
Today’s achievements, 
tomorrow’s visions
Uppsala’s Life Science sector  
blazes the trail on the road  
to sustainability.



In Sweden’s dynamic life science  
sector, Uppsala is an important actor 

Uppsala is not only an historic city with an ancient 
heritage, it is also the hub for one of Sweden’s most 
forward-looking sectors. Three of the city’s four largest 
companies are active within life sciences. Together 
with another hundred or so viable companies in the 
region, they make up an impressive 17 percent of 
Sweden’s total life science sector and employ around  
6 500 people. All this in a city with barely 2 percent  
of the country’s population. In addition, there are 
thousands of indirect jobs and all signs point to 
continued growth. Nowhere is this more evident than 
at the prestigious Uppsala Innovation Centre (UIC) 
incubator, where a third of the start-ups that make it 
through the process are in the life science sector. 

LIFE SCIENCE IS CRUCIAL TO  
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
The five largest life science actors in Uppsala are 
manufacturing companies based close to the city who 

export 99 percent of their products to customers out- 
side Sweden. These factories impact on the region’s  
electricity and water consumption and have specific 
waste management requirements. In addition, due 
to their substantial need for raw materials and many 
deliveries, they have a significant effect on the city’s 
total sustainability. A new, sustainable way of the 
thinking in the life science sector is essential, if we are 
to fulfil our region’s ambitious visions for the future. 

According to the UN Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change, the IPCC, carbon dioxide emissions 
need to be net zero by 2050, and then removed from 
the atmosphere by different means, in order to meet 
the 1.5-degree target. This is a challenge for many 
businesses built around linear processes but also offers 
a huge opportunity for the development of a more 
sustainable corporate approach. Establishing and 
developing new ways of working is no longer a choice. 
It is a prerequisite for global success in the future. 

The enormous potential and power to innovate of the life science sector became very 
apparent to the whole world in 2020 when the coronavirus pandemic held all of mankind in 
its clutches. To be able to develop so many solutions to such complex challenges so rapidly 
clearly demonstrated impressive problem-solving power. Life science is a vibrant, dynamic 
sector with a vital role to play in creating a healthy and sustainable future. There are great 
possibilities to both develop awareness and to nurture innovation. Uppsala aspires to  
become a source of global inspiration.



STUNS LIFE SCIENCE CREATES  
CLUSTERS AROUND SUSTAINABILITY 
Working at the interface between universities,  
business and society, the STUNS foundation has 
strived since 1983 to promote sustainable growth in 
the Uppsala region. By use of a variety of strategic 
initiatives, we aspire to create new opportunities 
Within STUNS Life Science, we act as a hub for  
collaboration between private and public actors.  
With a broad systems perspective - including all 
dimensions of sustainability, not just CO2 reduction 
- the goal is sustainable, knowledge-based growth in 
Uppsala’s large and important life science sector. 

In the project Sustainable Cluster Development, our 
goal is to create clusters around sustainability in the 
life science sector. This report is part of that work.  

The text is the start of a document that will evolve 
and be supplemented over time, with the goal of  
creating consensus and a clearer sustainable maturity 
in Uppsala’s life science sector. The idea of this first 
edition is to share knowledge and experience of  
current sustainability work, from stakeholder to stake- 
holder. Divided into the three dimensions - economic, 
environmental and social sustainability - you will 
find examples that we have collected openly and 
independently from large, medium-sized and small 
companies and consultants. Everyone has different 
prerequisites and possibilities to influence sustainable 
development. And we all depend on innovation and 
research to act based on knowledge. But we certainly  
have a lot to learn from each other. By working 
together, collaborating and co-creating for a more 
sustainable future, we will be able to go even further.



The timeline shows how the sustain-
ability transition has progressed over 
the years. It clearly illustrates how 
measures taken, events and regula-
tions have all noticeably accelerated 
during the past 40 years.



Growing focus on sustainability 
in Sweden and in industry

The goal is for Sweden to achieve net zero green-
house gas emissions by 2045, and to continue on a 
downward path thereafter. The parliament has also 
presented a strategy and several studies on how to 
translate the strategy into appropriate activities. In 
particular, comprehensive measures are required in 
industry, which accounts for 32 percent of Sweden’s 
total emissions - measures that also impact on parts 
of the life science sector (Swedish Environmental 
Protection Agency, 2020). 
 
