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Marketing Environment Analysis and Strategic Growth: SSAB’s Transition to Lower-Carbon Steel
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[bookmark: _Toc243550834]Task 1: Critical Analysis of the External Marketing Environment
[bookmark: _Toc243550835]Organisational Context and Selection of Environmental Factors
The reduction of carbon steel is an example of the environmental innovation that has generated business opportunities, along with the need for credible marketing by SSAB. It differentiates with its existing product SSAB Zero, which is produced based on recycled steel and fossil-free energy. But environmental performance must be seen in the customer acceptance, the supply and returns to be considered commercially viable. In the context of business-to-business greenwashing, the analysis of literature shows that positioning on the environment cannot be limited to the use of promotional language, but must also be backed up by evidence in the organisation (Vangeli et al., 2023). The research on Sustainable Business models also highlights the importance of value creation, delivery and capture (Sinkovics et al., 2021; Geissdoerfer et al., 2020).
Three PESTLE dimensions will be chosen for this analysis: environmental, economic and technological factors. The relevance and credibility of the offering is dependent upon the environmental pressures, economic conditions impact the production cost and purchases, and technological developments dictate what the company can offer. These dimensions are not independent, but work together. Even when decarbonisation is technically possible, it might not be economically viable if electricity prices are high, and even if the environment benefit is great, it may not be when the measurement boundaries are not clear (Devlin et al., 2023; Neumann et al., 2025; Vangeli et al., 2023).
Figure 1 has confirmed that there are already commercial sales of SSAB Zero. Of the approximately 100,000 tonnes target delivery, around 90% (approximately 90,000 tonnes) was completed in 2025 (SSAB, 2026). This helps to consider the product as an existing product, but volumes delivered do not constitute profitability.
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Figure 1. SSAB Zero deliveries compared with the 2025 target, Source: Author’s own work based on SSAB (2026).
Figure 1 has confirmed that there are already commercial sales of SSAB Zero. Of the approximately 100,000 tonnes target delivery, around 90% (approximately 90,000 tonnes) was completed in 2025 (SSAB, 2026). This helps to consider the product as an existing product, but volumes delivered do not constitute profitability.
[bookmark: _Toc243550836]Environmental Factors
[bookmark: _Toc243550837]Decarbonisation Pressure and Carbon Lock-In
Decarbonising steel is a strategic opportunity, as the need for customers to understand emissions across their supply chains increase. However, the magnitude and pace of industrial transformation is important. Bachorz et al. (2026) estimate that the committed emissions from continued operation and development of conventional steelmaking assets could be significant, hence illustrating the impact of carbon intensive investments. Plant-level studies also suggest a large dispersion in the decarbonisation pathway costs and feasibility (Wu et al., 2025). As such, the opportunity of SSAB comes in a mix of industries, not a monolithic conversion.
Lower-carbon steel should be marketed around customer value – procurement requirements and emissions reporting – they are demonstrable to the customer. The superiority in terms of the environment cannot be inferred from a production technology. Outcomes vary depending on the location, type of electricity system and material inputs, and implementation is restricted by infrastructure barriers (Keramidas et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2025). The link between the environmental claims and the products and verified evidence should therefore be established by SSAB.
[bookmark: _Toc243550838]Environmental Claims and Measurement Boundaries
One of the main challenges is the separation of the operative emissions from the product emissions. SSAB defines SSAB Zero as emissions below a certain threshold of 0.05 kg of CO₂e per kg of steel (SSAB, n.d.-b). This is not to be interpreted as a full life cycle footprint. Product environmental declarations use established boundaries for the assessment and use a different basis of comparison (SSAB, n.d.-a).
This distinction is in the commercial sense. Greenwashing is detected by research when companies' messages about the environment are greater than the evidence that they have at all levels of their supply chains (Pizzetti et al., 2021). Additionally, the disclosure does not necessarily lead to better decision-making, if the information is not comparable and helpful enough (Christensen et al., 2021). Therefore, it is vital for the SSAB to specify the product, assessment boundary and verification basis in the marketing so that the procurement team can make defensible comparisons (Vangeli et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc243550839]Circularity and the Limits of Environmental Advantage
