the programmatic aspects of the concept
provided some inspiration for the members of
the municipal organizations to start a dialogue
about their situation.

As for co-operation in relation to the local
community aspect of municipal environmen-
tal management1, the fact that municipalities
work with ISO/EMAS-type or similar EMSs
would possibly open up facilitated commu-
nication on environmental issues with local

1 The different aspects of municipal environmental management
are presented and discussed by Burström (2000a, pp. 44–46).
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industry/business companies. This would be
the case when working with companies that
have already implemented an EMS; they are
familiar with the same kinds of system and
structure. It would probably also be the case
when working with companies that have not
implemented an EMS, or companies that have
not either started to address environmental
issues on a larger scale (e.g. small and medium-
sized enterprises, SMEs). Municipalities with
EMS experience, in for instance Denmark, the
Netherlands and the UK, have been support-
ive to SMEs implementing EMSs in order to
improve their environmental performance (see
e.g. Pedersen, 2000; Rowe and Enticott, 1998).
A municipality working with EMS on a large
scale could also provide a good example for
the different actors in the local community.
As mentioned by some informants in the case
study in Västerås, citizens and smaller compa-
nies tend to view the municipal organization
as one of two role models for action in the
local community – the other one is the multi-
national company Asea Brown Bovery (ABB).
If the local authority or ABB do something,
others will follow.

EMS AND ORGANIZATIONAL
LEARNING

Discussing EMS as a contributor to commu-
nicative action, reference was also made to
organizational learning. Looking upon envi-
ronmental management systems in relation
to a learning organization does, however,
require some more reflection. It should first be
repeated that organizational learning is closely
related to (planned) change of organizations,
in which (i) new organizational elements are
developed and added to existing elements,
(ii) existing elements are connected or discon-
nected in new ways or (iii) existing elements
are abolished (Jacobsen and Thorsvik, 1998,
p. 335).

For planned change to occur, the organiza-
tion or at least some member(s) of the organi-
zation must be able to see the need for change

and work out and implement solutions that
respond to the triggers of change in a learn-
ing process, where learning is thought of as
a relatively permanent change of the organi-
zation’s behaviour (routines and actions) on
the basis of experience (cf. Argyris and Schön,
1978; Robbins, 1993). Besides the knowledge of
why and how to change an organization, there
must also be a factual capacity to implement
the intended change before it will actually
occur. As for organizational learning, it is thus
related to knowledge as well as action, which
implies that there is some relation between
what we know and what we do. As men-
tioned, this knowledge should be based on
experience, which however must be broadly
interpreted to cover stimuli consisting of some-
thing that is expected to happen as well as
something that has already happened (Jacob-
sen and Thorsvik, 1998, p. 340). As argued
by March (1976), organizational learning could
also take place without the recognition of spe-
cial stimuli. People and organizations do often
act before they have experienced anything; i.e.
before they have analysed a problem and eval-
uated the potential solutions.

The latter kind of learning, which emerges
without reference to experience as thought
of traditionally, is also thought to be learn-
ing at a higher level, and a prerequisite for
more far-reaching changes of the organization.
Experience-based learning usually implies that
the organization remains stuck to what was
done before: to the old successes that are
kept in the organization’s mind (Levinthal and
March, 1993; March, 1976). Here, change and
learning take the form of minor adjustments
and single-loop learning (Argyris and Schön,
1978). However, the present situation regard-
ing environmental management in general and
municipal environmental management in par-
ticular calls for more sweeping changes. Here,
it will not do to rely on ‘traditional’ experiences
and only make small adjustments or adapta-
tions of the ways the actors – the organization
and the people within – act. Their traditional
ways of thinking and looking upon the world
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F. BURSTRÖM VON MALMBORG

must also be changed. As argued by Burström
(2000a), there is a need for structural and
cultural re-orientation of the (municipal) envi-
ronmental management organization, which
needs to unlearn old ways of acting in order
to become more flexible and innovative. In this
situation, the problems are usually less well
defined, and the organization would hardly
experience any stimuli except for loosely artic-
ulated needs for far-reaching change presented
by external commentators on (municipal) envi-
ronmental management, such as myself.