THE INDUSTRY AND CLIMATE  
LEAP INITIATIVES 
The Industry Leap and Climate Leap Initiatives were 
started by the Swedish government, with the aim of a 
Green transition of Sweden into a fossil-free welfare 
state (Ministry of the Environment, 2021). The life 

science sector is particularly affected by the Industry 
Leap Initiative, which will support Swedish industry 
in its efforts to achieve zero greenhouse gas emissions 
by 2040. In 2021, the current government made 
changes to the regulation ordinance governing the 
Industry Leap Initiative, so that support can also be 
provided at a strategic level in research, feasibility 
studies and investment. At the same time, the budget 
was increased by SEK 150 million, to SEK 750 million 
in 2021 and is predicted to increase to over 900 million 
by 2022.
 
UPPSALA’S ASPIRATIONS AND  
SUCCESSES IN SUSTAINABILITY 
Uppsala has received several awards for its sustain-
ability work. The city has won the World Wildlife 
Fund’s Swedish Climate City of the year award three 

During recent years, there has been far greater emphasis on sustainability here in Sweden, 
spurred on and strengthened by an increasing number of legal requirements, regulations, 
policies, targets and other measures initiated mainly by the Swedish government. In 2018, 
a new climate act was passed which obliges the government to produce a climate report 
every year and a new action plan every four years on how to achieve the climate goals, 
regardless of the government in office at the time. A sea change in attitudes has occurred.



times. In 2018, we were the global winner in the 
WWF’s One Planet City Challenge in competition 
with 132 other cities around the world. Among the 
reasons for our success is the city’s clear goal of  
becoming fossil-free and sustainable by 2050 - and 
the fact that so many actors in the ecosystem are 
involved in the sustainability work. The Climate  
Protocol, Uppsala’s own “Paris Agreement”, sets 
out clear strategies for how the city will achieve the 
Agenda 2030 goals, such as investment in renewable 
energy, alternative sustainable fuels, transport and so on.  
Many actors who are necessary and willing to do their  
part to create sustainable conditions are also located  
in Uppsala. These include two leading universities, 
Uppsala University and the Swedish University of 
Agricultural Sciences, as well as Uppsala University 
Hospital with its research. Right next door is Uppsala 
Science Park and Uppsala Business Park with the 
Medical Products Agency, the Food and Drug  
Administration and several initiatives for adapted 
sites for growing companies in the life science sector. 

WIN-WIN WHEN LIFE SCIENCE 
INVESTS SUSTAINABLY 
The many regulatory requirements in life sciences have  
shaped a sector with great adaptability and degree of 
compliance. During the pandemic, we all witnessed 
the importance of an ability to respond quickly 
to global changes with development, knowledge, 
research and innovation. The same energy now 
needs to be transferred into proactive sustainability 
work. Being at the forefront in areas that are not yet 
a requirement for everyone will be the sector’s major 
focus and competitive advantage in the future. With 
a proactive approach to sustainability, the life science 
sector could increase its attractiveness and advance 
its position in the competition for skills from other 
sectors and locations. In conclusion, in an innovative 
sector with a strong ability to adapt to new conditions, 
based in a city that is at the forefront of sustainability 
work in Sweden, there is every opportunity to take 
important steps towards sustainable development. 
Here, we take a closer look at the current state of 
sustainability work and what challenges and 
possibilities lie ahead for the sector.



How does Uppsala’s life science 
sector work with sustainability? 

A COMPILATION FOR THE FUTURE 
In-depth interviews were conducted with repre- 
sentatives from different segments of Uppsala’s life 
science sector, which we will henceforth refer to as 
the ecosystem. A series of standardised, open-ended  
questions were posed to each respondent in the  
discussion forum. 

The actors were given ample time to freely reflect 
on their sustainability work and highlight the areas 
they felt best expressed their overall perspective. The 
interviews usually started with a discussion about 
goals and strategy, and the analysis or plan the actor 
is following. Most of them then became more general  

conversations about environmental sustainability.  
Interestingly, it was rare for economic and social sustain- 
ability to be mentioned spontaneously when the actor 
was describing their sustainability activities and the 
development of their business in their own words. 

Each actor was also asked how they discussed the topic 
internally. Was there support for sustainability issues? 
Could they give examples from their daily work in 
this area? More targeted sustainable development 
activities were also highlighted, both large and small. 
In the following section you can read an analysis of 
their answers, broken down into the three dimensions 
- economic, environmental and social sustainability. 

