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Abstract 
Background: Sustainability is a growing trend which companies should acknowledge and 

incorporate. The role HR can be a direct contributor in the integration of sustainability. 

SMEs’ characteristics can facilitate the implementation of sustainability, which can be a 

source of competitive advantage. 

 

Purpose: To examine the integration of sustainability through HR practices in SMEs, in the 

Jönköping region. 

 

Method: An exploratory and an abductive approach were used to fulfill the purpose of the 

thesis. The explanation building strategy was used to analyze the data. Theories from the 

literature were compared with the empirical findings to identify patterns, based on the 

categories within the HR practices. The empirical data followed a qualitative method and was 

based on a multiple-case study, consisting of ten interviews with SMEs.  

 

Main findings: SMEs in the Jönköping region had a high level of understanding in terms 

of sustainability. The HR practices were utilized for a better integration of sustainability. 

Incorporating sustainability in the firm’s values was the most effective way. This was 

achieved through integrating sustainability in the different HR practices; by communicating 

its value to employees, emphasizing it during the recruitment to assure value alignment, as 

well as explaining it during training activities. 

 

Managerial implications: The findings showed that managers could benefit from 

considering the suggested HR practices for the integration of sustainability. As a result, other 

regions in Sweden can take advantage and learn from the case of the Jönköping region.
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1 Introduction 

______________________________________________________________________ 
This first section introduces the topics: sustainability, Human Resources (HR), Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises (SMEs) and the Jönköping region. It continues by stating the problem and purpose of the thesis 
together with the research questions as well as delimitations, and finishes with providing the main definitions. 
______________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Sustainability 

In recent studies, sustainability activities have been demonstrated to not only result in an 

advantage for the society, but also for the businesses themselves (Stubblefield Loucks, 

Martens & Cho, 2010). More specifically, sustainability is concluded to benefit companies’ 

financial performance, apart from benefiting the society. Accordingly, Mishra, Sarkar and 

Singh (2013) state that businesses that are acting sustainably are highly expected to become 

more successful in the future compared to today. Moreover, the companies’ greater 

awareness of the advantages that a sustainable business strategy entails, partly explains the 

increased trend of engaging in sustainability practices. 

 

The most globally recognized definition of sustainability was articulated in Brundtland’s 

Report from the United Nations (UN) in 1987 (Johnston, Everard, Santillo & Robèrt, 2007). 

Sustainable development was described as “…development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

(United Nation, 1987, p.8). However, Johnston et al. (2007) estimated that there are 

approximately 300 different definitions of “sustainable development”, which is argued to be 

a possible reason for companies to confuse the accurate meaning. 

 

Furthermore, sustainability has developed into a concept of three dimensions: 

environmental, economic and social, known as the “Triple Bottom Line” (TBL) (Weidinger, 

Fischler & Schmidpeter, 2014; Choi & Gray, 2008). The importance of the dimensions is 

sometimes interpreted differently across companies by prioritizing one or several elements 

over the others (Sridhar, 2012; Norman & McDonald, 2004), which also opposes a mutual 

understanding of the concept. Reports demonstrate that firms tend to focus more on the 

economic dimension, than on the environmental and social ones (Norman & McDonald, 
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2004; Kumar, 2014). However, the interpretation of being sustainable in an accurate manner, 

implies that all elements are equally meaningful and interdependent of each other (Santiago-

Brown, Jerram, Metcalfe & Collins, 2015; Bonini & Görner, 2011; Wilson, 2015). 

 

In 2015, the UN established 17 sustainable development goals, which are aimed to be 

achieved by 2030 (UN, 2017). This is a significant evidence of the present and growing 

concerns for sustainability focus all over the world. Moreover, sustainability has been 

described as a strategy for obtaining competitive advantage (Wilson, 2015; Gupta, 2014), 

which consequently induces businesses to engage it in their actions and procedures. The 

stakeholders’ greater awareness and values of this focus further boosts this trend of firms’ 

higher concentration on sustainability (Santiago-Brown et al., 2015; Sridhar, 2012). 

Therefore, it has become attractive to report non-financial measures, to increase their 

reputation. 

 

Even though most companies claim they are focusing on sustainability, research 

demonstrates that this does not necessarily signify true commitment (Bonini & Görner, 

2011). In order to appear superior in the sustainability field, there are firms that report only 

“cherry-picked” information, while excluding all the negative facts (Cho, Laine, Roberts & 

Rodrigue, 2015). “Cherry-picked” in this context refers to only disclosing the most suitable 

information regarding sustainability, in order to portray the company in the best possible 

way. However, reporting about actions and measures, is obviously not the same as being and 

acting sustainable (Milne & Grey, 2013). 

1.1.2 Integrating sustainability in firms 

The integration of sustainability has mostly been investigated concerning large corporations, 

while literature regarding the implementation of sustainability in SMEs is insufficient 

(Johnson & Schaltegger, 2016). Due to the realized importance of implementing 

sustainability in companies’ business strategies, several researchers have developed and 

elaborated different approaches for embedding this key focus in organizations (Lozano, 

2011; Müller & Pfleger, 2014; Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010; Stewart, Bey, & Boks, 2016). 

Overall, these studies involve Human Resource Management (HRM) as a recurrent concept 

in the various strategies. However, the implementation process of sustainability has been 

identified to be complex in its nature and usually implies different challenges (Stewart et al., 

2016; Epstein & Buhovac, 2010). According to Stewart et al. (2016), regardless of size, the 



 

 3 

barriers for companies associated with the human resources are: lack of skills, knowledge, 

training and lack of awareness. Moreover, Johnson and Schaltegger (2016) identify similar 

internal challenges for SMEs: lack of awareness, absence of benefits, lack of knowledge and 

expertise and lack of human and financial resources. 

1.1.3 Integrating sustainability through Human Resources  

HRM implies managing the process from hiring to retirement, which commonly involves the 

practices: training, empowerment, recruitment and employee rewarding (Altinay, Altinay & 

Gannon, 2008). Since the integration of sustainability in firms entails a necessary 

transformation in the business strategy (Sahd & Rudman, 2012), the HR department’s 

practices can play an essential role in this movement (Hargis & Bradley, 2011; Langwell & 

Dennis Heaton, 2016; Dubois & Dubois, 2012). Moreover, managing HR exercises in a 

suitable manner, is demonstrated to build a competitive advantage for firms (Hargis & 

Bradley, 2011; Mishra et al., 2013). However, there is no single successful way of 

implementing sustainable HR practices in a business. It is rather dependent on the specific 

firm’s culture, strategy, context and maturity level regards the development of sustainability 

(Milliman, 2013). Sustainably adapted HR exercises, which are frequently mentioned to be 

effective in literature, are: communication, training and development, recruitment and 

retention, engagement, and rewards and recognition (Langwell, & Heaton, 2016; Mishra et 

al., 2013; Dubois & Dubois, 2012; Milliman, 2013). 

1.1.4 Human Resources in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 

Due to the smaller size, SMEs are highly influenced by the business environment. They are 

characterized by being in a more dynamic and unstable business context compared to large 

firms (Darcy, Hill, McCabe & McGoven, 2014). It is widely recognized that SMEs have more 

scarcity of resources, most commonly in terms of human and financial resources, and 

therefore tend to focus more on profits (Shields & Shelleman, 2015). Darcy et al. (2014) 

argue that although SMEs suffer from this scarcity, it also gives them the opportunity to 

grow. The role of HR in SMEs is for that reason essential in order to manage the increased 

complexity form the company’s growth. This complexity is derived from the increase in 

activities and employees. Moreover, SMEs tend to have a more informal organizational 

structure, which leads to less standardized activities and processes within the firm (Doherty 

& Norton, 2013). This can clearly be seen within the HR, where most of the activities are 

learned on day-to-day basis, rather than through formal and traditional strategies. For 

instance, recruitment is usually on a need basis rather than following a strategic thought. 
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Rewards are also established with no reference to a set structure and training is rarely seen in 

form of programs (Darcy et al., 2014). Therefore, these aspects of SMEs’ HR need to be 

considered when integrating sustainability in the firm (Shields & Shelleman, 2015). 

1.1.5 Case study of the Jönköping region 

Studies indicate that SMEs are not focusing on sustainability to the same extent as larger 

firms (Hargis & Bradley, 2011; Langwell & Heaton, 2016;). Lee and Rhee (2007) claim that 

the reason for SMEs’ lower sustainability initiatives is their lack of sufficient resources, such 

as human and financial resources. Hofmann, Theyel and Wood’s (2012) survey findings 

demonstrate that there are specific capabilities that facilitate the commitment for 

sustainability in small firms, for example environmental planning and training. Moreover, 

Hofmann et al. (2012) found that hiring an environmental manager hardly ever occurred in 

smaller businesses. 

 

However, in Jönköping’s region, the concept of sustainability is exceptionally prioritized. The 

region is remarkably pro-active towards sustainability compared to the rest of Sweden 

(Klimatrådet, n.d.). Moreover, this area is known for the great amount of small enterprises 

and it is considered as highly entrepreneurial. Jönköping is a fast-growing city with a key 

location, close to the top three biggest cities in the country. This provides a great advantage 

when developing businesses (Region Jönköping County, 2012). Many new enterprises have 

been created in the recent years and the development of these has been within the trend of 

higher awareness and consciousness of sustainability in the society. The activities and work 

currently performed by the firms in the region are a great source to illustrate how companies 

adapt to new trends and market changes. Consequently, the authors believe that the 

possibility of SMEs engaging in sustainability initiatives is greater in this area of Sweden. 

1.2 Problem 

The problem of this thesis concerns the integration of sustainability through HR practices in 

SMEs in the Jönköping region. When examining the integration of sustainability, 50% of the 

managers believe sustainability is of great importance when conducting business, however 

only 30% of them are actively involved in sustainability practices (Bonini, Görner & Jones, 

2010). This points out there is a difficulty in implementing sustainability since there is a gap 

between attempting to integrate and achieving it. Several studies (Cameron, 2011; Candice & 

Tregidga, 2012) have shown that when developing strategies, it is common that sustainability 
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plays a minor role. The reasons identified for this phenomenon seem to differ among studies. 

Cameron (2011) argues organizations are not being truly sustainable because they tend to 

engage in sustainable projects instead of integrating sustainability as part of their core 

business. However, others (Mishra et al., 2013) believe it is rather a matter of poor 

communication to employees on how to include sustainability in their decisions. Integrating 

sustainability in the firm is a complex process since it implies restructuring the company’s 

strategy and therefore many struggle with it (Steward et al., 2016). It is apparent the HR plays 

an essential role in the success of the integration of sustainability in the firm (Harris & 

Tregidga, 2011). Hence, it is beneficial to analyze what aspects of the HR practices can 

contribute to this integration. 

 

The integration of sustainability seems to be missed in terms of HR in SMEs (Shields & 

Shelleman, 2015). To start with, this type of firms faces challenges that hinder them from 

taking a more sustainable approach in the business. SMEs suffer from the lack of resources 

and the pressure from the changing business context that demands a more sustainable 

approach. This shows that SMEs need to deal with this dilemma, which specifically concerns 

HR practices (Darcy et al., 2014). The commonly known strategies for sustainability are 

presented from a large corporation point of view and therefore they might be unsuitable for 

SMEs. This further problematizes for SMEs the integration of sustainability in their practices 

(Shields & Shelleman, 2015). 

 

Most of the definitions and theories about integration of sustainability are general, meaning 

they are taken from a global perspective (Johnston et al., 2007). This is useful for providing 

a basic understanding about sustainability for firms, however many other context-specific 

issues are present in the actual business environment. This implies there could be gap in how 

these theories could be applied locally and if it is reasonable to do so. Understanding the 

local reality and how sustainability is from a local perspective could be relevant for firms. In 

the Jönköping region, sustainability is highly prioritized in the business context (Klimatrådet, 

n.d.). Therefore, it is of great interest to observe and consider the current HR practices of 

the SMEs in the region. 
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1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the integration of sustainability in SMEs. Specifically, 

the role of HR practices in the process of the integration of sustainability, with a focus on 

the Jönköping region.  

 

The following research questions have been established to fulfil the purpose: 

1. How is sustainability integrated in SMEs? 

2. How can HR practices help integrating sustainability in SMEs? 

3. Why are SMEs integrating sustainability in their HR practices? 

 

Key issues: Sustainability, Triple Bottom Line (TBL), Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 

(SMEs), Human Resources (HR), Sustainable Human Resources 

1.3.1 Delimitations 

Since sustainability is such a broad concept, the authors have decided to limit the concept in 

terms of management. This implies examining sustainability in the organization, rather than 

measuring it. For example, the authors will consider processes and strategies rather than CO2 

emissions, waste, material usage, etc. More specifically, the area of management that will be 

of interest is HR. Moreover, the case study will only focus on firms that comply within SMEs 

and are in the Jönköping region.  

1.4 Definitions 

1.4.1 Human Resources 

HR can comprise many different activities depending on each firm (Buckley, Halbesleben & 

Wheeler, 2014). This thesis establishes HR within “Retaining personnel, building their 

expertise into the organizational routines through learning processes, and establishing 

mechanisms for the distribution of benefits arising from the utilization of this expertise” 

(Minbaeva, 2005, p.126). The HR activities mentioned in the thesis are frequently labelled 

“practices”. HR practices, HR areas and HR categories are utilized interchangeably 

throughout the thesis. 