In situations such as this, we can learn from
organizational strategy theory that experimen-
tation would be as important as analysis and
evaluation as a basis for change and learn-
ing. Applying an experimental ‘technology of
foolishness’ (March, 1976), alongside a more
traditional analytical management technology
in municipal environmental management, with
its intuition, imagination and creativity, as
well as the development of future scenarios
etc through ‘games and plays’ (Senge, 1990),
would be central sources of organizational
learning (cf. Landry, 2000).

To summarize this short overview of organi-
zational learning, as a basis for further reflec-
tion upon the EMS as a tool for a learning
organization, the strong influence of culture
on the environmental behaviour of an organi-
zation (Welford, 1997) and the need for cul-
tural change in the municipal environmental
management organization (cf. Asplund et al.,
1997) should be stressed. To promote cul-
tural change, the organization must unlearn,
and according to McGill and Slocum (1993)
unlearning is promoted when

(i) the organizational culture encourages
unlearning, implying (a) openness to
experience, (b) encouragement of respon-
sible risk taking and (c) willingness to
accept mistakes and to learn from them;

(ii) the organization always experiments;
(iii) there is an extensive and fast exchange

of information between all actors in the
organization, something that also implies

a far-reaching decentralisation of decision-
making power;

(iv) acquisition of valid information among
all actors in the organization is strongly
emphasized – collection and dissemina-
tion of information is central;

(v) reward systems encourage risk taking,
and the organization does not punish
mistakes, and

(vi) the organization recruits people with
explicit learning skills. This would imply
that emphasis in recruitment is shifted
from formal knowledge (i.e. what people
know) towards imagination (i.e. what peo-
ple think about the future).

As for the following reflection on EMS as a
‘tool’ for a learning organization, reference
will be made only to points (ii)–(iv) from
above. Application of the EMS can never
result in a learning organization per se; it
could only contribute to the overall learning in
the environmental management organization.
However, this does not mean an EMS could
not be central in a learning organization.

Considering the emphasis put on informa-
tion exchange by McGill and Slocum (1993),
a well developed system for environmen-
tal monitoring and information management
would be indispensable in a learning (munici-
pal) environmental management organization,
providing information on all aspects of the
environmental situation. The different indica-
tors of environmental performance and quality
associated with an EMS are also thought to
provide feedback to the organization, as a
basis for evaluation and review of environ-
mental management practices: in particular,
the actions taken in order to implement the
policies and achieve the goals. Among these
can be mentioned for instance the ISO 14031
standard for indicators for environmental per-
formance evaluation (Bennett and James, 1998),
which is associated with the ISO 14001 EMS.
These indicators are crucial for measuring the
continual improvement, and would indicate
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when changes of the environmental manage-
ment actions of an organization are needed.
Environmental and sustainability indicators
are other examples where actions and the out-
comes thereof are to be captured ex post in
some kind of quantitative and/or qualitative
metrics, to serve as an informational basis for
experience-based learning.

The development and implementation of
EMSs, particularly EMAS or ISO 14001 type
EMSs, in municipalities, could be related to the
learning in municipal environmental manage-
ment in other ways too. The experimentation
with a new management technology in some,
or more rarely all, parts of the municipal orga-
nization could in the best case lead to the
adoption of new rules, routines and procedures
as for how to deal with environmental issues
in the municipality. However, this kind of
organizational experiment is, like most organi-
zational experiments in Swedish municipalities
(see e.g. Almqvist, 2000), primarily related to
the management of operational issues, and not
to overall strategic management of the munic-
ipality and the local/regional community. The
implementation of EMSs in Swedish munici-
palities is related to the administrative aspect
rather than the political and/or community
aspects of municipal environmental manage-
ment. It is only in municipalities where EMSs
are implemented in the departments responsi-
ble for overall environmental and community
planning (e.g. municipal executive, environ-
mental, and planning administrations) that the
EMS becomes related to the political and com-
munity aspects. Moreover, this relation seems
to be a positive consequence due to the tasks
of these departments rather than the result of
a strategic choice. At present there seems to be
an increasing focus upon administrative envi-
ronmental management in Swedish municipal-
ities, at the expense of a decreasing focus upon
political and communal aspects. Environmen-
tal issues are to be addressed by all municipal
departments and companies, but the corporate
overview and co-ordinating system seems to be