Mapping out how this sector, made up of a large number of actors with different focuses 
and specialisations, works with sustainability presented a complex challenge. The research 
started with a desktop analysis of the actors in order to start compiling relevant data. One 
important factor we looked at was the ability to communicate about sustainable measures. 



SLOWLY BUT SURELY - TOWARDS  
A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE 
Our research revealed that there are already many 
ambitious sustainability goals in the ecosystem: actors 
phasing out hazardous substances, reviewing supplier 
contracts, resource efficiency and all sorts of processes.  
A long-term approach also seems to be impressively  
well-rooted in some organisations. Most actors are  
already investing in new facilities to meet the treatment, 
heating, energy and waste management needs of 
tomorrow. Many are also well aware that sustainability 
has three dimensions and are actively working on 
both social and economic sustainability; however  
the measures are often handled differently from the 
environmental ones. Many in the ecosystem are 
working hard to bring sustainability into all those 
contexts where they have the opportunity and the 
requisite points of contact. All interviewees confirm 
that there are great opportunities in this area and 
plenty of incentives to act on them at different levels.
 

DRIVERS OF DEVELOPMENT 

We discovered a clear consensus among actors on the  
importance of sustainability, not only for the sector but  
also for the future of our planet. Other incentives that 
were frequently mentioned were the legal and regulatory 
requirements, not to mention the importance of being 
at the forefront of long-term profitable investments 
which complied with future sustainability requirements. 
Constantly seeking out new ways to make operations 
more sustainable turned out to be the watchword for 
most of the actors interviewed. 

OBSTACLES TO OVERCOME 
There are of course obstacles on the road to sustainable  
development. Some of these exist because the sector 
as a whole does not always take sustainability seriously 
enough. And the compelling demands on the ecosystem 
are not as yet sufficient to mobilise everyone. Other 
obstacles can be created by the actors themselves. It is 
often a question of not daring or being able to involve 
all parts of the organisation that are needed to translate 
sustainability issues into concrete actions in their  
own operations.



Size, business and  
attitude set the agenda 
The opportunities for good sustainability work often depend on the size, type of business 
and attitude of the organisation. The company’s size and activities also determine which  
legal requirements and regulations are applicable. We will therefore analyse the actors by 
size. The distinction between actors selling a service and those selling products will also be 
taken into account. In addition, we examine the specific opportunities for consultancies to 
work with sustainability, both in their assignments for clients in the ecosystem and  
internally in their own operations.

SMALLER ACTORS 
Smaller actors often were founded more recently  
and thus are not burdened by a “legacy” that can 
complicate their sustainability work. But there are 
also disadvantages. They often have limited resources 
and are striving to get their business off the ground. 
Consequently, they rarely have a department or even a  
person with dedicated responsibility for sustainability  
and this leads to a lack of focus and has a negative effect.

LARGER ACTORS 
Larger actors often have one or more staff responsible 
for the company’s sustainability work. Some have an 
entire department dedicated to what the life science 
sector often calls environment and quality, which 
includes responsibility for sustainability issues. Some 
of the actors researched have appointed a specific 
manager or even a sustainability officer. This is still 
relatively new in the sector, but is a clear sign of focus 
and vision. Regardless of their job title, interviewees 
experienced considerable variety regarding the level 

of support they receive in their efforts to heighten the 
profile of sustainability issues. Despite this occasionally 
lukewarm response, their work can be ambitious and 
sophisticated in many respects.

CONSULTANCIES 
Consultancies are a particularly interesting actor 
within the ecosystem. As a result of their assignments 
at various life science companies, they have the  
opportunity to play a unique role in the future sustain- 
ability work of their clients. With a clear agenda and 
strategic focus on sustainability, they have a special 
capability to gather and transfer insights across sectors 
and companies. Several of the consultancies operating  
in the region have sophisticated sustainability practices 
and are already involved in many long-term projects 
aimed at accelerating climate-smart production for 
their clients. All consultancies interviewed mentioned 
the opportunity to select which clients they want to 
work with. Most aspire to work only for clients with  
a declared sustainability commitment. 



Ecosystem sustainability 
- three dimensions

A major focus of sustainable development right now is CO2 emissions. They must be  
reduced if we are to meet the targets and stop our unsustainable impact on the climate. 
The issue was high on the agenda at COP26 and is also reflected in the sustainability 
work of life science actors, where the focus on environmental sustainability is clear. 