1.4.2 Region 

The Oxford Dictionary (2011) defines a regional market as “a population in a particular area 

having characteristics that are distinguishable from other areas. A region can either be part 
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of a nation state or a cluster of nation states.” Putting this definition in the business context, 

the authors understand a regional market as companies in this particular area with specific 

characteristics.  

1.4.3 Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 

The European Commission (2017) defines SMEs based on two variables; the number of 

employees and the turnover or balance sheet. Within this group, firms can be either small or 

medium. Small firms have approximately between 10-50 and a turnover and balance sheet 

below 10 million euros. Medium enterprises have around 50-250 employees and a turnover 

below 50 million euros, alternatively a balance sheet below 43 million euros. In order to be 

qualified as an SME both criteria have to be fulfilled. SMEs comprise a wide range of firms, 

thus it is common that they belong to a group. This means, under the group’s name there 

are several firms, which can be of different sizes and industries and therefore SMEs can be 

found in these types of groups (Eurostat, 2017). The authors have established to also accept 

such SMEs, however only those that are independent. Hence, those SMEs that manage their 

finance, HR and operations by themselves (Eurostat, 2017).  

1.4.4 Sustainability 

There are many definitions of sustainability and the authors have chosen to follow 

Brundtland’s definition that describes sustainable development as “…development that 

meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs” (United Nation, 1987, p.8). 

1.4.5 Integration 

In this thesis, the authors refer to integration in regards to the process of incorporating 

sustainability through HR practices. The words implementing, integrating and incorporating 

are used interchangeably throughout the thesis.   
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2 Frame of reference 

______________________________________________________________________ 
This section provides a literature review within the fields of HR in SMEs with tables summarizing the 
different HR areas in this type of firms: Moreover,  a the explanation of sustainable HR practices and the 
respective sections are outlined.  
______________________________________________________________________ 

2.1 Human Resources in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 

HRM is a term used for how human resources are managed to lead to greater results in terms 

of “retaining personnel, building their expertise into the organizational routines through 

learning processes, and establishing mechanisms for the distribution of benefits arising from 

the utilization of this expertise” (Minbaeva, 2005, p.126). According to Savitz (2013), the 

employee life cycle can be classified into five stages: employee selection, career development, 

rewards and retention, performance management and succession planning, and separation. 

 

Research about the role of HR in SMEs is yet unexplored and limited, since most focus has 

been on large corporations. From the existing literature, researchers agree on that the HR in 

SMEs is different compared the larger corporations. (Doherty & Norton, 2013; Hargis & 

Bradley, 2011; Darcy et al., 2013; Labedz & Berry, 2011). Doherty and Norton (2013) point 

out that SMEs are characterized by being very heterogeneous. Therefore, the HR is shown 

in different ways, making it difficult to reach consistent conclusions. This variety is due to 

the high level of SMEs being context-dependent. The business environment is dynamic, 

forcing SMEs to adapt to changes and pressuring them to stay competitive. Another opinion 

is that SME are simply not large corporations and therefore different in their nature, such as 

the resources availability and the size of the workforce (Hargis & Bradley, 2011). 

 

It is generally agreed by researchers that HR plays an important role in SMEs (Hargis & 

Bradley, 2011; Altinay et al., 2008; Rutherford, Buller & McMullen, 2003; Labedz & Berry, 

2011). Altinay et al. (2008) and Behrends (2007) take a more radical position and argue that 

the HR in SMEs is the center of the business strategy since it is the main driver of achieving 

competitive advantage. Commonly, due to the smaller size of the firm, SMEs do not have a 

separate HR department or person. One employee might cover different positions 

simultaneously, which implies that the HR activities are simpler, moving more towards 

administrative tasks rather than strategic (Pingle, 2014). 
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One challenge for SMEs is the lack of resources. Due to the smaller size, SMEs have a 

restricted amount of resources that limit them when developing HR activities (Doherty & 

Norton, 2013; Darcy et al., 2013). The most recognizable resource limitation is finance. Many 

of the HR activities present in large corporations that could provide beneficial outcomes 

and/or are desired by SMEs can simply not be afforded (Doherty & Norton, 2013). The HR 

in smaller firms has to find more cost-efficient alternatives to be able to still perform the 

required activities and keep the business going (Hargis & Bradley, 2011). Moreover, there is 

a lack of the amount of expertise, especially from the manager or the owner, strategic HR 

approaches and a lack of formal HR practices and processes (Darcy et al., 2013; Doherty & 

Norton, 2013). Altinay et al. (2008) highlight that this resource poverty has led to mistakenly 

associate SMEs with a poor HRM. Timming (2011) acknowledges that the size is a limiting 

factor, however suggests that it does not determine how the HRM is executed. 

 

Due to this resources scarcity, Darcy et al. (2013) claim that the role HR managers have in 

SMEs to handle this challenge is essential. The management style mostly present in SMEs is 

survival- and contingency-based, where problems are faced on a coming basis rather than 

having a preemptive strategic plan. This implies that SMEs often respond with emergent 

strategies (Doherty & Norton, 2013). Darcy et al. (2013) analyze a step further and explain 

that the more formal and structured strategies and process are within the SME, the more it 

is required from the HR department to formalize and standardize their activities. However, 

this strategy demands a higher level of cost, time and expertise, which many SMEs fail to 

reach (Doherty & Norton, 2013; Darcy et al., 2013; Altinay et al., 2008). 

 

Timming (2011) proposes that the result of the resource constraint is rather positive, since 

SMEs then adopt a more informal and flexible HR perspective. It embraces entrepreneurial 

activities and creativity-thinking (Altinay et al., 2008; Behrends, 2007). Behrends (2007) 

analyzes more in depth and outlines that SMEs have no particular way in which HR practices 

should be developed. He argues that although there are fundamental HR activities which 

have to be completed, the approach taken will depend on the specific SME context and the 

demands for the moment. 

 

However, the literature also indicates that as firms grow, so do HR activities and their 

requirements (Altinay et al., 2008; Doherty & Norton, 2013; Darcy et al., 2013; Behrends, 



 

 10 

2007). The more complex SMEs become, the higher the demands on achieving a process of 

formalization and standardization on the HR practices (Darcy et al., 2013). This 

transformation becomes a trade-off between the flexibility of informal HR practices and the 

bureaucracy complexities associated with bigger organization (Behrends, 2007). 

 

Rutherford et al. (2003) use the workforce life-cycle model explained by Savitz (2013) and 

apply it in SME context to identify the challenges and characteristics of the HR. The research 

demonstrates that the different areas of the HR face other challenges and issues compared 

to larger corporations. In SMEs, the most essential areas of HR are recruitment, training, 

rewards and engagement (Doherty & Norton, 2013). The following tables display summaries 

of the literature review for each of the HR areas to illustrate the main findings for each 

section. The tables outline researchers’ different views on the characteristics present in SMEs 

for each area. 
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2.1.1 Recruitment in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 

Table 1: Summary of the literature review of recruitment activities in SMEs 
  

2.1.2  Training in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 

Table 2: Summary of the literature review of training activities in SMEs 

Hargis & Bradley (2011) Behrends (2007) Darcy et al. (2013) Pingle (2014) 
• Informal recruitment approach. 
• Personality and values alignment 

contribute to long-term advantage, 
thereby creating a culture uniformity 
and expected behavior. 

• Hiring friends or family members is 
cheaper and provides loyalty and trust.  

• Recruitment lacks strategic approach, 
built on a need basis with no planning 
nor structure. 

• Informal employee selection and 
attraction channels. 

• Need very specific requirements 
for employee to be valuable for 
the firm.  

• Reliant on the quality of 
knowledge and expertise. 

• Sometimes usage of employment 
agencies to recruit. 

• Cannot afford long training 
periods and underperforming 
workforce. 

• Difficulty in balancing current 
and future labor force needs.  

• A balance could prevent 
competencies gaps. 

• Hiring family members and 
friends might leads to nepotism 
and competence inadequacy.  

• Recruitment is the most 
crucial aspect. 

• Cheaper, more convenient 
and with high power control 
recruitment channels.  

Hargis & Bradley (2011) Darcy et al. (2013) Pingle (2014) Doherty & Norton, (2013) Altinay et al. (2008) 
• Important to build the skills, 

knowledge and expertise. 
• Based on the contribution to 

the job activities and 
responsibilities.  

• Formal training is too 
expensive. 

• Learning on a day-to-day 
basis 

• Interactions between 
employees induce   
knowledge sharing and 
open discussions. 

• Training depends on 
the industry.  

• Formal training is not 
adopted for entry 
purposes or career 
development. 

• Training increases 
employee quality and new 
ideas, promoting 
innovation. 

 



 

 12 

2.1.3 Rewards in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 

 

Table 3: Summary of the literature review of reward activities in SMEs 
 

2.1.4 Engagement in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 

 

Table 4: Summary of the literature review of engagement activities in SMEs 

Altinay et al. (2008) Darcy et al. (2013) 
• The reward systems vary for each firm.  
• The limitation on the financial resources affects reward strategies. 
• Monetary compensation is expensive for SMEs.  
• To keep financial sustainability, they should balance with non-monetary options. 

• Rewards are ad hoc and informal, without a clear structure 
or purpose. 

Behrends (2007) Darcy et al. (2013) 
• The closeness between employees is higher than in larger corporations.  
• Due to less a bureaucratic and formal structure, engagement and motivation are given 

in a relational, entrepreneurial and informal way, where work relations and social 
structures are highly valued by employees. 

• Employees engage more in communicating and providing feedback, stimulating 
cooperation. 

• SMEs depend on resources and therefore it is important 
to keep valuable employees in the firm. 



 

 13 

2.2 Sustainability 

Sustainability is a relatively known concept and it has continuously developed from its 

creation. Gradually, the concept of sustainability has reached from Brundtland’s first 

definition (United Nation, 1987) to a macroeconomic level generated by the Dow Jones 

Sustainability Index. In the new perspective, the focus is on making it possible to evaluate 

and measure the performance of sustainable actions of companies. This change became 

appealing to the business environment, which led to a progressive development of 

sustainability focuses in companies. (Savitz, 2013). 

2.3 Triple Bottom Line 

Triple Bottom Line (TBL) is a framework designed by John Elkington (1997), which goes 

beyond the traditional bottom line of profits, by incorporating two additional bottom lines: 

social and environmental measurements. The company’s responsibility lies with stakeholders 

rather than only on shareholders. The framework can easily identify the economic 

performance, however the social and environmental ones are more challenging. 

 

By focusing on the three pillars of the TBL, the long-term prosperity of business is achieved 

(Savitz, 2013). The economic focus of sustainability is the real economic benefit brought by 

a company on two levels (Elkington, 1997). The first one is internally oriented, in terms of 

measurement of finances through shareholder wealth creation. A more sustainable oriented 

approach leads to having long-term financial stability, rather than maximizing current gains 

and thereby sacrificing future ones. Whereas, the second level is externally oriented, which 

implies economic value creation for the society, such as paying taxes and hiring locally 

(Savitz, 2013). 

 

The social focus of sustainability refers to the business practices of a corporation that treats 

both labor and the surrounding community with respect, fairness and concern (Elkington, 

1997). Social sustainability requires a company to conceive a reciprocal social structure in 

which the well-being of corporate, labor and other stakeholder interests are interdependent. 

Moreover, social risks should be avoided, such as mistreating or exploiting employees, or 

acting gender or racial discriminatory (Savitz, 2013). 
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The environmental focus of sustainability concerns the way companies are managed, while 

taking into consideration the natural environment (Elkington, 1997). This can be expressed 

by responsibly utilizing resources and minimizing environmental impact with a careful 

consumption. Moreover, trying to benefit the environment as much as possible, by allowing 

the next generations to prosper (Savitz, 2013). 

2.4 Sustainable Human Resource Management 

HRM has been proved to support and accelerate sustainability initiatives through its 

traditional roles, by introducing sustainability into their core activities and workforce life 

cycle, previously explained. The link between HR and sustainability is relatively strong as HR 

can advance sustainability and sustainability can help HR (Savitz, 2013). Therefore, 

sustainable HR is referred to the improvements added to the traditional way of managing 

HR, through the sustainability focus. The benefits of Sustainable HRM can be viewed from 

two perspectives: organization (contribution to economic added value, business viability and 

flexibility) and employees (the level of their employability, well-being and self-responsibility) 

(Enhert, 2008). There are HR practices generally used to implement a sustainability focus in 

the company: communication, recruitment and retention, training and development, rewards 

and engagement (Langwell, & Heaton, 2016; Mishra et al., 2013; Dubois & Dubois, 2012; 

Milliman, 2013). 

2.4.1 Communication 

According to Mishra et al. (2013), the company’s culture’s ability to change can be a crucial 

part of the integration. By having clear communicated values and a flexible culture, the 

sustainability integration is believed to be effective. In Langwell and Heaton’s (2016) study, 

it is concluded that the communication of goals and values within the company may be the 

most crucial step in integrating sustainability. Mishra et al. (2013) are concurrent by stating 

that communicating in a transparent and effective way, provides improved implementation. 

Moreover, Milliman (2013) claims that the company’s sustainability vision should be clearly 

communicated, in such way that it is apparent how employees can engage in it. Andersson, 

Shivarajan and Balu (2005) emphasize that the HR department can play an important role in 

communicating the goals and how these are connected to every employee in each position. 