A circular value proposition can be achieved by using recycled inputs, but circularity does not necessarily equal sustainability. The availability of materials is a prerequisite for circular business models, as well as supporting organisations and functioning ecosystems (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020; Kanda et al., 2021). The commercial strength of recycled steel is thus partly dependent on other systems of materials for SSAB.
Other research opportunities exist such as lab work on the recovery of iron from red mud, but this would not necessarily mean that the technology is commercially ready for SSAB. There is also critical research questioning whether the national green-steel narratives are sufficient to consider the broader resource and territorial impacts (de Leeuw & Vogl, 2024). Therefore, marketing needs to acknowledge environmental improvements and not to suggest that producing more steel is "environmentally consequence-free.
[bookmark: _Toc243550840]Economic Factors
[bookmark: _Toc243550841]Energy Costs and International Competition
Reduced carbon production is a matter of competition in an international cost structure. Devlin et al. (2023) show that renewable energy conditions have a significant impact on the economics of using hydrogen to make steel. While this route of production is not the same as that of SSAB Zero the results demonstrate why energy cost cannot be de-coupled from the assessment of decarbonisation. The studies of green-energy and steel imports also suggest that international trade can shift degrees of attractiveness of domestic production pathways (Neumann et al., 2025).
For marketing management, the conclusion is that an extra price for the environment can compensate only for a limited time for a commercial offer which is not competitive. Technical requirements, purchasing costs and supply continuity are examined by the customer in conjunction with each other. There are several factors that have been identified in consumer-oriented studies that affect consumers' willingness to pay for green steel, but they are not necessarily applicable to industrial consumers. An account level interview and commercial trial is thus required.
[bookmark: _Toc243550842]Financial Capacity and Pricing Discipline
As illustrated in figure 2, the group operating profit of SSAB has decreased from SEK 7.860 billion in 2024 to SEK 6.116 billion in 2025, about 22.2% (SSAB, 2026). While the consolidated results don't show individual profit of SSAB Zero they do show the value of disciplined investment and pricing.
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Figure 2. SSAB group operating profit, 2024–2025, Source: Author’s own work based on SSAB (2026).
It is important for SSAB not to equate sales growth with commercial success. In order to be innovative in the sustainable business model, it is necessary that the organisation is able to capture enough value to sustain itself (Sinkovics et al., 2021; Alonso-Martínez et al., 2021). Pricing should thus take into consideration customer benefits and account economics that are validated and consider uncertainty in future energy prices and competitor response.
[bookmark: _Toc243550843]Technological Factors
[bookmark: _Toc243550844]Infrastructure Dependencies and Delivery Credibility
It is the supporting infrastructure, along with the steelmaking equipment, which is essential for the technological transition. The commissioning of the Luleå steel mill was postponed by one year from the end of 2028 to the end of 2029 by SSAB (2025b). The milestones identified in figure 3 are those that have been announced and not future planned operations. Renewable electricity supply and broader integration of the power system are also found to be limitations for decarbonising steel production (Kazmi et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2025).
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Figure 3. Revised commissioning timetable for SSAB’s Luleå steel mill, Source: Author’s own work based on SSAB (2025a, 2025b).
A distinction needs to be made between current capacity and the potential capacity. Industrial transitions can be coordinated through intermediaries and wider innovation networks but this does not reduce implementation risk (Kanda et al., 2020). Thus, sales commitments need to be based on proven operational abilities.
[bookmark: _Toc243550845]Artificial Intelligence and Marketing Capability
AI can be used to assist in opportunity prioritisation, demand forecasting and account analysis. But organisational capability is not just software acquisition, it relies on data, skills and management practices too (Mikalef & Gupta, 2021). Marketing research indicates opportunities for AI-assisted decision making, and management research indicates tensions between automated and human decision making (Davenport et al., 2020; Raisch & Krakowski, 2021).
SSAB should use AI to help commercial teams to analyse the customer requirements and provide information. Environmental / engineering claims should be validated by technical specialists prior to publication. Human–AI collaboration is best when there is a clear division of labor and the employees can check with AI's recommendations (Chowdhury et al., 2022).
Table 1. External influences and marketing implications
	Dimension
	Opportunity
	Main constraint
	Marketing response