forgotten. Regardless of this trend, implemen-
tation of EMS in all municipal departments and
companies, accompanied by a corporate view
and co-ordinating system could, as a result of
experiment-based learning, result in new ways
of thinking and acting in administrative, but
also political (and perhaps community related)
municipal environmental management. Here,
results from the study in Västerås give a good
indication that concurrent EMS implementa-
tion in the entire municipal organization has
positive influence in this respect.

The new routines, procedures and other
organizational structures associated with the
EMS could, however, inhibit the flexibility
and further learning in the municipal environ-
mental management organization. A common
critique of standard EMSs is that they empha-
size too much the creation of formal proce-
dures etc (Sheldon, 1997). The formal structure
becomes the organization’s mind (Simon, 1945)
and functions as a long-term memory and nor-
mative model for action, where a relatively
simple stimulus is associated with a rule that
tells what procedures to follow and thus what
actions to take (Mintzberg, 1989). However, the
formal structure usually makes the actors in
an organization focus upon how to act in dif-
ferent situations (i.e. as responses to different
stimuli), instead of what should be achieved by
the action. As a consequence, new and more
complex problems (stimuli), which would have
required new procedures and actions in order
to be solved, tend to be systematically ignored
(Jacobsen and Thorsvik, 1998, p. 348).

Hence, it could be argued that tradi-
tional implementation of standard EMSs
seems to promote short-term learning, focus-
ing on development and continual adjust-
ment/adaptation of procedures and other
organizational structures prescribing how to
deal with today’s environmental issues, while
at the same time inhibiting long-term learning
and flexibility to deal with new environmental
issues. This dilemma is not unique for EMSs or
environmental management organizations. It
is, in fact, common for all organizations, which,

Copyright  2002 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment Bus. Strat. Env. 11, 312–323 (2002)

319
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no matter what ‘business’ they are in, need
both to exploit the ways of acting today and
explore the ways of acting tomorrow (March,
1991).

As in the case of EMS and communicative
action, the views of municipalities such as
Västerås and Kungsör of standard EMSs as
sources of inspiration for experimental envi-
ronmental management, instead of environ-
mental management certification/registration,
seems to be preferable from an organiza-
tional learning perspective. If EMS certifica-
tion/registration is not a goal in itself, it is
less important to focus upon the creation of
formal procedures in municipal environmen-
tal management. Instead, the organization and
its actors can pay attention to the very basis of
environmental management; i.e. the environ-
mental goals and visions. Unless fundamen-
tally changed in due course, the standard type
EMSs, or rather the EMS standards themselves,
would probably be transient and less attractive
for caring environmental management organi-
zations, aiming at sustainable development ‘by
heart’ rather than ‘by rhetoric’.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The aim of this paper was to broaden the view
of the roles of administrative EMSs such as
ISO 14001 and EMAS in environmental man-
agement in general and municipal environ-
mental management in particular. As part of
this, I have also tried to identify some of the
more significant contributions of the use of an
EMS for strategic capacity building in munici-
pal environmental management.