Thereby, it is understood that the communication may vary depending on the position and 

tasks that employees and departments have. Milliman (2013) highlights it is essential to 

customize the environmental communication depending on who the receiver is.  
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To incorporate the sustainability aspect in the company’s strategy, and thereby in their values 

and goals, seem to further facilitate the integration development. Firms which are flexible in 

their culture, can easily adapt for new goals and values that are wished to be implemented. 

Those organizations that are already having values about sustainability from the start and are 

in possession of a positive attitude towards sustainability (Cohen, Taylor & Muller-Camen, 

2012). Dubois and Dubois (2012) believe that a cultural change, which the sustainability 

integration implies, obligates the communication about new values and orientation to be 

formulated deliberately. 

 

Both writing and speaking tools can be used to communicate the sustainability goals 

efficiently (Andersson et al., 2005). Langwell and Heaton (2016) claim that companies are 

commonly utilizing social networks, company intranets and websites to spread the 

information about sustainability to their employees and various stakeholders. The approach 

on how the communication flows between employees and managers may further affect the 

development of sustainability. By allowing the communication to flow upwards in the 

organization, it enables the employees to share their ideas of new sustainability projects or 

improvements of the present processes (Dubois & Dubois, 2012). When companies are 

encouraging their employees to give suggestions about sustainability and to participate in 

activities supporting sustainability, the organization can be described as having a culture that 

is pro-sustainable (Renwick et al., 2013). When employees are well informed about the 

sustainability issues affecting their company, they are likely to become more supportive 

(Madsen & Ulhoi, 2001). 

 

Cramer and Karabell (2010) further conclude that it is required by leaders to listen attentively, 

particularly to various voices, to reach sustainable excellence. Thus, it is fundamental for 

firms to have an open dialogue where, no matter position in the company, the employees 

have the empowerment to share their suggestions and thoughts (Renwick et al., 2013). 

Milliman (2013) likewise stresses the significance of directing feedback upwards to managers. 

From feedback, employees’ attitudes and beliefs can be understood, which is essential for 

confirming that the social and environmental responsibilities are consistent through the 

organization (Milliman, 2013). 
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2.4.2 Recruitment and retention 

In the recruiting process, in order to attract talented employees, it is essential for the company 

to have an attractive employment brand (Milliman, 2013; Renwick et al., 2013).  It is the HR 

department’s responsibility to ensure that the employment brand is described in a suitable 

manner, including the necessary information and embracing the mission regarding 

sustainability. An effective approach for this is to adapt the communication in the recruiting 

efforts, by highlighting the major processes and records of sustainability activities. It has 

become common for companies to adapt their employer branding for the younger 

generation (Renwick et al., 2013). However, Langwell and Heaton (2016) state that for the 

recruiting process to be effective, the recruiters must also be conscious of the firm’s 

sustainability goals and communicate them in an appealing manner. This is crucial for the 

demonstration of how their company’s design is differentiated compared to other firms’ 

strategies. Moreover, Renwick et al. (2013) indicate that job seekers perceive importance of 

conformity with their values and the organization’s. 

 

HR representatives should examine what the sustainability strategy requires when deciding 

which talents and competencies are scarce in the organization (Boudreau & Ramstad, 2005). 

Consequently, the type of knowledge and traits needed can be identified in order to stimulate 

the initiative and innovation of sustainability. Albinger and Freeman (2000) state that 

companies having a sustainability focus, and communicating it, can easier attract talented 

employees. Boudreau and Ramstad (2005) explained that recruiting high-quality employees 

can facilitate the sustainability integration. Also, Langwell and Heaton (2016) stress the 

importance of HR employees’ responsibility to hire people already possessing knowledge, 

attitudes and behavior that support the sustainability focus and goals of the company. 

However, being a talented employee with appropriate knowledge and experience may not be 

sufficient for contributing to a stable pro-sustainable organization. Renwick et al. (2013) 

point out that the company needs to recruit people who are enthusiastic and motivated to 

participate in sustainable activities. Furthermore, Mishra et al. (2013) propose internal 

recruitment regarding sustainability managers, since they are already informed about the 

present organizational culture and possible changes.  

 

From an environmental point of view, the recruitment process in firms could be adapted to 

a “greener” approach. In other words, the elimination of paper usage in the hiring process, 

implying a reduction of the company’s total waste (Milliman, 2013). Cohen (2010) even 
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advocates that the future organizations should strive for moving towards internet methods. 

Particularly, HR departments can try to modify their process, as long as it is suitable, and 

utilize virtual employment screening instead of face-to-face interviews (Milliman, 2013). 

Thereby, the company can decrease the transportation emissions and illustrate its active 

engagement in sustainability. Dubois and Dubois (2012) suggest that technology can act as 

a solution for reducing the cost of printed materials. 

2.4.3 Training and development 

For employees to even be able to contribute to a change in the company’s culture and 

support the integration of sustainability into the core values, they must understand what 

sustainability is, what it implies and how to achieve it (Langwell & Heaton, 2016; Aguinis, 

2010; Dubois & Dubois, 2012). Neglecting to train employees about sustainability commonly 

hinders the integration. According to Milliman (2013), specific training helps to assure the 

integration of a sustainability focus by affecting the management, diversity, ethics and safety 

in a positive way. Renwick et al. (2013) suggest that employees can only be emotionally 

involved in environmental issues if they receive adapted training in sustainability practices. 

Moreover, Milliman (2013) advocates that including the sustainability goals and practices in 

training, creates a positive impression to the change. Social and environmental dilemmas are 

usually difficult tasks to solve, which can be facilitated by providing training for them (Mishra 

et al., 2013). The training generates skills and knowledge, which are significant to possess in 

various situations. For example, it can prevent time consuming processes for establishing 

solutions for problems, so that leadership, teams-working and negotiating practices can be 

managed more efficient. 

 

Langwell and Heaton (2016) believe that employees’ job activities should have customized 

training and development programs. Furthermore, these programs would comply with the 

specific job description for that activity, including adapted sustainability details. Customizing 

the training for departments or functional areas may further facilitate the integration 

(Milliman, 2013). This implies that everyone clearly understands how sustainability is 

connected to their specific job descriptions and to the department or functional areas 

(Ricketts, 2013). 

 

The additional training, which sustainability integration usually results in, is sometimes 

perceived as “added-on” duties in the daily activities. To prevent this from happening, the 
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company could involve the sustainability aspect in the regular task description by including 

the information in the goals and practices of the organization (Langwell & Heaton, 2016). 

An additional example on how to generate increased motivation highlighted by Haddock-

Millar, Mullar-Camen and Miles (as cited in Milliman, 2013), is to develop and educate the 

employees. Constructing programs on the companies’ intranets allow that they can express 

their opinion about the present training. The intranets can act as a feedback platform 

regarding the training, giving the employees the possibility to contribute with new ideas, 

suggestions or achievements. Thereby, the company is engaging the employees in the training 

process and development towards the sustainability implementation, which is essential for 

gaining motivation (Govindarajulu & Daily, 2004). Moreover, Laursen and Foss (2003) state 

that enhancing the training programs is highly anticipated to increase the company’s 

innovation. 

2.4.4 Rewards 

According to Govindarajulu and Daily (2004), motivating employees to constantly support 

the integration of sustainability can be achieved by rewards. By rewarding employees, the 

commitment to the job activities commonly becomes strengthened. Consequently, when 

being rewarded for actions that are pro-sustainable, it can result in an enhanced perception 

of responsibility for sustainability issues as well. HR departments can play an important role 

here, since they have the possibility to influence managers to indicate the significance of the 

sustainability focus through implementing reward and recognition programs (Milliman, 

2013). Langwell and Heaton (2016) indeed advocate that rewards and incentives are 

supposedly the most effective way to motivate employees to unify their interests with the 

firm’s. However, it is important to notice that the rewards that are motivating employees, 

may differ greatly as presented by Govindarajulu and Daily (2004). Therefore, it is essential 

that the rewards are associated with the firm’s goals (Langwell & Heaton, 2016; Parker & 

Wright, 2001). 

 

There are various methods for rewards and recognition, including financial and non-financial 

(Renwick et al., 2013). Some examples of financial rewarding forms for sustainable practices 

are: recognition programs, profit-sharing, increase in pay, benefits and incentives and 

suggestion programs (Marks, 2001). Govindarajulu and Daily (2004) claim that the most 

powerful motivator for encouraging employees to perform and participate in sustainable 

actions, is to give them monetary rewards. Dubois and Dubois (2012) on the contrary, 
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suggest that it is non-financial rewards that are extensively used in businesses. Govindarajulu 

and Daily (2004) develop their statement by declaring that employees below management 

positions principally receive non-monetary rewards for sustainability efforts. Examples of 

effective non-monetary rewards are: time off, selected parking, paid vacation or gift coupons 

(Bragg, 2000). Moreover, the HR department can design rewards that encourage employees 

to sustainable behaviors outside the working life and inspire them to voluntarily change their 

person behaviors, such as recycling (Milliam, 2013). 

2.4.5 Engagement 

Langwell and Heaton (2016, p.660) describe sustainable engagement as “any event an 

organization uses to get employees involved in their sustainability efforts”. To implement an 

effective environmental program, worker engagement is concluded to be an essential feature 

(Dubois & Dubois, 2012). There is no specific guide for engaging employees in the best 

possible way, since it highly depends on the organizational structure and size (United Nations 

Environment Programme: Finance Initiative, 2011). However, United Nations Environment 

Programme (2011) identified some frequently used approaches, for example; communication 

to inform employees, contests or challenges, structure surveys to find out employees’ 

suggestions and concerns, and establish specialized teams for sustainability issues. 

Considering United Nation’s attention towards the engagement along with Renwick et al. 

(2013), conclude that the success of sustainability management is restricted if the engagement 

of employees is insignificant. Furthermore, Harter, Schmidt and Hayes (2002) advocate that 

engaged employees strongly contribute to enhanced performance of the business, since they 

are proud of being part of such a company. 

 

By engaging employees in the practices and objectives of a sustainability implementation, it 

is automatically generating a positive emotion and enthusiasm in employees (Dubois & 

Dubois, 2012). Thereby, they are usually experiencing a substantial purpose and connection 

to the activities. Moreover, when managers adopt an open communication culture about 

sustainability opinions, employees are generally more inclined to engage in the sustainable 

initiatives and feel valuable (Ramus & Steger, 2000). Govindarajulu and Daily (2004) further 

emphasize how autonomy and authorization to make decisions can empower employees and 

improve the involvement in sustainability movements. Renwick et al. (2013) indeed argue 

that research shows managerial and supervisor actions and attitudes affect the level of 

engagement. When top positions within the organizations have a pro-sustainability 
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perspective, it commonly influences the employees and sets an example of how to behave. 

Moreover, Dubois and Dubois (2012) advocate that engagement of employees creates a 

positive perception of the employer as well. Employees can become emotionally involved in 

their job activities when employers provide them with work projects which they are 

considering as meaningful. Mishra et al. (2013) agree with this, adding that allowing people 

to embrace job activates that appeal to them, results in a more emotional attachment, which 

creates a greater engagement. 
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3 Methodology and Method 

______________________________________________________________________ 
The method section is presenting the research methodology chosen; it describes how the empirical data was 
collected and managed, as well as the analysis technique that will serve to answer the purpose of the thesis. 
______________________________________________________________________ 

3.1 Research Methodology 

Saunders et al. (2009) argue that methodology comprises of beliefs and assumptions of 

researchers and authors, from which the selected method was derived. 

3.1.1 Research Philosophy 

The research philosophy chosen contained assumptions that directly influenced the research 

strategy and methods of data collection (Saunders et al., 2009). Bryman and Bell (2003) and 

Saunders et al. (2009) are exploring two main philosophies of research: positivism and 

interpretivism. Bryman and Bell (2003, p.14) define positivism as the principle “that 

advocates the application of the methods of the natural sciences to the study of social reality 

and beyond”. Interpretivism is the contrasting philosophy, which has its origins from two 

intellectual traditions: phenomenology and symbolic interactionism. The first one is 

connected to the way humans perceive the world around them. The latter one is portraying 

the way people are making observations and interpretations of others, which leads to an 

adjustment of their actions and perceptions. The interpretivist perspective is used when 

studying business and management, in fields such as marketing and human resource 

management, characterized by unique and complex set of circumstances required to be 

understood (Saunders et al., 2009). Therefore, since the complexity of sustainability is 

acknowledged and this thesis was built around the HR topic, the interpretivism philosophy 

was applied to obtain more in-depth knowledge within this area. The authors strived to 

examine the SMEs and understand their perceptions. By making observations of the 

companies, it allowed the authors to comprehend how the reality of SMEs was and to 

identify phenomena about the respective HR practices. 

3.1.2 Research Approach 

Saunders et al. (2009) identify three different approaches that can be used by researchers to 

achieve the purpose outlined: deductive, inductive and abductive. The deductive approach is 

when the theory is developed at first, followed by a hypothesis that is later confirmed or 

rejected. The inductive approach follows the reverse principle, as observations are gathered 
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first and the theory is built from the interpretations of the findings (Bryman & Bell, 2003). 