	Environmental
	Differentiate through documented emissions performance
	Unclear boundaries and exaggerated claims
	Provide product-specific evidence and explain assessment boundaries

	Economic
	Develop repeat demand among customers valuing emissions reductions
	Energy costs and uncertain price premiums
	Test account profitability and contractual arrangements

	Technological
	Improve production and customer-information capabilities
	Infrastructure delays and unreliable automated outputs
	Align commitments with confirmed capacity and specialist validation


Source: Author’s own work based on Devlin et al. (2023), Vangeli et al. (2023), Wang et al. (2025), and SSAB (2025b).
[bookmark: _Toc243550846]Task 2: Ansoff Growth Strategy and Competitive Advantage
[bookmark: _Toc243550847]Selection of Market Penetration
Market penetration is the most defensible immediate strategy for SSAB Zero as it engages with an existing product in existing markets of customers. The goal is not to think that any environmental improvement is product development, but to drive repeat purchases and account share. Under Ansoff's matrix, these strategic moves can be differentiated based on the newness of the product and market (Whittington et al., 2023).
Table 2. Application of Ansoff’s growth matrix
	Strategy
	Product–market relationship
	Application to SSAB
	Assessment

	Market penetration
	Existing product; existing market
	Increase SSAB Zero purchases within established accounts
	Immediate priority

	Market development
	Existing product; new market
	Enter additional locations or customer segments
	Requires demand and channel evidence

	Product development
	New product; existing market
	Develop genuinely new grades or capabilities
	Requires development and qualification

	Diversification
	New product; new market
	Enter unfamiliar offerings and markets
	Highest additional capability requirements