Environmental sustainability

Issues related to sanitation, electricity, water, emissions 
and waste, namely, the environmental dimension of 
sustainability, provide a very concrete, easy to grasp 
introduction to the concept. As the majority of the 
respondents pointed out, focusing on this type of 
sustainability work provides an excellent foundation 
for increasing awareness.

Several actors already had environmental and quality 
departments, which could relatively easily be upgraded  
to sustainability departments. Starting to work on 
sustainability issues is already at the top of the agenda 
for those who work there, and they probably have 
previously established working methods for this. 

Under the shadow of CO2 emissions, the growing 
problem of the earth’s finite resources is also being 
discussed. Energy supply is also frequently high on  

the agenda, as some parts of Sweden suffer from energy 
shortfalls while others have electricity surpluses. 
Even less progress is being made regarding issues 
related to water, soil and other materials. However, 
there is one exception, an area where progress is being 
made: plastic. Plastics are made from fossil components 
and have therefore been under consideration for a  
long time, not least in the discussion about net  
zero emissions.

In the future, the sustainable discourse will probably 
be broadened to include the fact that all of the earth’s 
resources are finite and that the use of them has a 
negative impact on the environment. When that time 
comes, life science actors will need to have their tools 
and solutions ready. In order to take and keep their 
place in the market, they have to not only change  
but also compensate for their ecological footprint.

The bottom layer is built 
up from all the systems 
on Earth: environmental 
sustainability. This sets the 
limits and they are not neg- 
otiable. Above that come the 
social and economic goals. 
Even though the environ-
ment is not negotiable, it 
does not limit the scope for 
innovation, prosperity and 
success, as long as we keep 
to climate-smart solutions.



TRANSPORT
Transport accounts for a large share of 
Sweden’s total emissions. This is also true 
for life science companies. Since many of 
the components that the manufacturing 
companies need are not available in Sweden, 
most of Uppsala’s life science actors are part 
of global value chains where both goods and 
services are shipped, transported and flown 
into the country. Most of them do not sell 
their products in Sweden either: the majority  
of their production is exported. Some also 
choose to produce abroad. 

But here we see that the pandemic has led  
to several changes of direction. Some corpo-
rations have chosen to bring manufacturing 
back to Sweden, both to reduce the risk of 
delivery problems in a crisis and to increase 
transparency in the internal processes of  
the business. In addition, more and more  
businesspeople are choosing to meet digitally.  
Digital meetings reduce the need for passenger 
transport services and thus carbon emissions. 
Staff save time but are equally efficient, 
which reduces stress and often leads to 
better results.

GREEN ELECTRICITY AND  
ENERGY USE 
Many of Uppsala’s life science actors testify 
that the energy issue is central and some-
thing they are actively working on. They buy 
green electricity and review their processes 
to cut electricity consumption and reduce 
energy peaks. Several have ambitious targets 
to reduce energy consumption in their  
operations by 2030.

SOLVENTS
Some manufacturing companies, and consul- 
tancies, are making major efforts regarding 
solvents. Many solvents are environmentally 
hazardous, but also essential in life science 
manufacturing. Some can be substituted by 
more environmentally friendly substances, 
but rarely excluded completely from existing 
processes. Actors are also trying to find and 
develop methods for removal and even reuse 
of solvents as far as possible.

Top of the environmental  
sustainability agenda right now



REUSING HEAT
Manufacturing industries produce not only 
products but also considerable amounts of 
surplus heat which could be used to heat, 
for example, agricultural buildings or urban 
plantations. Sometimes, however, it is not 
of a high enough temperature to be fed into 
a district heating network and there are still 
no systems to deal with heat that is not “hot 
enough”. Systems or sharing systems that 
make use of excess heat are therefore high on  
the wish-list of many industrial companies.

LIFE CYCLE ANALYSIS
In the manufacturing sector, there seems to be  
substantial willingness as well as considerable 
knowledge about how to perform life cycle 
analyses on products and processes. Some 
actors are already running pilots with the 
aim of developing more efficient analysis  
of their products and services. How well- 
developed these are at present is difficult to 
determine. But merely adopting a life cycle 
perspective can promote sustainability in 
general and provide incentives for other 
activities and measures.

CONSUMABLES
The life science sector uses a lot of single-use 
plastic products. There is a great need for 
sterile substances of various kinds, such 
as vaccines, and if there is ever a situation 
where single-use plasters play an important 
role, it is in the context of health. Despite all 
the difficulties of phasing out, replacing or 
eliminating single-use products, many actors 
are trying to achieve this as far as possible.