The last one, the abductive approach, is a mixture of previous outlined theories, where data 

is collected to identify patterns for the future development of current or new theories 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Thereby, the research performed in this thesis followed an abductive 

theory, as the theoretical framework was constructed from previous research and combined 

with the findings from the case study. More specifically, this thesis was deductive since the 

authors used existing literature and examined if it was in conformity with the findings 

regarding SMEs in the Jönköping region. The inductive approach was used when the authors 

gathered observations through the interviews, to obtain information about the SMEs’ HR 

practices. Thereafter, the empirical findings were interpreted in order to identify patterns and 

develop new perspectives. Consequently, by the combination of a deductive and inductive 

approach, the abductive type was conducted. 

3.2 Research Method 

Given an exploratory purpose of this thesis, implicating seeking new observations about the 

phenomenon (Saunders et al., 2009), a qualitative research method was followed. More 

specifically, since the aim of the thesis was to identify the HR practices used in SMEs to 

integrate sustainability, the answers needed to be illustrated with words. Qualitative research 

focuses on non-numerical data or data which has not been quantified, while quantitative data 

rather implies numerical data (Saunders et al., 2009). The data collected to answer the 

problem was neither numerical or measurable. Consequently, describing and thoroughly 

understanding the context of the sustainability integration through HR practices within 

SMEs, was more effectively accomplished by following a qualitative research method. 

3.2.1 Case study 

The qualitative research can be conducted in different ways, ranging from surveys, history, 

archival analysis, experiments to case studies. The criteria for selecting the way to conduct 

the research is linked to the type of research questions (Yin, 2003). From Yin’s (2003) 

perspective, research questions can be divided in two groups. The first one is built on 

questions of “how” and “why”, which are utilized in experiments, history and case studies. 

The second group is built on questions of “who”, “what”, “where”, “how many” and “how 

much”, which tend to be used in surveys and archival studies (Yin, 2003). Hence, this thesis 

fell within the first group since the research questions included how and why questions. More 
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specifically, for this case how and why questions about HR practices were undertaken in 

SMEs within the Jönköping region. 

 

The most appropriate method for this research was the case study, when compared to the 

experiments or history studies. While experiments are using one or two variables for the 

analysis, the complexity of this thesis leads to a higher number of variables as displayed by 

the different HR categories. The thesis went beyond collecting data through articles and 

reports, used in the history study method, to more contemporary sources, such as interviews. 

A case study is defined as a “Research strategy that involves the empirical investigation of a 

particular contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, using multiple sources of 

evidence.” (Saunders et al., 2009, p.145). Thereby, the case study was a valuable research 

strategy for this thesis, due to its characteristics of generating holistic and detailed knowledge 

(Yin, 2003). The design of the case study was extensive, which implicated that the focus was 

on finding frequent patterns and properties by comparing the different interviews. The 

findings were then tested to the theory from the literature, in order to investigate if and what 

were the similarities. 

3.2.2 Case design 

According to Yin (2003), the method of case research is further developed through single-

case and multiple-case design. The single case study is only undertaken when either of the 

conditions are present: a critical test of existing theory, rare, unique circumstances or it is 

representative or typical case (Yin, 2014). The multiple-case design contains more cases, and 

it is regarded as more extensive, having an overall robustness (Yin, 2003). Some view that 

the single-case design might raise skepticism about the vulnerability of deriving the 

conclusions from only one source, whereas the multiple-case could bring more analytical 

benefits. The authors viewed the need to fully understand the HR practices, therefore 

included more cases to obtain different perspectives and outcomes. 

 

This thesis focused on examining the Jönköping region and therefore the unit of analysis 

was the SME. The Jönköping region is one of the county councils in the province of 

Småland. The region is composed of firms within the following 13 municipalities: Jönköping, 

Värnamo, Nässjö, Gislaved, Vetlanda, Tranås, Eksjö, Vaggeryd, Sävsjö, Habo, Gnosjö, 

Mullsjö and Aneby (Region Jönköping County, 2012). The companies interviewed were 

selected according to the SME criteria from the definitions section. The selection process of 
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companies was executed using the national platform www.allabolag.se, with the relevant 

refinements; the number of employees and the turnover or balance sheet. From this, a more 

thoroughly sampling of the companies was made by analyzing their webpages, to identify the 

keywords Sustainability or Human Resources, which the authors developed from the 

secondary data. The authors also checked the websites to identify if the role of HR and 

Environment and Quality was displayed, for gathering the necessary data directly 

contributing to fulfil the purpose of the thesis. Furthermore, the authors created a list of 

prospect companies, which were later contacted to assess their interest in participating in the 

thesis. At this stage, before selecting the final companies, the authors searched for persons 

in HR positions along with a sustainability orientation. In the selection of companies, SMEs 

belonging to a group were included, however only the SMEs that were independent from 

the group were enclosed in the case. More specifically, such SMEs had to have their HR 

department managed independently, in order for the authors to view them as valid 

participants for the thesis.  

3.2.3 Interviews 

Collection of primary data was done through interviews, which is considered as one of the 

most important sources when conducting a case study (Yin, 2014). Interviews can be 

classified, based on their level of formality and structure, into three categories; structured, 

unstructured and semi-structured (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Structured interviews are 

discussed by Bryman and Bell (2003) as being standardized interviews where all interviews 

are given the same context of questioning. The purpose of structured interviews is to draw 

general conclusions, as the questions are often closed ended. An unstructured interview is 

characterized as being informal by not having any of the questions prepared in advance, but 

rather developed during the interview (Saunders et al., 2009). In a semi-structured interview, 

questions are partly created beforehand, with the purposes of building a base and generating 

a discussion environment to develop new questions during the interview (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). This type, semi-structured, helped the authors to have a structure for the interviews 

and at the same time gave the possibility to ask follow-up questions and reorder the questions 

prepared for the interview (Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

The method for conducting interviews required further consideration besides being the 

suitable approach for collecting the data. According to Saunders et al. (2009), there are 

several resource issues that might arise with this approach, mainly due to the cost factor. The 
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length of the interview, the location and the accessibility of the participants were considered 

when selecting the interview sample. The traditional approach of face-to-face interviews was 

chosen for a better comprehensiveness and the compliance with the type of interview 

selected: semi-structured interviews (Collis & Hussey, 2014). When conducting the 

interviews, all of them were audio-recorded for preventing any loss of information, which 

were approved by all the interviewees. 

 

According to Saunders et al. (2009), a thoroughly consideration is needed when asking 

questions during an interview. The approach adopted is crucial for researches in obtaining 

the desired results from the interview. There are three types of questions that can be used 

during semi-structured interviews: open, probing and specific and closed questions. Open 

questions are designed for gaining a richer answer and it often includes words as: “what”, 

“how” or “why”. For example, in this thesis the authors asked “What are the main activities 

managed by the HR department?” or “How and why did you start with sustainability 

activities in the firm?”. Probing questions are similar to open questions in terms of wording, 

however have a more narrowed focus or direction (Saunders et al., 2009). For instance, one 

question from the interviews was; “Would you consider the focus on sustainability as a 

contributor for employees to stay longer in the company?”. The last type of questions, 

specific and closed questions, are used in gaining specific information or to confirm a fact 

or opinion. To offer the interviewees the freedom to expand their answers and for the 

authors to better understand their perspective, both open and probing questions were asked. 

The authors asked questions such as, “Have you adapted your job descriptions for a better 

sustainability integration? How?”. The questions for the interview were constructed 

following the same HR areas previously explained in the literature review section. Therefore, 

the authors were able to collect specific information from the SMEs with regards to their 

recruitment process, training and rewards offered to employees, as well as their level of 

engagement within the company. 

 

During every interview, the authors started by following the prearranged structure of the 

questions. When the interviewee answered evasively or too shortly, follow-up questions were 

asked until the authors were satisfied with the answers. Sometimes the interviewee 

accidentally answered a question during the discussion of another one, then the authors 

attempted to continue a pleasant flow by asking related questions instead of getting back to 

the prearranged structure. To eliminate the risk of missing questions, the authors always 
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assigned one person responsible of assuring all the questions were answered. Furthermore, 

the authors took turns in “leading” the interviews, which implied starting the interview as 

well as making sure there were new questions asked. Through this, it was assured that the 

interview had a convenient flow and the time limit was not exceeded.  

 

A total of ten interviews were conducted with the companies contacted, with a maximum 

duration of one hour. Three of the interviewees preferred Swedish as the language used 

during the interviews. Therefore, the questions for the interviews were crafted in both 

Swedish and English, as seen in Appendix 9.1 and 9.2. Some companies requested 

anonymity, thereby the authors decided to not disclose the identity of any company or 

interviewee. The names of the firms were replaced with numbers and the names of the 

interviewees were not disclosed. An ascending range of numbers were allocated to them, 

where the same number corresponds to the same interviewee and company that he or she 

was representing. Due to the differences in organizational structure, the positions of the 

interviewees vary, as it can be seen in the Table 5 from the empirical data section. 

3.2.4 Data Collection 

Primary and secondary data can be used in the collection of information for conducting a 

research (Saunders et al., 2009). Primary data is represented by the information obtained 

directly from the source. For this study, the primary data was derived from the interviews 

hold with the HR representatives of the companies selected. Secondary data was not 

obtained directly from the source and not specifically developed for the study. The purpose 

of the secondary data was the creation of the theoretical background/literature review, which 

comprised of electronic articles and books from sources such as Primo, the Library of 

Jönköping University, and Google Scholar. To assure the validity and quality of the data 

collection, the authors focused on striving for only selecting peer-reviewed articles and 

books, which were further reviewed on Web of Science for the number of citations. The 

following keywords were generated: Sustainability, Triple Bottom Line (TBL), Small Medium 

Enterprises (SMEs), Human Resources (HR), Sustainable Human Resources (HR). These 

words became the key issues within the thesis, presented in the purpose. Furthermore, the 

authors made use of the keywords and the references from the articles found, to expand the 

search for literature. The authors also attempted to enhance the credibility of the literature 

by mainly concentrating on the 21st century as the publishing year.  
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Moreover, the keywords along with the literature available, generated the structure of the 

thesis. Since sustainability is the mother theory of this thesis, it was the start of introducing 

the thesis topic. In other words, if the reader did not understand the mother theory, the 

authors anticipated the other keywords to be difficult to grasp as well, since all of them were 

influenced by this theory. The authors believed that the next logic step was to introduce the 

two keywords HR and SMEs together. This decision was made for the reader to be familiar 

with the specific HR practices within SMEs, in order to understand how the features of these 

practices affected sustainability integration. Moreover, there is limited research of 

sustainability integration through HR within SMEs, which made the authors decide to collect 

secondary data about sustainability integration through HR in general instead. This general 

information, sustainability integration through HR in large companies, was then applied for 

the HR practices in SMEs to be able to compare it with the primary data. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

Saunders et al. (2009) describe that the next procedure after conducting the interviews is to 

transcribe them, generating data that will be further used in the analysis section. The process 

of transcribing involves the written reproduction of the audio-recording from the interviews. 

The authors chose to reduce the time of transcribing the interviews, by following a process 

of data cleaning (Saunders et al., 2009). In order to achieve this, data sampling was utilized, 

by transcribing only the sections of the audio-recordings that were contributing directly to 

the thesis. 

 

The authors chose to present the empirical data from the transcriptions in two different 

ways. First, for a clearer pattern recognition, the data was classified and arranged based on 

the categories outlined in the literature review: recruitment, training and development, 

communication, rewards and engagement. These were presented in the form of tables. For 

each of the categories, the specific HR practices outlined were extracted from the practices 

mentioned by the different researchers in the literature review of Sustainable HR. When the 

authors identified the interviewees mentioning or explaining such words and practices, it was 

marked with a cross (X) in the table. The authors identified the need to have an extra column 

in the tables to include information that was not found in the literature, which was named 

“others”. In this column, a specification in words was provided in order to be more detailed, 

as the information was case specific. Secondly, the remaining data not included in the tables, 

was presented in section 4.2 Case description, to provide additional information about each 
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company. More specifically, the summaries aimed to further display their perspective and 

reasoning about sustainability. 

 

Explanation building was applied as the method for analyzing the case study. According to 

Yin (2014), it is a special type of pattern matching, due to its goal of building an explanation 

about the case in terms of “how” and “why” something has happened. By comparing the 

cases, the SMEs, the aim was to find similarities and differences between them. This lead to 

the creation of patterns, which were compared with the theoretical framework of Sustainable 

HR. Other methods for data analysis were not used since no other methods were considered 

as suitable. For example, the pattern matching method involved inclusion of variables and 

expected outcomes, which were not present in this thesis. Moreover, although the template 

analysis method also takes an abductive approach and uses categories as in this thesis, the 

authors considered it a mismatch. The categories were not associated with codes and created 

to develop data and identify hierarchical relationships. Cross-case analysis was disregarded 

since the authors viewed this method as only identifying patterns through a comparison 

between the cases, excluding the literature and theories. 

 

The literature indicated size as a significant factor to be considered for SMEs. Therefore, the 

authors identified the need to use a concept for classifying SMEs, differentiating between 

smaller and bigger companies. The size was determined in terms of number of employees. 

Consequently, bigger firms were associated with the largest number of employees, and vice 

versa for the smaller ones. Therefore, the concept was derived in order to classify the 

companies from the case study and facilitate the identification of patterns.  