Source: Author’s own work based on Whittington et al. (2023).
Table 2 is a comparison of the alternatives. Market development and product development are still available but these have an added qualification or market-learning need. Sustainable business model research helps to assess growth potential based on capabilities that are required to create and seize value and not based on novelty alone, as it is not always commercially ready (Alonso-Martínez et al., 2021; Sinkovics et al., 2021).
However, there are risks associated with market penetration. Older customers might be hesitant to alter specifications or pay more, and other competitors could offer other means of emissions cuts. The strategy should thus focus on the accounts that can be seen to have a need for procurement and not look at every existing customer as an equal. While evidence from green-consumption research can help answer questions, the assumptions in industrial purchasing should be tested directly, as indicated in the research by Testa et al., (2021), Kumari et al., (2022), and Vangeli et al., (2023).
[bookmark: _Toc243550848]Building Competitive Advantage Through Porter’s Generic Strategies
[bookmark: _Toc243550849]Evaluating Cost Leadership, Differentiation and Focus
Porter's generic strategies are constructed by the combination of low cost vs high cost, broad market vs narrow market. Ansoff's matrix defines the direction of growth, while Porter's framework provides an explanation on how the business is going to compete. Therefore, to be a complementary competitor to SSAB, a market penetration strategy is required. Differentiation becomes the most defensible method used in SSAB Zero, if the customers have the perception of enough value from the environment and functional features (Whittington et al., 2023; Vangeli et al., 2023).
Cost leadership would involve having a cost advantage over the competition that is difficult for others to match and still achieve an acceptable performance in the product. No evidence was found to indicate that SSAB Zero is the least expensive production. Studies have shown that the economic viability of LCS production is heavily affected by energy costs and location (Devlin et al., 2023; Neumann et al., 2025), although the results of studies focusing on hydrogen-based production should not be assumed to apply to SSAB Zero. Thus, SSAB should adhere to cost discipline, while at the same time not claiming cost leadership as a proven competitive advantage.
Differentiation provides a more solid foundation for the recommendation as SSAB can integrate emissions data, technical qualification, engineering support and reliable supply. These attributes may assist customers to meet procurement and reporting requirements while still holding the proper performance of steel. But environmental claims need to state the boundaries of their assessment, and company sustainability ratings cannot be used in place of product-specific evidence (Christensen et al., 2021; Berg et al., 2022). What matters for commercial application of differentiation is the moment in which customers appreciate these benefits, and the moment in which the purchasing revenues overcome the costs of the differentiation (Vangeli et al., 2023).
One approach to a focus strategy would be to target a specific niche, such as customers who have specific emissions-documentation and qualification needs. If SSAB narrows its range of products/services and its marketing efforts and resources are targeted toward that niche, focused differentiation may be appropriate. However, having several developed industries with a concentration on the best prospects does not, in itself, represent a focus approach. The current recommendation, therefore, is that differentiation be supported by selective account targeting, and not on the unsupported assertion that SSAB already practices focused differentiation (Whittington et al., 2023).
The proposed differentiation can be used to enter the market, as shown in Figure 4. It's major drawback is that it can be copied - other competitors can get similar environmental qualifications. Therefore, the total value of credible documentation, technical support and delivery performance would need to be maintained by SSAB. A sustainable competitive advantage is not possible through environmental positioning and repeat purchasing is not guaranteed (Pizzetti et al., 2021; Vangeli et al., 2023).
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Figure 4. Proposed differentiation mechanism supporting SSAB Zero market penetration , Source: Author’s own work based on Christensen et al. (2021), Kanda et al. (2021), and Vangeli et al. (2023).
Environmental credibility is achieved through product level evidence. Such information can't be replaced by corporate sustainability ratings, as ratings can vary significantly between providers (Berg et al., 2022). In a similar way, when a claim is made in the supply chain, supplier practices must be addressed in addition to only corporate communications (Pizzetti et al., 2021). Therefore it is important that SSAB obtain evidence that procurement teams can use in their own assessment.
[bookmark: _Toc243550850]Marketing’s Coordinating Contribution
Marketing is contributing by transforming external requirements into decisions with regard to customer selection, service and positioning. It is not just a function of promotion – it is also a function of coordinating technical and evidence, production commitments, and commercial expectations. Research on circular business models reiterates the role of inter-organisational relationships (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020; Kanda et al., 2021).
AI can help with this coordination by pinpointing patterns in accounts and gaps in information. But, automated recommendations should not be without a commercial and technical examination. AI capability and collaboration research shows that the performance is not necessarily reliant on AI but also on complementary organizational resources and human involvement (Mikalef & Gupta, 2021; Chowdhury et al., 2022). This deals with marketing's strategic role as well as the implications of marketing technologies in the future.
[bookmark: _Toc243550851]Implementation, Measurement and Strategic Limits
The recommendation is converted to the proposed decision process presented in Figure 5. Expansion of the account should only happen when the evidence, technical acceptance and supply feasibility and commercial returns are adequate. This helps stop for example ‘green' interest being interpreted as confirmed demand.
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Figure 5. Proposed account-expansion decision process, Source: Author’s own work based on Devlin et al. (2023), Vangeli et al. (2023), and Whittington et al. (2023).
Measures to assess implementation are included in Table 3. The use of numerical targets must be based on an analysis of the school's own baseline, and not simply be plucked from a public source.
Table 3. Proposed implementation measures
	Measure
	Definition
	Decision supported

	Repeat-order rate
	Eligible customers placing subsequent orders
	Whether adoption becomes continuing demand

	Account share
	SSAB Zero volume relative to relevant customer steel purchases
	Whether penetration increases

	Qualification conversion
	Opportunities completing qualification relative to those entering it
	Where technical barriers arise

	Contribution margin
	Revenue less attributable variable costs
	Whether expansion produces commercial value

	On-time, in-full delivery
	Deliveries meeting agreed timing and quantity
	Whether supply commitments are reliable

	Documentation completeness
	Relevant orders supplied with valid required emissions information
	Whether environmental evidence supports purchasing