Based on the above discussions, it is claimed
that an administrative EMS is not only to
be thought of as a technically rational man-
agement tool for analytical action that helps
to plan, systematize and evaluate the envi-
ronmental management tasks in an organiza-
tion. An EMS would also be seen as a tool
for communicative action and organizational

learning. As for the contributions of admin-
istrative environmental management systems
to municipal environmental management, it is
argued that the main contribution from work-
ing with an EMS and its associated tools would
be its provision of an informational, struc-
tural and procedural platform for enhanced
communication on environmental and sus-
tainable development issues in the context of
political (and community oriented) municipal
environmental management. This would also
be the main contribution of the tool to the
building of municipal capacity for environ-
mental management. This enhanced commu-
nication could then be associated with more
creative/generative learning, focusing on reg-
ular assessment and evaluation of basic values
and choices that underlie the behaviour/action
of the environmental management organiza-
tion (cf. Argyris, 1990). This lays the ground
for a more flexible organization of municipal
environmental management.

Used in a reflective and innovative way, the
EMS may provide information, structures and
processes that could help the environmental
management actors to (re)consider their world-
views and means-to-end philosophies, their
socio-cultural and political structures and their
socio-technical systems. In this context, the ref-
erence to EMS and its associated tools as tools
for communicative action is very important. So
far, communication in the context of municipal
environmental management has mainly been
regarded as mass conveying of information:
also when it comes to the agitation in relation
to LA21. Illustrative examples are the use of the
Internet for dissemination of information, and
the publishing of environmental handbooks
that do not take account of the different envi-
ronmental stances of the citizens (Burström
von Malmborg and Lindqvist, 2002). With the
need for increased participation, co-operation
and joint action, communication on environ-
mental issues in municipalities and other orga-
nizations would have to relate more to modern
theories of public relations and communica-
tion, drawing on models for communicative
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action. Here the administrative EMS and its
associated tools could (potentially) play impor-
tant roles in making the municipality more
successful in its ‘agitation’ for environmental
quality and sustainable development.

However, this is not said without reserva-
tion, for there are several pitfalls and potential
drawbacks related to the administrative EMS,
as well as all other environmental manage-
ment tools. As for EMS, one ‘problem’ is for
the users to understand that it is just a tool – a
vehicle – and not a panacea or substitute for
human action, as sometimes proposed in the
environmental management discourse related
to business as well as municipal organizations
(especially by less particular and reflective con-
sultants, politicians and managers). This is also
to stress that even if an EMS were to facilitate
co-operation, communication and learning in
an organization, it would not necessarily lead
to successful environmental management, nor
to sustainable development (cf. Halme, 1997;
Netherwood, 1996; Welford, 1997). The EMS
as such constitutes only a structure, which
must be filled with substance in order to con-
tribute to the overall objectives of (municipal)
environmental management. The outcomes are
highly dependent on what content is put in
the system, especially with regard to envi-
ronmental performance (cf. Levett, 1996). It is
in other words the reflective and innovative
use of the EMS that may enhance communica-
tive action and organizational learning, not the
EMS in itself. Another ‘problem’ is to develop
the tool to embrace other than environmental
aspects of sustainable development; including
explicit processes for stakeholder participation
in the decision-making and implementation
processes of more integrated environmental
and community development policy and plan-
ning. Here the efforts made on sustainability
management and audit systems (SMAS; see
e.g. EPE, 1996; Levett, 1996; Spencer-Cooke,
1997) would be a good start. Among the most
important limitations of EMAS and ISO type
EMSs from a sustainability perspective, to be
overcome with SMAS, is the missing social

dimension (i.e. equity and need). In SMAS,
priorities are set through stakeholder partner-
ships, which would make it even more of a
tool for communicative action. However, not
even SMAS would lead to or increase the
progress towards sustainability by itself. It
is only a tool, not a panacea, and its most
important role would probably be to ‘help
shift the values, perceptions and habits of its
users towards a sustainability culture’ (Lev-
ett, 1996). Having these and other limitations
in mind, the administrative EMS could be a
most valuable tool in environmental and sus-
tainability management in municipal and other
organizations.
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