 

More specifically, when analyzing how SMEs were integrating sustainability in the firm, 

Brundtland’s and the TBL sustainability definitions were applied. They were used as a 

reference to assess if the firms were integrating sustainability or not. In other words, the 

companies that mentioned the definitions or had a similar explanation were considered as 

taking the first step in such integration. This approach was taken by the authors in order to 

set a guideline for the concept of sustainability present in the SMEs. Particularly, the TBL 

definition facilitated the identification of sustainability activities in the firm, since such 

concept comprises different areas showing that sustainability can be developed in various 

ways. This further helped with identifying those companies claiming they were not 

integrating sustainability, when in fact, they were without realizing it. 
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3.4 Quality Criteria 

Four different quality tests have commonly been applied to measure the quality of case 

studies; construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability (Yin, 2014). 

Construct validity was crucial for the researchers when defining the key issues of study and 

connecting them to the original purpose of the research questions (Yin, 2003). The concepts 

of HR, sustainable HR and the practices of SMEs were intertwined and connected. By 

starting with the mother theory, sustainability, it was connected to TBL to present how SMEs 

operate and what areas they focus on and at what levels. In other words, this was the structure 

of the thesis, which gave the authors the frame for generating results on how HR was 

influencing the integration of sustainability in SMEs.  

 

Internal validity concerns how well a research is conducted and to what degree the researcher 

is able to confirm that no other variables, except the one studied, caused the result (Saunders 

et al., 2009). In this thesis, the process for conducting the research was carefully designed to 

prevent any deviations in generating the findings. Therefore, articles were included after they 

had been selected by considering the number of citations, a sign of their quality, for obtaining 

the HR practices needed in the interviews. The usage of semi-structured interviews lead to 

the risk of missing some questions. However, this was solved by delegating the responsibility 

to one of the authors for making sure that all the questions were asked. Moreover, 

conducting the interviews in two different languages implied difficulties when translating the 

questions from English to Swedish, while maintaining the same meaning of the questions. 

Thereby, the same challenge arose in the transcriptions, to risk losing information. Varying 

the languages in the interviews could have prevented the authors from keeping the same 

level of discussion when transcribing and analyzing the empirical data. However, there were 

only three interviews held in Swedish and these companies’ representatives received the 

transcriptions in both languages. This action was taken to obtain their approval and adapt 

their eventual requested changes, if necessary. 

 

The external validity, implies to what extent the results of a research can be generalized to 

the entire world (Saunders et al., 2009). Given the high sustainability focus of Sweden, and 

even higher focus of the Jönköping Region, it was understood by the authors that the results 

could be used as a base for future implementations in the SMEs both nationally and globally. 

Lastly, reliability concerns the consistency of the researches measures, and to what extent a 
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research yields the same result when the trials are repeated (Yin, 2014). Throughout the 

thesis, from the collection of secondary data to performing interviews and transcribing them, 

the authors have tried to remain objective observers. The possibility of biasness could arise 

as well from the participants in the case study, since some of interviewees might have 

displayed the cherry-picked information, so that they only highlighted the most advantageous 

details. 
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4 Empirical findings 

______________________________________________________________________ 
This section summarizes the data collected from the interviews. First, there is an overview of the case study; 
secondly, each case is briefly explained and finally, in the form of tables, more specific information about the 
areas within HR is provided. For each HR area, the different sustainable practices are outlined and when 
the companies mentioned developing those in the interviews, it is marked with an X. 
______________________________________________________________________ 

4.1 Case study overview 

 Industry Number of employees Position of interviewees 
Case 1 Metallic pigment 65 HR manager 
Case 2 Transportation 60 HR responsible/CEO 
Case 3 Media 199 HR manager 
Case 4 Events 84 HR manager 
Case 5 Traffic systems 32 HR manager/Finance 
Case 6 Packaging 25 Corporate HR 
Case 7 Construction 80 HR responsible 
Case 8 Shop fittings 260 Group HR Director 
Case 9 Transportation 84 HR responsible 
Case 10 C-parts 105 Global HR Director and Global 

Quality manager 
Table 5: Summary of the interviewed companies 

4.2 Case description 

4.2.1 Case 1 

Case 1 has 90% men working in the firm, with an average age of 50 years. The HR manager 

is solely responsible for the HR activities, with a focus towards the finance area of the 

company. The HR practices imply serving the other departments with salary, benefits and 

training. Moreover, the HR manager supports the recruitment processes for the other 

managers in the firm, if needed. 

 

The company does not have a specific definition of sustainability, but works with areas that 

concern sustainability. This can be seen from their management system which points out 

aspects such as working conditions, security, equality, quality and environment. In terms of 

environment, they produce electricity with their own power plant. Their raw material is 

recycled and they are using boats as a transportation system, which is considered as the most 

sustainable way. 
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The sustainability activities started from their establishment due to a sense of responsibility 

for both the environment and employees of the firm. The employees’ appreciation of 

prioritized safety is perceived as a reason for the high retention rate in the company. In 2016, 

six value words were created: tradition, accuracy, focus, creativity, long-term relations and 

responsibility. 

 

The employees’ job descriptions do not specifically include sustainability activities. However, 

the working environment rules are included in the job description, since they are a part of 

the business policies which includes security, pollution and waste reduction, as well as 

forming a healthy environment. 

 

The manager stated that the biggest obstacle in implementing sustainability are the age and 

success of the company. This success makes it less forced to focus on the sustainability issues, 

while the age of the company implies a deep-rooted culture that is difficult to change. The 

latter is also affected by the low ratio of new employment. In the future, Case 1 is planning 

to develop a better usage of the heated water from the production. 

4.2.2 Case 2 

Case 2 is represented by a company with an age distribution between 20 to 80 years old, 

where the office is characterized by an equal distribution of men and women. However, the 

drivers have a different percentage, as only one female driver is employed. The HR function 

is one of the owner’s responsibility and focuses on recruiting, training and conflict 

management. 

 

The company definition of sustainability is based on the ISO certification, which was 

implemented in 2003. The main parts of ISO are: Quality, Environment, HR and Traffic 

Safety. The manager explained that the transition to a more sustainable company was a 

natural process, as they were doing activities beforehand that could have been labeled like 

that. The customers’ expectations are viewed as a direct contributor in acting more 

sustainable. In terms of HR, the selection of the people with the right skills is another way 

of being sustainable. 

 

The progress towards being sustainable and effectively implement ISO was done gradually, 

but the change in the beginning felt relatively drastic. The company managed to learn along 
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the way and the routines created from ISO might be a reason for employees to stay longer 

in the company. 

 

The manager considered the time issue to be the biggest obstacle during the implementation 

of sustainability. Moreover, not having a highly qualified employee for the HR position 

hindered the implementation of sustainability. However, Case’s 2 future focus is only on the 

implementation of the ISO, without any new initiatives. 

4.2.3 Case 3 

Case 3 has a distribution of 45% women and 55% men in the workforce, with an average 

age of 44. The main HR activities covered by the manager are within labor law and general 

company policies, as well as quality and security at the workplace, policy documents, wages 

and recruitment. Regarding sustainability, this HR manager is responsible for activities within 

the printing firm and delegation and promotion of sustainable initiatives. 

 

The firm defines sustainability within the three areas of economic, social and environmental, 

as well as the importance of future generations. In terms of social aspects the firm regulates, 

reviews and filters the media published. It tries to find a balance between organizational and 

societal interests, and at the same time assure non-discrimination or unethical content. 

Economically, the organization acknowledges the resource constraints and focuses on 

aspects such as eco-driving, electricity, recycling and consumption. The environmental 

aspect is mostly prioritized in the printing firms, considering the ink quality, recycling and 

washing procedures. 

 

The interviewee describes the integration of such activities as an ongoing process, arguing 

that the industry is exposed to such change. Case 3 does not have remarkable obstacles in 

the implementation of sustainable activities. The interviewee believe HR can support such 

activities since managers cannot make these changes by themselves. Moreover, it is important 

to establish policies and rules regarding sustainability. In the current job descriptions, 

sustainability is not included, however Case 3 believes it might be in the future. They use 

mottos, such as “Cold head, warm heart and clean hands”. Their employee turnover is low, 

partly because of the sustainability work. Employees enjoy and feel proud about doing a 

good job and to contribute to the society. As future plans, Case 3 has recently hired a new 

publishing manager responsible for regulating the media content in terms of how to write 
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about sensitive topics. Additionally, further improvements are planned in the recycling 

process, such as phone reuse. 

4.2.4 Case 4 

The company has an equal distribution of women and men, 50%, with an age range of 30 to 

35 years. HR practices are following a framework of HRM, which is built on two main points: 

strategic/long term vs. operational and tactic, and process vs. people. Therefore, the HR 

activities are developed with a range from culture, talent management, and competencies 

development to coaching and communication. 

 

Case 4 views sustainability from three perspectives: social, economic and environmental. 

Actions are taken in all the points aforementioned as there are managers for quality, process 

and environment. The economic aspect is connected to the environment as they are focusing 

on reducing waste and garbage collection, while being cost efficient. The environment aspect 

is shown through their certification in a program, a lighter version of ISO, called 

Göteborgsmetoden. 

 

The employees’ job descriptions are taking sustainability into consideration, especially within 

ethics and morality. The employees should follow rules, such as equality and integration at 

the workplace. The HR manager emphasises the importance of working with sustainability 

issues, since the interviewee risks to be viewed as a bad employer otherwise. 

 

The manager has classified the financial reasons as the main obstacle when implementing 

sustainability as they are dependent on making a profit for being successful.  The role of HR 

is perceived as essential for the sustainability integration, as without their participation, no 

action is anticipated by others. 

4.2.5 Case 5 

Case 5 comprises of employees with an average age of 40, where around 10% of them are 

represented by female workers. The HR manager is responsible for both HR activities and 

finance. The activities undertaken within the HR area are focusing more on the soft values 

of the employees, such as conflict management or working environment. The department is 

involved only in the last stage of the recruitment process, to assess a better match with the 

company's values and attitudes. The rest of the recruitment process is handled by the 

manager in charge of that respective department. 
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The company describes sustainability as the overall decent living environment, from a 

private, workable and livable point of view. To this, the financial, health and environmental 

aspects are added. The sustainability is not driven by the company itself, but rather from the 

customers and suppliers. It is a matter of the industry and it can be seen as an adaptation to 

the market and stakeholders. The knowledge generated from the customers in terms of 

sustainability, it is further developed in the operations of the company. 

 

The quality and the functionality of their products have higher priority than sustainability. 

However, sustainability is not overlooked, but rather taken for granted when working with 

the supply chain or in the R&D activities. The size of the company has implications on the 

culture of being sustainable in their job roles, and valuing the employees can result in a higher 

engagement in the company. 

 

The financial implications and the HR role are portrayed as obstacles. The manager 

understands the increasing importance of sustainability and the HR department’s 

responsibility. The HR will initiate workshops and discussions for making their employees 

understand the value of sustainability, in order to develop its integration. 

4.2.6 Case 6 

Case 6 is represented by the parent company of group, where the average age and percentage 

was not displayed but only for the whole group. The HR is responsible for the recruitment 

within the parent company and supports the managers in the respective subsidiaries. The 

activities performed are: setting corporate process and guide at a general level to internal 

communication, attraction, recruitment, relocation and training. 

 

Sustainability is following Brundtland’s definition, by focusing on respecting the future 

generations. They are focusing on reducing the carbon print and general waste of the 

companies they are partnering with. This is linked to the financial implications, as they reduce 

costs and waste, which have direct effects on the environment. 

 

The company is recognizing the importance of sustainability in the retention of their 

employees. Therefore, it is introduced through the core values of the company from an early 
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stage in the hiring process. For employees to engage in sustainability actions, these actions 

has to be associated with a higher cause and the choice of engaging should be the employee's.  

 

The financial aspect is perceived as a great influence on the sustainability integration. At a 

more individual level, the behavior of individuals is a major influence, as employees do not 

like to be controlled. To solve this, the HR can try to communicate these initiatives better 

and give incentives for the valuable ones. 

4.2.7 Case 7 

Case 7 has 20% women and 80% men in the company, with an average age of around 35. 

The current activities for the HR responsible involve: planning of human resource allocation, 

recruitment, assistance and organizational values alignment. Moreover, a focus on 

sustainability leads to a greater involvement in soft values. The HR responsible wants to 

move away from the male predominant culture, present in the construction industry. A 

starting point could be to include more women or provide more ergonomic information in 

the work routines, such as the food diet. The HR plays an important role in the creation of 

a positive reputation and employer branding, to attract employees knowledgeable within the 

topic and achieve diversity. 

 

The firm describes sustainability by assuring that all employees go home in a good condition, 

physically and psychologically, to assure employees will stay in the company as long as 

possible. They observe a challenging tradeoff between economic and environmental aspects. 

An ongoing discussion for them is regarding how long their responsibility extends, in terms 

of sustainability. Case 7 perceives sustainability as a constant development. The company is 

environmentally certified since 2009, focusing on transportation, purchases and waste. They 

believe there is no reason for not acting sustainably, as people want to work for a company 

that positively impacts the society. 