WATER PURIFICATION
Purifying water via the municipal wastewater 
utility, Uppsala Vatten, requires the prior 
removal of certain chemicals from the water. 
Most of the life science companies in Uppsala  
use chemicals and solvents in their production 
that Uppsala Vatten does not accept as effluents 
and these must be removed in advance. As a 
result, most sites have invested in their own 
effluent treatment plants for use before water 
is transported to Uppsala Vatten.



COP26 EMISSIONS TARGETS 
The major focus of the UN climate conference 
COP26 was emissions and the 1.5-degree 
target that participating countries, including 
Sweden, have pledged to meet. It is a tough 
target that is expected to lead to new and 
tighter requirements, laws and regulations in 
all sectors of society. For those actors who are 
proactive and constantly looking for ways to 
reduce their emissions, rather than just being 
reactive when new requirements are intro-
duced, there are good opportunities to stay 
ahead of the curve. And who doesn’t want to 
be the first to arrive at net zero?

REDUCING THE USE OF  
SINGLE-USE PLASTICS 
Single-use oil-based plastics are one of our 
biggest environmental villains. Because the 
use of single-use plasters is so widespread 
in life science, we will be forced to find 
alternatives in the near future. A reduction, 
phase-out and innovative process to find 
other solutions is necessary, both to reach 
current and future climate targets. 

WATER USE 
In the Nordic countries, we tend to take 
high-quality, clean water for granted. But 
in the context of today’s climate change and 
emissions, this is no longer a given. In the 
future, we will need to be efficient in our use 
of all types of resources, including water. 
Many remember the lessons from the energy 
market, where many optimisation models  
estimated energy as infinite only a few 
decades ago. Today we know better. Unless 
we want to end up in the same situation with 
water, the life science sector should review 
its use and processes today and invest more 
in smaller, on-site treatment plants. This 
would put Uppsala’s life science actors at  
the forefront. 

INCREASED REQUIREMENTS 
FOR TREATMENT AND REUSE
In most related industries, there are already 
stringent requirements for the purification 
and reuse of existing materials in various 
types of production. The same trend is  
expected to follow in the life science sector.

Tomorrow’s major enviromental  
sustainability possibilities



Social sustainability

Sweden as a country, thanks to the Swedish model 
and strong trade union tradition, has come relatively 
far in its work on justice, inclusion and equality. So 
just by operating in Sweden, many life science actors 
in the ecosystem unknowingly contribute to main-
taining a certain social sustainability. 

But knowledge about social sustainability varies 
widely. Perhaps because it is harder to assimilate and 
because the effects are not as immediately visible  
as in, for example, environmental sustainability. 
When issues of social sustainability come up, they 
are often dismissed with the comment that we live 
in Sweden and have fair contracts for our employees. 
The problem is that social sustainability is not just an 
internal focus. Social sustainability is also about 
protecting your environment, the city you live in  
and society in general. 

For those operating in the international market, the 
value chains are even more complex and often involve 
countries that may not be as advanced. This is true for 
many of our manufacturing companies, which often 
operate in global markets and thus have a greater 
impact on the environment than those operating in a 
local market. Here, social sustainability must be part 
of an overall sustainability approach to ensure good 
conditions throughout the organisation. 

Several of the actors in Uppsala’s life science sector 
are actively working on challenges related to social 
sustainability. And there are several indicator systems 
to measure performance and relate it to, for example,  
the Global Goals, the Human Development Index and  
the Happy Planet Index. To some extent, customer and  
employee indices can also be used as indicators of social  
sustainability, such as security, trust and well-being.

Health and well-being are at the heart of life science work. However, in a sustainable 
society, the way to get there must also be sustainable. Social sustainability aims to create 
a society that is equal and fair, where people live a good life in good health, without unfair 
inequalities. It is therefore about well-being, justice, power and the rights and the needs 
of the individual. Some of these can be quantified and others are more qualitative.



WELLNESS HOUR, ETC.
Offering staff the opportunity to take part in  
sports and other activities promoting well-
ness during working hours is very common 
here in the ecosystem. Such activities help 
coworkers to stay healthy and fit and can 
both reduce stress and allow for reflection.

TURNING DOWN ASSIGN-
MENTS AND PROJECTS 
Many actors report that they choose to turn 
down assignments and projects that will  
not be socially sustainable for their staff. 
Protecting the well-being of staff is a primary 
consideration. It is also a way of consolidating  
and safeguarding a corporate culture of  
justice and security that creates greater  
social sustainability.

