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Abstract 
 
In light of a stronger recognition of the need for sustainable business practices as “business as 
usual” no longer presents itself as a viable option, this study aims to cast light on the current 
work of Swedish SMEs with integrative sustainability. Within the academic field of sustaina-
bility in business, the latest years have seen the emergence of multiple frameworks that pro-
mote a holistic sustainability approach to conducting business. The single firm becomes a 
connecting member of an extensive stakeholder network and by operating in an economically, 
environmentally and socially sustainable manner, the business seeks to create value for a vari-
ety of stakeholder groups, rather than focusing on monetary objectives set by shareholders. 
These new integrative frameworks shift the understanding of a firm from a profit-maximiser 
to that of a value-creator that acts sustainably to cater to the needs of all its stakeholders. 
However, as the models have only recently featured across academia, their real-life applica-
bility and viability are contested, and in some ways, remains under-researched, particularly in 
the context of SMEs. With Sweden as a leading example in sustainability implementation, 
this study attempts to provide insight into how SMEs work with the elements of these frame-
works and which opportunities and challenges they encounter during implementation. 
Through conducting detailed, qualitative and personal semi-structured interviews with the 
CEOs of six sustainability-minded Swedish SMEs of different industrial backgrounds, this 
research gauges the current organisational efforts being made in terms of sustainability and 
relates them to the integrative value-creating frameworks to identify congruences, divergenc-
es and room for improvement in line with latest theories. The main conclusions drawn as part 
of this process include the continued, at least partial, unfamiliarity of businesses with the 
frameworks, despite a large degree of compatibility of current practical efforts and existing 
academic theory. Value creation is moving closer to being included in the core of the business 
model, yet while absolute profit maximisation receives less attention, hesitation towards im-
plementing sustainability more integratively is driven by concerns of losing grounds for prof-
itability. The establishment of clusters and strong relationships leading to mutual synergies is 
found as a potential way to provide firms with the structural support to shift fully towards 
value-creation as envisioned by the investigated frameworks.   
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1. Introduction 
 

Rising global temperatures accompanied by devastating climate catastrophes, a whole new 

continent made of plastic floating in the Pacific Ocean and chemical pollution compromising 

our ability to raise a healthy new generation; what might sound like activistic and moral fear-

mongering to the Western World, forms daily reality for millions of individuals in other parts 

of this planet (Winn, 2016). Yet, we all share this very planet, and for the time being, we do 

not have too many alternative planets lined up, and there does not seem a viable way out other 

than sorting out the mess that has been caused. For that, we as people and nations need to take 

on the responsibilities that come with the pleasures of our established standards of living 

(Connolly, 2008). While positive change is inherently slow to come by, particularly at the 

large scale that is required for a mission that is supposed to turn the fate of this planet for the 

better (Harich, 2010), steps into the right direction are being taken. One such measure is the 

development and commitment to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development set up by the 

United Nations (United Nations, 2019). Countries around the globe have subscribed to better-

ing themselves in terms of multiple aspects of sustainability, 17 to be precise, known as the 

Sustainable Development Goals. Some countries go even further and take own initiative to 

reduce their negative impact on the planet and instead drive development that is beneficial for 

people and the planet.  

 

One such country is the Nordic nation of Sweden, often cited as a frontrunner in terms of sus-

tainable development (United Nations, 2017). Its most recent efforts in this broad field in-

clude the goal of being fossil fuel free by 2050 (Brittlebank, 2015), and eliminating forced 

labour globally (International Labour Organisation, 2017). However, implementing such dras-

tic change does require more than government-driven agendas (Day & Arnold, 1998). It is the 

players of the economic markets that put these changes into action and in the case of Sweden, 

this responsibility falls largely on the small and medium-sized enterprises, that makeup 

roughly 99% of the European business landscape (Moore & Manring, 2009). Numerous com-

panies have reacted to this development and started to implement measures that aim to lead to 

more sustainable business practices (Benn, Dunphy & Griffiths, 2006). Yet, the success of 

these actions taken and how they affect the ability of the individual firm to remain competi-

tive in the market and survive in the long-term, is still to be seen. 