 

The major driving change was customer demands and the business context. It was not a 

transforming organizational change since at that time the firm had around 15-20 employees, 

which facilitated the integration of sustainability. Later on, they realized the great advantage 

of this early implementation, since it became a part of the organizational culture. The main 

obstacle was the lack of information and difficult accessibility, as well as the technological 

change (for example improvements in the car industry). Moreover, to be environmentally 
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friendly was expensive and fewer products existed. However, to drive such a change, 

everyone in the company has to be involved to contribute with the right mindset and 

resources. Since sustainability can be an evasive concept for some employees, it is a challenge 

to talk about it and make it relevant for everyone. The HR can contribute by communicating 

the importance of sustainability. 

 

The company also has environment and purchase policies, which are part of all job 

descriptions. These cover the main rules and guidelines, influencing the decisions workers 

make. Having a focus on sustainability is a contributing factor for employees to stay in the 

firm, especially for younger generations who prioritize such values. For future development, 

the company will provide parking slots for electric cars. Moreover, they strive to constantly 

improve their sustainability practices. 

4.2.8 Case 8 

There is no traditional HR in Case 8 and it is therefore managed differently in various 

companies within the group. Specifically, the different companies are decentralized. It is the 

managers who handle most of the recruiting process, while being supported by the global 

HR manager in how to align it with the goals of the company. The main activities for the 

global HR is to find the most effective activities that increase the retention rates of 

employees, along with training and developing their skills. Furthermore, to create enhanced 

approaches for attracting the right people. 

 

The company describes sustainability as more than just fresh air and clean water. The HR 

manager emphasizes the importance of social responsibility, business ethics and working 

conditions. The firm is also highlighting the focus of long-term business thinking. Moreover, 

the economic aspect of sustainability and the development of the firm in the future. The 

customers also drive a further focus on sustainability activities, which the group perceives as 

important expectations to honor. The focus on sustainability is viewed as positively affecting 

the improvements of the products and the attraction of the right talents to the company. 

The values of the employees may also influence the values of their future employer. 

 

Sustainability activities have always been a part of the organization. In other words, there has 

not been any major change in the firm, but rather a progressive development leading to some 

common grounds in the group. However, it may not have been named “sustainability” in the 
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beginning but the activities can be labelled as such today. It is partly the customers driving 

the company towards a sustainability focus. Today, this focus is perceived as something 

essential for being able to stay in the business market. Although the sustainability topic is not 

displayed in the employees’ job descriptions in a detailed manner, they are adapted to follow 

working conditions, equality and the code of conduct. 

 

The obstacles concerning sustainability integration are the creation of smart solutions 

beneficial for everyone. It is not perceived as enough to execute a good strategy, it must also 

be financially feasible. Furthermore, the company is planning a future sustainability activity, 

to create a Spotify playlist to boost the topic in the company. The Spotify playlist might be 

described as a digital platform where employees can learn about the company in general, 

sustainability and its code of conduct. Also, a big project including internal branding and 

sustainability is presently managed, with the goal of aligning the culture in the group. 

4.2.9 Case 9 

Case 9 has 65% women and 35% men in the office, however it differs among departments. 

The average age is 42. The main HR responsibility is to be a support for the management 

team. The company defines sustainability with three words, which are also part of the 

company’s values: quality, care and sustainability. They follow these values for all the 

decisions they make, at all levels of the organization. They currently follow environmental 

and security ISOs and their main sustainable objectives are to reduce CO2 emissions, paper 

consumption and number of claims. They also have hybrid, electric and biofuel cars. 

 

For this firm, the change towards sustainability was not a major transformation. The aspect 

of quality was present from the beginning when the four owners started the company. They 

were early interested in sustainability questions and in a positive working environment, which 

have continuously been developed. Case 9 does not acknowledge any considerable obstacles 

in moving towards sustainability activities, arguing that the firm has had this focus from the 

beginning and it is part of their culture. The HR works along with the management group 

by supporting their decisions with regards to sustainability matters. Therefore, HR is needed 

for the implementation of the strategies and business activities. 

 

Sustainability is part of the job descriptions only in some areas. For example, they track the 

trucks to measure their speed, know their route or if they stay on idle for a long time, as well 
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as a security aspect to know where the trucks are located. This information is known by the 

drivers and they are required to follow it. Most employees are interested in the company's 

focus on sustainability. For many employees, the priority is to enjoy the working 

environment, which implies agreeing on the way of working and the values of the firm. This 

positive impact is spread around the office and employees influence one another. The HR 

responsible believes this dynamic is especially important to preserve since future generations 

have a higher priority for the sustainability activities. Looking at the future, the firm plans to 

further positively influence the environment. Furthermore, this company acknowledges that 

if such actions are not taken, one can feel ashamed both towards the employees as well as 

the external stakeholders. The company is open to improvements and development. 

4.2.10 Case 10 

The employees’ average age of Case 10 is approximately 45 years. The workforce consists of 

a 15% of women and 85% of men. The global HR manager describes its main activity as 

transferring strategic visions into HR. More specifically, how the practices such as recruiting, 

training and new positions are affected by the vision of the company. The HR manager is 

responsible for the global HR, while the managing director for each company is responsible 

for managing their own businesses. 

 

Case 10 is referring to Brundtland’s definition of sustainability as the “development that 

meets the need of the present without compromising the future generations” (Interview, 

2017-04-19). Also, they strive for fulfilling the three aspects: social, economic and 

environmental. The sustainable focus lies mostly within the supplier management and the 

supplier activities, since it is a trading company, implying their own impact is not that 

extensive. Furthermore, sustainable transportation is highly prioritized. 

 

In 2013, policies such as code of conduct, anti-bribery, HR and environment were 

established. From this year, the companies within the group were required to act in 

accordance with these and some countries even translated them to the local language. The 

focus of acting sustainably has been present in the group since then, but recently became a 

new focus at the group level. Consequently, the uniformity of the sustainability focus is the 

new concept. This is also the first year for the group to create a sustainability report due to 

the demand from stakeholders, since they believe it is risky not to act responsibly. Other 

important stakeholders, the customers, further affected the decision to start acting 
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sustainably. Case 10 predicts their sales to decrease if they would ignore the customers’ 

increased interest in this field. 

 

Moreover, acting sustainably is perceived as a reason for employees to feel proud of the 

company, for acting responsible and doing their best. Thereby, also viewed as a contributor 

for employees to stay longer in the company. Case 10 has their policies (ISOs) as a guide for 

the employees’ job descriptions. The policies work as guidelines and targets for the company. 

Also, after the firm hired a consultant to review their sustainability activities for the report 

last year, it gave them a better overview of their activities. Thus, facilitated the identification 

of gaps and potential improvements. Moreover, the firm conforms with the UN Global 

compact. 

 

The biggest obstacle during the sustainability integration is the employees’ perceptions of it 

being difficult to grasp. In other words, transforming people’s mindset about sustainability. 

This change requires time, enhanced knowledge and communication about the topic. 

Nevertheless, Case 10 did not believe sustainability to be an HR issue, but rather a managing 

director issue. The HR manager means that sustainability practices must become a natural 

part of the company, through line management. The onward important sustainability 

activities are the next year’s sustainability report and deploying the policies in the procedures, 

documents, etc. 

4.3 Case summary 

The following tables outline the HR areas and practices applied by the various cases. The 

different areas are: communication, recruitment and retention, training and development, 

rewards and engagement. All these areas include various HR practices shown in the upper 

row of each table, with the case numbers in the left column. The letter “X” in the cells 

indicates that the respective row’s case has utilized the practice displayed in the related 

column. The last row of each table, summarizes the total number of cases applying the 

various HR practices presented in the associated columns. 
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4.3.1 Communication 

 Table 6: Summary of the communication results 

4.3.2  Recruitment and retention 

 Table 7: Summary of the recruitment results 

4.3.3 Training and development 

 Table 8: Summary of the training results 

 Intranet/ 
webpage 

Day-to-day Newsletter Meetings Policy 
information 

Feedback Other 

Case 1 X    X X Wall 
Case 2 X X X X X X  
Case 3 X   X X X  
Case 4 X   X X X  
Case 5  X   X X  
Case 6 X  X   X Report 
Case 7  X X X X X  
Case 8 X X  X  X Spotify 
Case 9 X   X X X  
Case 10 X X  X X X Report 
Total 8 5 3 7 8 10 4 

 Communicating 
sustainability 

Values 
alignment 

Suitable 
competencies 

Employer 
branding 

Sustainability 
competencies 

Green 
recruitment 

Case 1  X     
Case 2  X     
Case 3  X X  X  
Case 4  X X X   
Case 5  X X    
Case 6 X X  X   
Case 7  X  X X  
Case 8  X X X X  
Case 9 X X   X  
Case 10  X X  X  
Total 2 10 5 4 5 0 

 Introduction Workshops Conferences Online Adapted 
Case 1  X    
Case 2  X    
Case 3  X   X 
Case 4 X X  X  
Case 5      
Case 6    X  
Case 7 X     
Case 8  X X   
Case 9 X  X   
Case 10 X X X X X 
Total 4 6 3 3 2 
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4.3.4 Rewards 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Table 9: Summary of the rewards results 

4.3.5  Engagement 

Table 10: Summary of the interviewed companies 

 

In summary, the tables have outlined the sustainability integration through HR practices 

within the various areas; communication, recruitment and retention, training and 

development, rewards and engagement. Some areas are more emphasized by some cases 

compared to the others. Moreover, some practices within the areas seem to be higher 

prioritized among the cases, while some are rarely applied. 

 

 

 

  Monetary Non-monetary 
Case 1 - - 
Case 2 - - 
Case 3 - Symbolic - feedback 
Case 4 - - 
Case 5 - Symbolic - less traveling 
Case 6 - - 
Case 7 - - 
Case 8 - - 
Case 9 - Cinema ticket 
Case 10 - - 
Total 0 3 

 Competition Openness 
(Culture) 

Feedback/ 
suggestions 

Autonomy/ 
Authorization 

Other 

Case 1   X   
Case 2  X X   
Case 3 X  X   
Case 4  X X   
Case 5  X X X  
Case 6  X X   
Case 7  X X   
Case 8 X X X X Spotify 
Case 9 X X X  Travel options 
Case 10  X X X  
Total 3 8 10 3 2 
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5 Analysis 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This section analyses the data from the empirical results with the literature used in the frame of reference.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

5.1 Communication 

Langwell and Heaton (2016) state that the communication of values and goals of the 

company can be crucial when integrating sustainability. Milliman (2013) adds the importance 

of clearly presenting the company’s vision in terms of sustainability and how the employees 

can engage in realizing it. It was difficult to measure the integration of sustainability through 

this thesis’ case study, however the clarity of the sustainability vision of each company was 

assessed and linked to the ways it was communicated to the employees. Most of the 

companies interviewed showed a strong sustainability vision that was either based on the 

Triple Bottom Line model or Brundtland’s famous definition, as seen in Table 6 (all except 

Case 1 and 2). On the other hand, the study included companies that had a less clearly 

formulated vision, which was either derived from an ISO certification or from their suppliers 

or customers (Case 1, 2 and 3). Mishra et al. (2013) argue that if the communication is done 

in a transparent way, the implementation of sustainability is overall improved. For the 

companies that had a strong vision of sustainability, it was easier communicated to their 

employees, as proven in most of the cases (all except Case 1 and 2). This leads to a higher 

involvement of employees, which positively affects the integration of sustainability. Cohen 

et al. (2012) suggest that it is beneficial to have engaged employees in the sustainability focus, 

as otherwise the method of implementing sustainability might be very demanding for the 

company. 

 

Millman (2013) also suggests the importance of customizing communication dependent on 

the receiver. At the internal level, it is essential to deliver the information to everyone in the 

company, as well as every department. The results of the case study showed that companies 

sent the information to every person in the company and even customized it, to make it 

available for each department and their specific needs for being sustainable. This was 

executed in the different departments by most of the companies (Case 1, 2, 5, 7 and 10). On 

the other hand, Dubois and Dubois (2012) realize the importance of communicating 

sustainability to external parties, as the shift to sustainability implies a change in the company 
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which has to be made publicly. This was implemented in some of the companies by 

constructing sustainability reports in accordance with the UN Global Compact, to present it 

to their stakeholders (Case 6 and 10). However, the majority of the companies were 

displaying information about their sustainability focuses on their websites (all except Case 5 

and 7). 

 

The way the communication is being handled can be executed in several ways, either written 

or verbal (Andersson et al., 2005). The internet is the most used mean of communication 

nowadays, and Langwell and Heaton (2016) describe the most commonly used channels for 

communication as: social networks, intranets and websites. The results from the case study 

showed that 80% of the companies were using intranet and websites, to assure a better flow 

of communication in the company. Some firms had implemented a weekly or monthly 

newsletter to give general updates about the company, where sustainability or environment 

focus was included (Case 2, 6 and 7). Whereas, Case 8 made use of a creative way through 

the digital platform Spotify. Renwick et al. (2013) suggest that companies can be labeled as 

having a pro-sustainable culture for creating spaces where employees can get more 

knowledge or give suggestions about sustainability. Case 3 suggested that employees were 

informed about the vision and goals through their meetings, which engaged them even more. 

This type of meetings was hold in around 70% of the companies. Moreover, 80% of the 

companies highlighted the importance of communicating their policy information to the 

employees. However, the literature does not bring any information regarding the tendency 

in SMEs to inform the employees about the policies. Based on the findings, it was the initial 

step in introducing employees to the company, as well as to the sustainability focus. It was 

sometimes even perceived as a requirement, before starting to work for the firm. This is 

rather contradictory to the literature, the view of SMEs applying informal practices 

(Timming, 2011), since the findings showed that formal practices such as policy documents 

were frequently used. 