OFFICE SPACE 
The creation of a pleasant, safe and inclusive  
working environment for employees is a clear  
example where most actors have made, are 
making or plan to make changes in the  
future. Manufacturing companies in the 
ecosystem are also doing solid work on 
policies and action plans to ensure a good 
working environment in the spirit of  
Agenda 2030. In such an environment,  
staff do a better job.

Top of the social sustainability  
agenda right now

TRACEABILITY IN  
VALUE CHAINS 
Transparency and traceability in complex 
value chains are of great relevance for good 
social sustainability work. This will also help 
companies to influence their subcontractors, 
who are often located in other countries, 
towards more positive developments in areas 
such as safe employment, human rights and 
safety in the workplace. Working on these 
issues also improves the company’s access to 
accurate information about the value chain. 
Information that can be used in further 
analysis, even beyond the social dimension.

CONTRIBUTING TO PUBLIC 
HEALTH IN SOCIETY
The products and services of life science 
actors contribute to public health in many 
ways, some of which can even be a matter of 
life and death. Constant emphasis is placed 
on the altruistic drive to help save and 
improve people’s lives and this makes social 
sustainability central to life science in a way 
that exists in few other sectors. And gives 
us a reminder of the important role the life 
science sector can play in the development 
of healthy and sustainable life on our planet.



CONTINUED WORK ON  
INCLUSION, EQUALITY  
AND DIVERSITY 
There is still much work to be done to  
ensure good, equal conditions for work and 
in society in the future. Embracing people’s 
differences and using different perspectives to  
drive innovation and development opens many  
new doors for corporate development. It is 
relevant in all dimensions of sustainability, 
but especially so in the social dimension.

Continued development requires a sustainable supply of skills. Many life  
science companies in Uppsala want to expand, but have difficulty recruiting 
staff with the relevant qualifications. To succeed in the future, a long-
term plan and detailed strategy need to be developed for how the region 
and the sector can attract the right skills, retain students in Uppsala after 
graduation and also attract international workers to Uppsala. Read more 
about this in previous publications from STUNS Life Science.

SOCIAL JUSTICE
Social justice is likely to remain a very important 
issue. Great progress has been made here in  
Sweden, but there are still structures in society  
that make it difficult for many people to achieve  
their full potential. This problem needs to be 
adressed. Areas such as diversity, inclusion and 
equality are important issues for society at large 
and the government is making major budget 
investments in these areas. But everyone must 
take responsibility for the future to ensure 
long-term sustainable development.

A SUSTAINABLE  
SUPPLY OF SKILLS 
FOR THE FUTURE

Tomorrow’s major social  
sustainability possibilities

NETWORKING FOR 
MUTUAL SUPPORT
Networking within the ecosystem is already 
well-established. Actors have set up networks 
where they can come together, share experi-
ences and talk about sustainability. As many 
are also working with consultancies with high 
ambitions and skills in this area, this bodes 
very well for the long-term promotion of 
these issues. 

RETAINING STAFF
The vast majority of operators are successful 
in training and then retaining staff. This low 
staff turnover is a positive indicator of social 
sustainability. Staff who stay for a long time 
feel fulfilled, are offered good career paths 
within the company and room for personal 
development and training.



Economic sustainability

Put simply, in a sustainable world, all the capital and 
values available to us on earth should balance each 
other out. This means that economic decisions must 
be based on an impact assessment in which economic 
values are weighed against all other values. 

Here in Sweden, we have many laws, regulations and  
requirements that govern economic sustainability. 
And more are on the way. In 2016, for example, 
sustainability reporting regulations were introduced, 
requiring large companies to report not only on their 
financial performance, but also on the sustainability of 

their operations in general. Elements of the circular  
economy are also part of sustainable economic develop- 
ment and thus an important ingredient of sustainable 
transformation. 

This reasoning can be difficult for a layman to grasp.  
But the fact is that most companies are already working  
on economic sustainability, perhaps without even giving 
it too much thought. It is quite simply the foundation 
of all long-term business. Uppsala’s life science actors 
are well aware that future operations require long-term 
sustainability work and sustainable investment.

Just like all the other structures and systems of society, economic systems are man-made. 
This means that there is great potential to change and develop this particular dimension of  
sustainability. Since the economic framework is something which we decide ourselves, we can  
also change and reshape it so that the economy develops without negative consequences for  
environmental and social sustainability. In that case, our economy will also become sustainable.