 



Page 2 of 50 
 

Many responses shown by individual companies appear to be a direct response to the new leg-

islation and incentives that have been introduced to the business landscape (Bos-Brouwers, 

2009). Taking sustainability action allows firms to comply with the changing rules to operat-

ing commercially within the country, while also keeping up with competitors who orient 

themselves towards more sustainable business practices as well. However, whether this leads 

to more sustainable business overall, that has a severely cut down impact on the planet while 

allowing companies to thrive and ensure their survival in the long run, is difficult to answer. 

The time frame since the implementation of these measures is too short to allow for a practi-

cal examination of its success (Parris & Kates, 2003).  

 

Another question is whether the sustainability efforts made by the firms actually aim to trans-

form the business as a whole into a fully sustainable operation or whether sustainability is 

simply a side activity that tries to offset the negative impact of the main operations that them-

selves are not inherently sustainable. In recent years concepts such as Corporate Social Re-

sponsibility (CSR) have gained in popularity and are used widely to enhance a company’s 

sustainability (Archie, 2015). However, doubts have been cast over the real impact of such 

measures, with studies questioning the ability of this framework to bring about the necessary 

changes to the business landscape, that would see firms transform into truly sustainable agents 

(Alves, 2009). Instead, CSR and associated activities by firms have been described as insuffi-

cient, and in some cases, links have been established to acts of greenwashing (Alves, 2009), 

in which some sustainability efforts were marketed to divert attention from the overall nega-

tive effects of a company’s operation. 

 

As CSR has shown its shortcomings in terms of fully transforming a business to the required 

level of sustainability, other more comprehensive frameworks have arisen. They try to pro-

vide a more integrative approach for businesses to become sustainable, meaning that sustain-

ability is integrated into the core activities of the firm, rather than dedicating just one function 

within the company to sustainability (Porter & Kramer, 2006). Simultaneously, the firm pays 

attention to all dimensions of sustainability (economic, environmental and social), known as 

the Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1998), which stands in direct contrast with CSR efforts 

that might have a narrower focus (Utting & Marques, 2010) and issues arising from the firm’s 

own operation rather than a wider problem (Porter & Kramer, 2006). As a result, the firm is 

predicted to become more sustainable overall, as sustainability now forms part of the deci-

sion-making process on all levels of the operations and is considered from the get-go, not in 
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retrospect. For this study, four of these integrative sustainability models are given special at-

tention, those being the Creation of Shared Value by Porter & Kramer (2006), the Integrated 

Value Creation approach by Visser & Kymal (2015), the Real Value concept by Sternad, 

Bradley & Kennelly (2016) and the Concentric Circles (Thatcher, 2014). All four concepts 

share the common theme that the firm will be economically, environmentally and socially 

sustainable if it replaces the primary goal of profit maximisation with solving a relevant sus-

tainability issue, hence basing its generation of income around the fulfilment of the societal or 

environmental need for a solution. 

 

1.1. The Problem at Hand 

 

When inspecting these theoretical frameworks and the wider academic setting they are a part 

of, one quickly finds studies and research that produce insufficient (Aragón-Correa, Hurtado-

Torres, Sharma & García-Morales, 2008) and even contradictory results in terms of their via-

bility in the real world of competitive business. The integrative sustainability models have 

been developed with the notion that the firm adopting such a framework would still be finan-

cially successful even if it detaches from the need to produce profit and instead focuses on 

solving societal or environmental issues (Pavlovich & Corner, 2014). However, the question 

is whether this assumption holds true in practice and whether firms that form part of a larger 

economy are able and willing to give up their current mode of operation in favour of radically 

different business models that promise almost certain long-term success. 

 

Existing research is divided and not yet fully conclusive on this matter. On one hand there are 

examples like the aforementioned Creation of Shared Value framework by Porter & Kramer 

(2006), which presents a new type of business model that is fully grounded in the community 

it forms a part of and that expects a company to be profitable simply by tackling actual prob-

lems faced by its wider circle of stakeholders. Such an optimistic outlook is countered by re-

search that sees integrative sustainability as being a distraction from economic objectives. Pir-

son (2012) states that a business will be most successful if it focuses on a single sustainability 

issue which might ensure the economic survival of the company. Due to the novelty of these 

standpoints, there is little conclusive research on whether companies can successfully incor-

porate all dimensions of sustainability to equal measures in their operation using these inte-

grative sustainability frameworks and whether switching away from a profit maximisation 
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objective, as suggested by the models, is a practically viable option for a firm operating in a 

competitive market. It is therefore difficult to estimate if companies can achieve true levels of 

sustainability and existing studies have put relatively little emphasis on the element of cultural 

and economic diversity between countries from entirely different areas of the globe. Hence, 

there is a potential space to explore the applicability and validity of these frameworks in a 

practical context and in reference to a specific economic market which is open to these con-

cepts, i.e. Sweden, and which has not been extensively covered in previous studies. Insights 

from this particular area might complement or contrast earlier findings from other countries 

and due to the leading role of Sweden in the field of sustainability, might offer an interesting 

point of comparison. 