 

Numerous researchers recognize that to become sustainable, it is needed to be open to 

employees and encourage everyone to participate with suggestions or thoughts, regardless of 

their position in the company (Cramer & Karabell, 2010; Renwick et al., 2013). This practice 

was common among the companies interviewed, as the open dialogue was contributing to a 

better sustainability integration (Case 2, 5, 7, 8 and 10). Informal feedback practices were 

found in the cases where day-to-day communication was emphasized. For example, Case 10 
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highlighted a formal space was not needed, as the company has to adapt fast to the 

environmental changes. 

5.2 Recruitment and retention 

Doherty and Norton (2013) argue that the characteristics of the HR in SMEs can vary greatly, 

which can be clearly observed in the recruitment activities. From the empirical data, 

concerning recruitment summarized in Table 7, some companies’ HR manager, even 

sometimes the CEO, was responsible for the recruitment. Other times, the managers of each 

department recruited for themselves and the HR manager only acted as a support (Case 1, 3, 

8 and 5). 

 

When examining the different ways of being sustainable through recruitment, the most 

important aspect seemed to be the alignment of values, since all the cases agreed on having 

it as a number one priority. When companies were asked for such priority, all of them 

answered for the same reasons as Renwick et al. (2013) describes. In order to achieve higher 

sustainable levels, although knowledge is important, employees need to be enthusiastic and 

in line with the company’s values and expectations. Another reason for obtaining such 

consistent results could be that for SMEs, the alignment of organizational values provides a 

key long-term advantage (Hargis & Bradley, 2011). Case 5 supported this argument 

explaining they could not afford a person that did not fit in the culture, also highlighting the 

resource scarcity suffered by SMEs (Doherty & Norton, 2013). Case 10 made an interesting 

insight saying that providing more knowledge or skills was easier than changing someone’s 

values. 

 

In terms of finding the right competencies, Boudreau and Ramstad (2005) defend that 

possessing the adequate knowledge and skills is an inducer to innovation and therefore 

hopefully also towards sustainable innovation. From the interviews, 50% answered that it 

was an important aspect when recruiting, however the reasons behind it were not for 

sustainability purposes. Case 5 explained it was difficult for them and for the industry in 

general, to find people with the right knowledge and skills. Most of the firms agreed on that 

it was required to be suitable for the position and that each vacancy had its own tasks and 

responsibilities. Behrends (2007) argues that SMEs distinguish by requiring very specific 

expertise and knowledge for the employee to be valuable for the firm. 
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When asking more specifically about the perception of the relevance of the knowledge and 

experience within sustainability, it appeared to be divided. For some companies, half of the 

respondents, knowledge and experience did not contribute at all. For others, it was 

appreciated and described as an addition to the position, but it was not a requirement. In 

some cases, one area of sustainability might be more adequate for the particular industry. 

The rest, appreciated sustainability knowledge and believed it was an opportunity for them 

to find new solutions and improvements. Also, if one employee possessed such knowledge, 

it could easily be shared with the rest of the employees. Those companies perceiving 

sustainability knowledge as an opportunity, followed Langwell and Heaton’s (2016) 

reasoning, by understanding that competencies within this area were a contributor to the 

sustainability goals. An engaging finding was that 30% of the companies interviewed, 

perceived the process of hiring employees with diversity in mind (gender, origin, age…etc.) 

as a way of being sustainable. Although the literature does not support such statement, the 

high percentage of companies having such a statement was surprising. 

 

Albinger and Freeman (2000) claim that companies having a sustainability focus can help to 

attract talented employees, if they include it in their employer branding. However, when 

interviewing the different companies, only three agreed on using such strategy. All of them 

explained that this focus was important in order to portray the company as positive. Case 8 

observed an advantage in using internal branding to facilitate the integration of sustainability 

since the employees knew the organizational culture and objectives, as Mishra et al. (2013) 

propose. Interestingly, despite not explicitly mentioning the word branding, Case 7 and 9 

perceived sustainability as more important for future generations, precisely like Renwick et 

al. (2013) describe. They observed an increased interest in this topic and therefore a future 

aspect to consider for the recruitment. Other companies developed the branding to match 

the values with possible candidates (Case 6 and 9). Renwick et al. (2013) state that 

highlighting the sustainable information when hiring is a way to enhance the sustainability 

strategy, however only two companies acknowledged using this practice.  

 

One of the aspects strongly approved in the literature is using the “green” recruitment as an 

integration strategy. Milliman (2013), Dubois and Dubois (2012), Cohen (2010) and Renwick 

et al. (2013) state that the elimination of paper and reduction of waste and transportation 

during the hiring process is a way for firms to integrate sustainability in their HR practices. 

From the results, none of the respondents mentioned developing such strategies. This 
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showed a strong mismatch between the literature and the empirical findings. When 

speculating for such results, it could be that companies had already included them in their 

activities and were not perceived as a way of being sustainable. Another reason could be that 

hiring through internet and technology was already an assumption. 

5.3 Training and development 

More than half of the companies acknowledged they were executing training about 

sustainability in the company, as seen in Table 8. This is a common practice according to 

Langwell and Heaton (2016) and Milliman (2013). Dubois and Dubois (2012) state that such 

training is important to make employees understand the concept of sustainability. This 

training presents the implications of sustainability and how they can contribute to it, which 

leads them to easier commit to the integration and development of the sustainability 

activities. Sometimes the interviewed managers explained that the training used was not 

named “sustainability”, however they described and perceived it as concerning the topic. The 

way in which the sustainability training was carried out varied between each firm: through 

one day session about the topic every year, training to generate discussions and suggestions 

or simply a one-time training to inform everyone and create awareness. Case 1 considered 

sustainability training as a tool to implement it in the firm. Renwick et al. (2013) propose that 

only through training, employees can become emotionally involved in sustainability activities. 

However, none of the companies used this argument as a reason for holding sustainability 

training. 

 

The rest of the cases (Case 5, 7 and 9) strongly disagreed on developing such training. Case 

7 argued that despite providing knowledge, information was easily forgotten and ignored 

after a while. Case 5 defended that sustainability could be learned through customer demands 

and knowledge sharing between customers and the firm, between employees within the firm, 

as well as between departments. Moreover, it was more of a spontaneous process where 

employees could talk, discuss and share ideas about this topic during lunch or coffee-breaks. 

If one employee knew a lot about sustainability, it could easily be obtained by the rest of 

employees without much use of resources. This HR manager specified that sustainability was 

somehow taken for granted in their business activities. However, recognized that this was 

thanks to the small size of the firm and flat hierarchy, as well as because it was part of the 

organizational culture. This argument aligns with Darcy et al. (2013) statement that due to 

the size, SMEs learning is obtained through day-to-day activities of sharing and having an 
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open dialogue raised from the interactions between employees. Surprisingly, Case 5 was the 

only company from the sample not using any of the sustainable training activities suggested 

by the literature, however provided a strong, valuable and reasonable argument for not doing 

so. 

 

The sustainability training is also shown to be adapted for the type of industry. For instance, 

in Case 1, training included topics such as waste, safety and security, important for the 

metallic pigment industry. Whereas for Case 4, a media company, the sustainability training 

consisted of areas such as equality and integration. Mishra et al. (2013) argue that this 

knowledge about social issues, which might include equality and integration, are also a great 

source to find new solutions and solve problems, all relevant for the development of 

sustainability in the firm. It is important to point out that this diversity and adaptation to the 

industry is a characteristic of SMEs’ training activities (Pingle, 2014). 

 

In some cases, the training about sustainability was included as a compulsory part for new 

employees, which is not an aspect considered by researchers. This even contradicts Doherthy 

and Norton (2013) findings which state that SMEs do not use formal training for entry 

purposes. Despite firms were not specific in explaining how sustainability introduction 

training was developed, many claimed that they were performing it (Case 4, 7, 9 and 10). 

Another form of sustainability training, neither mentioned by the literature, was conferences. 

Three of the cases explained that annual conferences were a source to update the information 

about sustainability and grasp new trends, as well as way to generate discussions and new 

ideas.   

 

Govindarajulu and Daily (2004) propose that a modern approach to develop training is 

through the intranet. It is a way to provide a space for ideas or questions that all employees 

in the firm can access. Such platform can be a place where employees can take courses within 

sustainability and provide their opinions and impressions after taking the course. Case 4 and 

6 made use of such tool, which both called it “Academy”, where employees could engage in 

courses within for instance anti-corruption, TBL, ethics…etc. 

 

Case 10 and 3 were the only companies mentioning to adapt their sustainability training for 

each department. Despite the literature supporting such activity since it eases and makes the 

integration of sustainability more effective (Milliman, 2013), it did not seem to be a frequently 
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used strategy. When asking companies, the answer was usually that although it probably was 

effective, it is complex and time consuming. Case 10 was also the only firm using all the 

sustainability practices within training suggested by the different researchers. This indicated 

that it sought to strongly integrate sustainability in the firm and make it interdependent from 

the rest of the business activities. 

5.4 Rewards 

As displayed in Table 9, a consistent finding throughout the interviews was that the 

companies did not give any type of monetary rewards to their employees. A uniformity in 

this trend is also proved in previous literature, by Dubois and Dubois (2012) statement about 

non-financial rewards being the most extensively used type of rewards. This result may 

further be explained by Doherty and Norton (2013) and Darcy et al. (2013) claiming the 

smaller size of SMEs implies a restricted amount of resources. The most usual resource 

limitation was in terms of finance, which affected the HR activities and therefore the rewards. 

There were six cases (Case 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8), the majority, which mentioned financial 

resources as one of the constraints for sustainability integration. The reality of few cases, 

contradicts Langwell and Heaton’s (2016) argument about rewards and incentives being the 

most effective way to motivate employees and unifying their interests with the firm’s. 

Alternatively, this was just a demonstration of the difference between SMEs and large firms 

regarding rewarding systems, due to their scarcer resources. 

 

However, Case 3, 5 and 9 were the firms providing rewards which the authors named 

symbolic rewards, such as a flower or a cinema ticket. The reasons for this type of rewards 

differed among the three companies. Case 3 rewarded their employees for contributing with 

feedback after sustainability workshops and Case 5 for decreasing their working traveling. 

Case 9 on the contrary, rewarded their employees when they had improved their sustainable 

behavior in their everyday life activities. More specifically, the firm tried to influence their 

employees to better solutions by making them compare their previous weeks’ actions with 

the present weeks’ actions, such as the type of transportation they use or eating vegan or 

vegetarian food. If they succeeded to improve their sustainable behavior, they received a 

cinema ticket. Thereby, Case 9 was encouraging employees to sustainable behavior also 

outside their working life, as suggested by Milliman (2013). Furthermore, these three cases 

were using more cost-efficient methods for rewarding their employees, which is also 

identified by Hargis and Bradley (2011) to be usual in smaller firms. 
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Another finding showed that some firms were in progress of developing rewarding systems. 

Case 4 explained that they were giving their employees symbolic rewards for doing a good 

job in general, however not specifically regarding sustainability practices. Thus, this is 

supporting Darcy et al. (2013) explanation of SMEs tending to give rewards on an ad hoc and 

informal way, with no specific structure or purpose. Case 8 on the other side, did not have 

any bonus systems in general, but was considering to have it in the future for engaging their 

employees further in sustainability activities. Consequently, this coincided with 

Govindarajulu and Daily’s (2004) believing that rewarding pro-sustainable actions can result 

in a greater sense of responsibility for the sustainability concept. 

 

However, of the seven cases not providing any rewards, four of them (Case 2, 6, 7 and 10) 

claimed that one of the reasons for disregarding this was that it is a contradicting action for 

them. The contradiction for them was because of their view on the sustainability concept as 

a natural part of their job activities. As the HR manager of Case 10 argues: “It has to become 

a part of the spine” (Interview, 2017-04-19). Thereby, when rewarding sustainability actions 

it is rather outlined as additional to the ordinary job tasks, than something that should be 

regarded as taken for granted. 

5.5 Engagement 

As explained by Behrends (2007), employees within SMEs have a closer relationship 

compared to larger corporations due to the smaller size, which automatically results in greater 

engagement. This was clearly seen in the authors’ findings from the empirical data, in Table 

10, as eight of the cases (all Cases except 1 and 3) were having an “open culture”. 

Furthermore, Behrends’ (2007) opinion about employees’ appreciation of a less bureaucratic 

structure, was evidently shown in the eight cases. Due to the smaller size and the open 

culture, these companies emphasized it was easier to communicate between departments as 

well as between the employee and manager. Consequently, by facilitating the communication 

and spreading it faster, it made the sustainability integration less challenging. The size’s 

significance regarding openness in the culture, was well noticeable by Case 7’s statement 

“The communication within the company was much easier when it was smaller, now it has 

expanded so much that it is more difficult to engage everyone” (Interview, 2017-04-05). 
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Moreover, United Nations Environment Programme (2011) suggests that the way companies 

engage their employees highly depends on the organizational structure as well. In other 

words, even though a less bureaucratic structure (openness) is associated with higher levels 

of engagement, employees within other business structures are not automatically less 

engaged in the sustainability integration. As displayed in Table 5, Case 1 and 3, which were 

the only two companies not applying such openness in their culture, and had no more than 

two other engagement characteristics. Another way to improve the involvement in 

sustainability movements is by empowering employees with autonomy and authorization, 

which three cases from the interviews did (Govindarajulu and Daily, 2004). Case 5, 8 and 10 

indicated a decentralized structure, empowering their employees with more authority. All 

these three cases also had an openness type of culture and encouraged feedback, which seems 

to go hand-in-hand with being decentralized. 