INFLUENCING VALUE CHAINS 
IN A CIRCULAR DIRECTION
Most actors already have good practices 
for setting requirements for their subcon-
tractors. Both manufacturing companies 
and consultancies are actively working to 
develop transparency and control in their 
processes and value chains. Consultancies 
are also active in setting requirements for 
their clients when writing new contracts.

SAFEGUARDING THE  
SWEDISH MARKET 
The presence of major companies on the 
Swedish market safeguards our country’s 
economy. As more and more actors choose to  
base themselves in Sweden, pay their taxes 
here and enjoy the benefits of operating in 
the Swedish market, this constitutes a great 
benefit for both the country and Uppsala. 
We have a long tradition in life science and 
this continues to strengthen the city and the 
whole region.

CHOOSING LOCAL  
PRODUCTION 
More and more actors are producing in 
Uppsala. Although many of the compo-
nents are still imported, the products are 
manufactured, packaged and assembled in 
the Uppsala region, generating work and 
financial security for many people. Local 
production also shortens value chains and 
cuts many costs. It gives greater control  
over production and secures your business.

RE-MANUFACTURING
One way to save resources is to recreate 
and recycle existing products and services. 
There are examples in the ecosystem where 
this has proved not only profitable but also a 
way to open up new customer segments. By 
recycling parts or whole products that have 
been returned or replaced, new products of 
the same quality can be created - at a much 
lower price. Reusing materials and resources 
is very sustainable, even if at first glance it 
may seem costly, as our society is no longer 
built around papering over the cracks.

Everyone agrees that we should manage our resources carefully, from an eco-
nomic, social and environmental perspective. Most actors in the life science 
sector are constantly reviewing their processes to save and streamline the use  
of resources in their operations.

RESOURCE 
EFFICIENCY

Top of the economic sustainability 
agenda right now



EU TAXONOMY
Taxonomy is an important tool in the EU’s 
action plan to finance sustainable growth: 
a common classification system to identify 
environmentally sustainable investment and to 
direct capital to sectors that actively choose 
sustainable paths for growth. Sweden has 
been involved in promoting this issue at EU 
level and now the hope is that more interna-
tional investors will take notice of the many 
Swedish companies that are doing well in 
the climate and environmental fields. We 
do not know yet what effect taxonomy will 
have on investment in the life science sector, 
but it is certainly something the industry will  
have to take into account. Larger companies 
are already directly affected by the Sustain-
ability Reporting Act and must now report 
on the proportion of their activities that are 
in line with taxonomy.

PUBLIC PROCUREMENT
Life science companies that sell directly or 
indirectly to the Swedish healthcare sector  
are subject to the Public Procurement Act,  
which already imposes sustainability require- 
ments. Now the National Agency for Public 
Procurement confirms that these will be 
implemented even more and also offers 
training in this area. Embracing and adapting 
to sustainable procurement is important if 
companies want to keep apace with new 
requirements. In the future, sustainability is 
likely to be part of all types of procurement: 
for suppliers, partners and consultants.

THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY
The circular economy is about utilising  
resources that have already been extracted: 
as many times as possible. And to recycle them 
as much as possible when they are used up. 
In 2021, the Swedish government adopted 
its first circular economy action plan. And 
new circular transition initiatives are being 
introduced continuously in different parts of 
society and the economy. How exactly the 
transition from today’s linear processes will 
take place depends on the business. But 
there is no question that a more circular, 
(eventually fully circular), economic system 
is needed to achieve climate and environ-
mental goals.

Tomorrow’s major economic  
sustainability challenges



Tips and success factors

1. INVOLVE EVERYONE! 
The more perspectives that are heard in sustainability 
work, the more possible solutions and the greater the 
likelihood of success. A good example of this is how 
the life science sector rallied around a common goal 
during the pandemic. Everything unimportant was put  
aside to tackle a threat and while the world was in fear, 
we managed to develop a vaccine together in record 
time. Cooperation is a success factor - in large and 
small ways. By involving your entire organisation in 
sustainability efforts, you will achieve greater success. 

2. COMMUNICATE!
When we communicate, we force ourselves to articulate 
more clearly what we do. At that moment, not only 
does a learning process start that leads to further 
development. We also move the life science sector’s 
positions forward every time it is mentioned in the 
context of sustainability and sustainable development.