 

If Sweden wants to maintain its role as a pioneer in terms of sustainability as part of its busi-

ness world and society in general, the businesses and their operations need to reflect this goal 

as they are identified drivers of sustainable change (Moore & Manring, 2009). This means 

that companies, which to a very large extent are SMEs, must successfully implement sustain-

ability strategies that are impactful and effective. These changes are long-term and must 

hence be well founded in the business model of the firm to be supportable over time and 

through changing circumstances in the economic market (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). In a glob-

alised market, actions taken by Swedish companies could have consequences in all parts of 

the world, as they affect suppliers, customers and competitors throughout and around their 

supply chains. While the company itself might be situated and operate in its domestic market, 

its products could be sourced or sold internationally, which can have a direct impact on the 

wider stakeholders in that other country. Similarly, information or services provided by the 

company might be accessible globally due to digitalisation. Maintaining a competitive ad-

vantage while passing on valuable insights on sustainability that can also have a positive im-

pact in other parts of the world and different industries, e.g. via sharing platforms, arguably 

requires a solid command and accurate comprehension of one’s sustainability work. By 

providing insights that help businesses assess and understand their sustainability work and 

associated opportunities and challenges, this research aims to contribute to a value chain of 

sustainable action that spans the planet. 
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1.2. Purpose and Research Questions 
 

The purpose of this investigation is to paint a clearer picture of how integrative sustainability 

models are applicable to and implemented by actors in the Swedish market and which oppor-

tunities and challenges are associated with this. The results and conclusions produced by this 

study aim to advance the academic comprehension of the real-life business market’s response 

to and adoption of frameworks relating to integrated sustainability or parts thereof. This in 

turn might enhance the understanding of which elements of these models are most relevant 

and easiest to implement and which parts pose severe challenges for adopters of more sustain-

able business practices. Insights gained are also intended to be useful for firms that are cur-

rently part of this, Swedish, market space or are intending to enter it, therefore directly con-

tributing to active sustainable development, which gives this research a practical dimension 

additional to its academic mission. The study might also offer useful conclusions to settings 

further afield and might still be valid for business in other Scandinavian or Nordic countries, 

throughout Europe and on a more general level all over the world. The applicability of the 

insights could vary between nations due to cultural and geographical differences but overall 

the investigation aims to provide an interesting contrast to current research and offer novel 

triggers for future studies.  

 

Based on the outlined purpose of this study, the following research questions have been for-

mulated: 

 

To what extent do small and medium-sized Swedish businesses apply and operate with inte-

grative sustainability frameworks as part of their core business model? 

 

What opportunities and challenges do Swedish SMEs identify and encounter when consider-

ing integrating sustainability into their core business model?  

2. Perspective 

 

The outline of the perspective that this study will assume warrants its own section as the re-

search intends to offer insights that can be understood and used from a number of different 

standpoints. Primarily the point of view will be from that of a small and medium-sized busi-
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ness and its need to survive in the competitive market. However, as the sustainability models 

discussed in this study are integral in nature, the wider network of interconnected stakeholders 

needs to be kept in mind, as the single SME is seen as a dependent actor within this network 

(Karaev, Koh &Szamosi, 2007). When gathering and evaluating data, this interdependence 

adds another dimension to the findings and conclusions which is worth pointing out as it 

might offer explanations for certain responses and actions by the companies investigated in 

this study. Furthermore, certain conclusions drawn from observations could in cases be ex-

trapolated to different settings, such as international markets or government decision-making 

on sustainability action. This could add another important dimension to this study on a global-

ly debated topic. 