Source: Author’s own work, informed by Christensen et al. (2021), Vangeli et al. (2023), and Whittington et al. (2023).
Lastly, growth needs to be measured not just by tonnes sold. The question of critical sustainability marketing is whether growth in consumption automatically leads to an improvement in the environment (Lloveras et al., 2022). SSAB should account for profitable customer adoption, as well as credible product level environmental performance, and realise that efficiency gains do not make for sustainable growth.
[bookmark: _Toc243550852]Task 3: Managerial and Professional Reflection
[bookmark: _Toc243550853]Development of Analytical Judgement
This analysis reinforced my views on marketing being a strategic process that is linked to the external change and organisational decisions. At first this product with an ‘environmental dividend' seemed to be a simple means for differentiation. But, a review of the evidence revealed that questions of environmental relevance, technical feasibility and commercial attractiveness are distinct. During the research process, I learned that an appealing offer must be delivered in a credible manner and value capture is essential (Vangeli et al., 2023; Sinkovics et al., 2021).
I believe that I'm better able to relate stakeholder behaviour with wider external influences following this approach using PESTLE. Under social factors, I identified when customer expectations are being analysed, as they are related to the changing of society values, sustainability expectations or attitude of customers towards responsible business. Customer behaviour can also be indicative of economic pressures and technological requirements; this classification will be based on the influence investigated. Environmental, economic and technological factors were chosen for this assignment as a coherent basis to explore the pressures, economics and infrastructure availability on emissions. This selection does not (intentionally) bar customers from PESTLE analysis. Rather, it needs to be explained how their purchasing expectations are linked to the selected external influences. Analysis also helped to cement my understanding that these dimensions are intertwined: an environmentally appealing offering must be technically feasible and commercially acceptable (Devlin et al., 2023; Vangeli et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2025).
The additional public-web search yielded 36 records. After removing 16 duplicate entries, 20 records were available to screen for title, abstract, or document-summary. 12 reports were sought to be retrieved and eight records were excluded. Seven complete reports were not retrieved and five remained for use in the eligibility assessment. One descriptive scheduling brief was removed from the review due to a lack of retention or employee-outcome analysis. 4 reports were kept: 2 academic studies and 2 Tesco reports. These counts refer to the supplementary search and are not necessarily representative of the selection for the full bibliography of 34 publications.
A subsequent lesson focused on evidence boundaries. An individual product's profitability cannot be determined from the corporate level operating profit and the operational emissions cannot be substituted for the LCA emissions. Likewise, studies on consumer purchase can not directly show the willingness to pay of industries. Identifying these limitations enhanced the defensibility of my suggestions and helped to clarify the relevance of similar disclosures (Christensen et al., 2021; Testa et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc243550854]Implications for Managerial Practice
Market penetration would be a conditional recommendation by me as a manager with a staged commercial proof. I will ask for customer interviews, results of technical qualification and margin analysis at the account level prior to setting expansion targets. These will help to determine if the customers see enough value for the proposition to warrant repeat purchases. This is a method that allows linking strategic ambition with the skills needed for its realization (Whittington et al., 2023; Alonso-Martínez et al., 2021).
I would also differentiate between things that I can do and things that I cannot. Marketing will make documentation, communication and opportunity selection better, but will not solve an electricity infrastructure limitation. Luleå postponement illustrates a need for careful communication of future capacity, in addition to communicating existing supply (SSAB, 2025b). My one big takeaway would then be explicit qualification, capacity and commercial returns.
In regard to technology, I would consider using AI to assist with account analysis with the human still accountable for technical and environmental statements. The literature questioned the notion that automation necessarily results in better decision-making. The success of its use is based on the organizational capacity, employee participation, and suitable judgment (Mikalef & Gupta, 2021; Raisch & Krakowski, 2021; Chowdhury et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc243550855]Professional Development Priorities
I want to focus on development on the issues of greater literacy in life cycle assessment, financial evaluation and customer investigations. These would assist me in making a more thorough judgment about conflicting claims, margins and exploring purchase needs. I would also look for any evidence that goes against the recommendation, such as failed qualification trials and customer rejections of proposed terms.
In general, the analysis helped me to learn how to link the marketing theory with industrial decisions and explicitly handle the uncertainty. Advice must be responsible, which means that they should tell the manager what is known based on the available evidence, and what is unknown and how the manager can fill in the missing information before sending in the resources.
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