By communicating and being transparent about our 
company’s sustainability ambitions, we also promote, 
accelerate and broaden the sustainable development 
of the organisation. If we communicate our sustain-
ability efforts externally, we can even inspire other 
actors to follow our example and open doors for 
collaboration on new solutions. We strengthen our 
brand and also increase the company’s chances of 
attracting expertise.

Today, most actors in the life science sector are  
content to simply report their sustainability work 
within the framework of the legal requirements.  
This is a shame and means that many great initia-
tives, not covered by these legal requirements, are 
never rewarded with the attention they deserve.

In conclusion, the life science sector’s sustainability efforts are both ambitious and  
comprehensive. But many challenges and areas for development remain. The biggest  
challenge is for actors to translate sustainable development into concrete  
actions in their own operations. What does sustainability really mean for each of them? 
Where and with what efforts do we make the biggest difference? 

If we just follow the laws, rules and requirements, 
we’ll go a long way. But actors who want to respond 
to change and stay at the forefront need to be more 
proactive. That’s why we made this compilation of  
experiences and lessons learned from actors in  
Uppsala’s life science sector - to inspire others! 

To conclude, here are some general tips. Success 
factors highlighted by the stakeholders interviewed 
as particularly important for facilitating and  
succeeding in the work of sustainable transition  
and development. 



3. MAKE THE GOALS YOUR OWN!
The UN 2030 Agenda with the 17 Sustainable  
Development Goals (SDGs) plays an important role in 
active sustainability work. Working strategically and  
having an action plan based on them is a success factor. 

Equally important is to translate them into the  
language of the organisation, to own them as your own 
and act accordingly. Only when they are implemented 
in their own language and everyday life, can a higher 
degree of sustainable development and active sustain-
ability work take shape. 

For goals to make the real difference they are meant 
to make, they must permeate an entire business from 
floor to management. This is particularly important 
in production-related contexts, where much of the 
influence lies with those who actually produce the 
products in an often complex value chain. If they own  
their own interpretation of an objective, the work will be 
more focused, adapted and practicable in the business. 

4. QUANTIFY! 
Finding ways to quantify sustainability internally and 
externally is a key factor. Measurability, transparency 
and traceability in sustainability work are also crucial 
for us to be able to prioritise and work on the right 
things in the right way. 

Various analytical methods, metrics and methods to 
quantify sustainability exist, but need to be developed to 
suit different types of processes. This is a prerequisite 
for comparing and setting appropriate targets for, for 
example, emissions or employee well-being. By quant- 
ifying the footprint an actor makes on its environment 
in the different dimensions of sustainability, activity  
can also be monitored, evaluated and developed. 

Setting goals and taking action can also serve as a 
way to get past the overwhelming mapping phase. 
That’s why it’s called sustainability and sustainable 
development. 

5. COLLABORATE!
Collaboration, cooperation and finding possible 
points of learning from each other is a success factor 
in sustainable development work. No one has all the 
answers to the big questions and no one can solve all 
the problems on their own. It is therefore essential  
to find inspiration from other similar actors, in other 
sectors and within your own organisation. Finding 
ways to network and reach out with both solutions, 
good examples and challenges/opportunities is also  
of utmost importance.



When working on this survey I was surprised by all the exciting initiatives and examples 
that the ecosystem’s actors are currently working on to become more sustainable. 
Most actors are currently communicating mostly around environmental sustainability, 
and this survey aspires to highlight the importance of seeing sustainability as a whole. 
Furthermore, I believe that each actor has a crucial role when forming a sustainable 
future in Uppsala, and the consultants can play a unique role. They should continue to 
spread, share and collaborate to outsmart the sustainability challenges of today and  
to form the sustainability solutions tomorrow.

My name is Fanny Blom and I am a project manager at 
STUNS Life Science within sustainability and more 
specifically sustainable cluster development. I have 
a Master’s degree in Economics with a focus on 
Sustainability and Agricultural Sciences. During the 
autumn of 2021 I have been working on this survey, 
and also moderated at Uppsala Life. Uppsala Life 
is where we meet up with an intersection of ideas, 
insights, and interactions – where our life science 
ecosystem shares and collaborates to stay ahead of the 
competition. During spring 2022 I will try to create 
more pilots for sustainable clusters in Uppsala and 
work closely with young professionals in Uppsala to 
link them to the thriving Life Science sector.

If you want to talk about sustainability, please feel free 
to contact me at any time, to discuss any issue, large  
or small. 
 
Fanny Blom
fanny.blom@stuns.se 