 

However, the size may also be the explanation for not having the openness in the culture for 

Case 3, which can be seen in Table 5. With 199 employees, Case 3 had the second largest 

number of employees among the companies interviewed. On the other side, Case 8 with the 

largest amount of 260 employees, was still claiming they had an open climate within their 

organization. Moreover, Renwick et al. (2013) emphasize on the importance of managers’ 

pro-sustainable perspective affecting employees’ attitudes and their level of engagement, 

which was confirmed by Case 1, 3, 7, 9 and 10. Accordingly, Ramus and Steger (2000) 

demonstrate the importance of managers adopting an open communication culture with 

approval of sustainability suggestions, since it inclines more employees to engage in 

sustainable initiatives. The focus on feedback and suggestions was highly prioritized by all 

the cases interviewed, as seen in Table 10 and Table 6. The high results of both openness 

and feedback further corresponds to Behrends’ (2007) argument, suggesting that a less 

formal organizational culture implies more communication and feedback, which is usually 

associated with SMEs. 

 

One of United Nations Environment Programme’s (2011) most frequently used approaches 

for engaging employees is to have competitions. However, it did not appear to be a common 

engagement approach for SMEs in the Jönköping region, with only three cases (Case 3, 8 

and 9 from Table 10) developing such practice. Case 3 had a combination of a competition, 

feedback and workshop, in which they encouraged their employees to give feedback after a 

workshop about sustainability and then they could win a symbolic prize. Case 8 had a 
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competition where they started their new drive about sustainability, to provide their 

employees with deeper knowledge. Case 9 had competitions with the aim of motivating their 

employees to improve their sustainable behavior, simultaneously receiving a better 

understanding and positive perspective about the concept. 

 

Moreover, employees’ values that matched with the company’s values seemed to be closely 

associated with increased engagement. Renwick et al. (2013) stress the importance of making 

sure that employees have positive attitudes towards sustainability goals, to make employees 

willing to put their full effort in the integration. Consequently, by already in the recruitment 

process focusing on hiring people with the same values as the company itself, it increases the 

likelihood of employees’ engagement in their sustainability practices. Companies’ great 

emphasis on the value alignment, as seen in Table 6, was showed by all cases focusing on it. 

All cases believed this enhanced the organizational climate and the closeness within the 

company. Additionally, this corresponds to Dubois and Dubois (2012) idea about employees 

whom experiencing their work projects as meaningful, are likely to become emotionally 

involved and increase the level of engagement. 

 

However, only two cases (Case 8 and 9) executed unique engagement approaches for their 

company, not mentioned by previous literature. Case 8 is developing a Spotify playlist 

described as a digital platform, conducted for employees to learn about topics such as 

sustainability practices and the code of conduct. The digital platform’s function is to boost 

the sustainability and engage the employees. Case 9 had the transportation aspect as a focal 

point for engaging their employees to act sustainably, which was already a niche from the 

establishment of the company. 
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6 Conclusion  

______________________________________________________________________ 

The conclusion summarizes the main findings obtained from the analysis, which aims to answer the research 

questions and fulfill the purpose of the thesis. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

The purpose of this thesis was to examine SMEs in the Jönköping region in terms of 

integrating sustainability through HR practices. Therefore, to fulfill this purpose, the findings 

obtained are outlined in order to answer the research questions.  

 

The first research question was “How is sustainability integrated in SMEs?”. SMEs in the 

Jönköping region seemed to have a good understanding of the concept of sustainability since 

all the cases referred to the TBL or Brundtland’s definition. The fact that they were using 

this definitions shows a first step in the integration process. All companies were, at different 

levels and ways, developing sustainability activities. As Norman and McDonald (2004) 

explain, some SMEs were focusing more on one area than the others, with a higher tendency 

on environment. However, the results showed that the area of focus depended on the firm’s 

industry. The companies acknowledged that the small size was an advantage when initiating 

sustainability activities and for a better integration. Moreover, another advantage is 

represented by their less hierarchical structure, which allowed an open culture.  

 

The second research question was “How can HR practices help integrating sustainability in SMEs?”. 

SMEs in the region used communication as part of their integration. This was shown by 

providing a working environment with an open dialogue, where talking about sustainability 

was accepted and encouraged, as well as allowing employees to openly give feedback. 

Another recurrent aspect used was policies, which they explained as a positive tool for 

informing employees about sustainability and the way it impacted their work. Other 

frequently used tools were internet and intranet, to communicate to their employees about 

sustainability and the company’s actions. This can be perceived as an example of adaptation 

to digitalization and implementation of more cost-effective alternatives, the latter being 

peculiar in SMEs (Hargis & Bradley, 2011). 

 

In terms of recruitment, SMEs integrated sustainability in the values of the firm, emphasizing 

the importance of values alignment with the potential candidate. In this way, a cultural match 
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was assured already from the start of the employment, simultaneously integrating 

sustainability in the core of the business. Some companies considered sustainability 

competencies in the recruitment, however it was rather perceived as additional, than a 

required qualification. 

 

All the SMEs had some level of sustainability training in the firm and internet was the most 

frequently used source to train employees about the topic. Rewards for sustainability were 

not a common strategy since some companies perceived sustainability as being part of the 

culture, and therefore something not to be rewarded for. SMEs engaged employees through 

an organizational culture of openness and acceptance of suggestions and new ideas, which 

might have led to the development of sustainability focus in the firm. Moreover, the 

engagement level of sustainability might be positively influenced by the level of commitment 

in the other HR activities (training, rewards and communication). 

 

The bigger firms in the case study seemed to have a different integration process compared 

to the smaller ones, as they had a more advanced HR, which is also supported by Timming 

(2011). The bigger firms used several additional practices for the integration since they had 

the resources, such as sustainability reports to communicate to external stakeholders or give 

employees several tools to feel engaged in the sustainability integration. This was clearly seen 

in the training area, where the bigger firms used all the practices selected from the literature, 

to influence the integration of sustainability. SMEs in the Jönköping region were in general 

integrating sustainability in different ways, depending on the characteristics of the industry, 

resources and structure of the firm. 

 

The last research question was “Why are SMEs integrating sustainability in their HR practices?”. 

SMEs acknowledged a need for such integration in order to be prepared for future 

generations entering the firm, who generally demand higher standards in terms of 

sustainability. Another reason was the society’s greater awareness about sustainability, which 

companies also should take it into consideration. An additional reason for adopting HR 

practices was that SMEs observed benefits from it, such as finding cheaper and more long-

term solutions. However, such reasons do not seem to be strong and detailed enough for 

generalizing. Therefore, the authors believe it would be of great interest to further identify 

specific reasons for such integration. 
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In conclusion, the main finding of this thesis was that the strategy used by the HR in SMEs 

to integrate sustainability, seems to be through including sustainability in the values of the 

firm. Thereby, the values alignment is a crucial part of the HR responsibility, which directly 

affects the firm. 

7 Discussion 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This section discusses how the findings obtained contribute to the existing literature. Furthermore, it includes 

implications, limitations and suggestions for future research. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

7.1 Contribution 

This thesis contributed to the existing literature by developing the field of sustainability 

integration through HR practices. The study provided SMEs with valuable points about how 

to implement a sustainability focus. Furthermore, the research proved regardless of SMEs 

characteristics such as scarcer resources and smaller size, that there are several ways to 

succeed with these HR practices. Some of the results supported the previous literature, while 

some rather expanded it. The findings about companies’ uneven focus on the different 

aspects of TBL, were in line with statements by Sridhar (2012) and Norman and McDonald 

(2004). The companies’ industries seemed to have a great influence on which aspect was the 

superior one. However, most of the firms appeared to have a comprehensive understanding 

of the various ways of acting sustainably; economical, environmental and social. Moreover, 

this research found that the integration of sustainability is facilitated if the firm possess an 

open and flexible climate with intense communication, which is representative for SMEs’ 

organizational structures (Behrends, 2007). 

 

The most substantial finding, not stated in literature, was the overall agreement about the 

importance of value alignment. The matching of values was emphasized to be the highest 

prioritization when recruiting, indicating the facilitation in integrating sustainability values. 

Thereby, the study has also demonstrated SMEs’ concentration on a sustainability focus 

already from the establishment. However, even though most companies had knowledge and 

experience about sustainability, few realized that the HR played such an extensive role in the 

implementation. Moreover, the thesis proved that rewards were not necessarily an effective 



 

 56 

integration method for sustainability. According to the companies interviewed, it was rather 

suggested to be contradicting to reward their employees for acting more sustainably, since it 

should be a part of the culture and day-to-day activities. 

7.2 Implications 

This thesis has managerial implications, which could be considered for the integration of 

sustainability. The findings outline what managers specifically can do in terms of HR to 

achieve a successful sustainability integration. The main finding shows that managers could 

reconsider the values of the firm and assess if and how sustainability can be incorporated in 

them. Moreover, consideration by managers of additional HR practices can be beneficial 

when integrating sustainability. The case of Jönköping could also be an example for other 

regions in Sweden of ways to integrate sustainability. 

7.3 Limitations 

As presented, the Jönköping region has a higher focus on sustainability than the other regions 

in Sweden. The country itself is also positioned ahead on this matter, compared to other 

countries.  The generalizations derived from the findings might not be applied as a rule to all 

the SMEs. The high sustainability orientation of the Jönköping region might also hinder the 

applicability for SMEs at the national level. 

 

The authors have been interviewing representatives from companies that had positions 

ranging from HR responsible to Corporate HR. The data collected from them might be 

subjective, which could be a limitation by giving different views based on their level of 

responsibility. Moreover, the range of number of employees may vary noticeable in the 

sample, which might create different patterns, possibly because of the different industries. 

7.4 Future research 

The study conducted clarifies the HR practices in the SMEs, specifically those practices that 

contribute towards a better integration of sustainability in SMEs. There are few studies 

tackling this issue, therefore more research is needed to clearly understand the implications 

of HR in the sustainability focus. The method of sampling selection was not specific for an 

industry, therefore, there are clear differences in their sustainability orientation among the 

companies interviewed, as well as which aspects are prioritized in the TBL. The authors 

suggest for future research to examine companies within certain industries for finding clearer 
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patterns, as some industries, might be more prone towards sustainability than others. 

Moreover, a follow-up study can be performed by going into one area of the HR practices 

used in this thesis and analyzing it more thoroughly, either measuring the sustainability 

integration or sustainability performance. The authors have also considered the value for 

companies from future studies outlining what HR strategy would be the most cost-effective 

way for integrating sustainability. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interview questions in English 

1. To start with, how many employees do you have in the firm? What is the average 

age? What is the percentage of women and men in the firm? 

2. What are the main activities managed by the HR department in your firm?  

3. How would you (the firm) define sustainability? Based on this definition, on which 

points do you consider your firm as being sustainable?  

4. How and why did you start these activities? Did it imply any major change in the 

organization? 

5. How did you communicate the initiatives to the employees? 

6. Do you offer training about sustainability? 

7. Do you offer your employees incentives for being sustainable? 

8. How do you engage your employees to be sustainable? 

9. Would you consider the focus on sustainability as a contributor for employees to stay 

longer in the company? 

10. Have you adapted your job descriptions for a better sustainability integration? How?  

11. Do you consider sustainability when recruiting? How and in what stages in the 

recruiting process are considering it? 

12. What were your biggest obstacles in implementing sustainability within your 

organization? What could the HR have done to ease these obstacles? 

13. Do you plan to develop your sustainability activities? How? 

Appendix 2: Interview questions in Swedish 

1. Hur manga anställda har ni? Vad är medelåldern? Hur ser fördelningen av män 

respektive kvinnor ut? 

2. Vad har HR-avdelningen för huvudsakliga uppgifter? 

3. Hur skulle du (företaget) definiera hållbarhet? Baserat på denna definiering, på vilka 

sätt anser du (ni) att ni fokuserar på hållbarhet? 

4. Hur och varför började ni dessa aktiviteter? Innebar det att ni gjorde några större 

ändringar inom organisationen? 

5. Hur kommunicerades dessa initiativ till de anställda? 
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6. Erbjuder ni någon utbildning inom hållbarhet till era anställda? Hur? 

7. Erbjuder ni någon bonus eller liknande för era anställda för att tänka/agera hållbart? 

8. Hur gör ni för att engagera era anställda inom hållbarhet? 

9. Tror du att ert fokus på hållbarhet kan vara en av anledningarna till att anställda 

stannar inom företaget? 

10. Har ni anpassat era arbetsbeskrivningar för att integrera hållbarhet? Hur? 

11. Tar ni hänsyn till hållbarhet i er rekryteringsprocess? Hur och i vilka delmoment i så 

fall? 

12. Vilka var era största hinder när ni implementerade hållbarhet i er organisation? Vad 

kunde HR-avdelningen ha gjort för att underlätta? 

13. Planerar ni att utveckla era aktiviteter inom hållbarhet? Hur? 