3. Delimitation 

 

This investigation has its boundaries set on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with-

in the Swedish market. While these companies might form part of supply chains that span 

multiple countries or even continents, their business mindset is anchored in the local market 

and hence these companies might share distinct views that set them apart from companies of a 

similar size in other parts of the world. This is due to the dominant culture of a nation having 

an impact on the way a person or enterprise conducts business (Waarts & Everdingen, 2005) 

and therefore the approaches to sustainability taken by a Swedish company can be unlike 

those of companies in other countries that have entirely different cultural influences and 

views. Business environments that share elements with that of Sweden are therefore most 

likely to benefit from this study with the primary users expected to be from the Swedish mar-

ket itself. 

 

Another important distinction is that this study investigates SMEs exclusively. Measured by 

the number of employees and with this number assumed to be between 2 and 250 (European 

Commission, 2003), these companies share characteristics that set them apart from larger 

companies. These differences can include factors such as corporate complexity, human re-

sources or committable resources to a new venture (Bos-Brouwers, 2009). Results on sustain-

ability framework implementation could be very different with companies varying greatly in 

terms of how much and how quickly they can commit to certain sustainable action. Therefore, 

the focus lies solely on SMEs to make the insights more comparable and hence meaningful 
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and useful for other companies of that size, as they alone make up a sizable part of the Swe-

dish market as outlined previously (Moore & Manring, 2009). 

4. Relevant Definitions 

 

To aid the easier understanding of the concepts used in this investigation and to account for 

the possibility of differing interpretations of similar sustainability-related terms (Glavic & 

Lukman, 2007), several key elements of this study are outlined and defined below. 

 

Categorising businesses according to the term of Small and Medium-sized-Enterprises (SME) 

may result in quite different divisions depending on the parameters. One such example where 

a governing body sets parameters is the Commission of the European Communities’ (EC) 

agreement that a company classifies as an SME if it  has a maximum of 250 employees, a re-

stricted revenue where the annual turnover is less than €50 million or a balance sheet that 

does not exceed €43 million annually (European Commission, 2003). As Sweden forms an 

integral part of the European Union today and integrated sustainability efforts are being made 

on a pan-national level, this definition will be used in this research. However, more attention 

is paid to the actual size of the firm, rather than the turnover, as it is this former element that 

gives an SME certain characteristics which make it significantly different from a larger com-

pany, as will be described in more detail later on. 

 

The definition of sustainable development was branded in the 1987 Brundtland report issued 

by the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED). It states that “sustain-

able development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987). Applied to a busi-

ness setting, this implies that the operations of a firm need to be catering to the needs of its 

customers and the wider society in such a way that they do not jeopardise the chances of fu-

ture generations to maintain and even improve upon current living standards. For the purpose 

of this study, sustainable development from a perspective of SMEs refers to business devel-

opment that is mindful of the potential impact the firm can have on its stakeholders and which 

promotes this impact to be only positive for current and future customers and the society as a 

whole. 
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The triple bottom line (TBL) model brought forth by Elkington (1998) outlines three dimen-

sions of sustainability: the economic, the environmental and the social dimension. According 

to this model, a firm must pay attention to and address all three of these dimensions to be tru-

ly sustainable, as all dimensions are interlinked and only the area in which they intersect is the 

operating space for a sustainable business. The TBL concept expresses the observation that 

companies and other organisations can create value in multiple dimensions simultaneously. A 

sustainable business will have a positive environmental and social impact while being finan-

cially viable. Elkington (1998) furthermore argues that incorporating the three areas of the 

triple bottom line in the business operations and forming partnerships can create synergies 

and financial gains. For this study, the TBL refers to an economically feasible business with 

that is aware of and addresses the environmental and social impact it has and aims to make it 

positive. 

 

Bringing the concepts of sustainable development and the TBL together, the term sustainabil-

ity issue used in the context of this research can be outlined. It refers to a problem that is envi-

ronmental or societal in nature and might be solved through economic mechanisms, hence 

combining the three dimensions proposed by Elkington (1998). This means that a problem 

faced by society or the biosphere might present itself as a potential source of revenue that 

would warrant a business model to be based and implemented around the sustainability issue 

(Moore & Manring, 2009). Through solving a substantial problem of this nature, the individu-

al firm would partake in sustainable development as it maintains or increases living standards 

present and future while simultaneously implementing the three dimensions of sustainability 

by setting up a financially viable solution that is environmentally and socially beneficial. 

 

A stakeholder is anybody who “can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organisa-

tion’s objectives” (Freeman, 1984) and usually has expectations from the company that the 

latter is “required to address” (Sen & Cowley, 2013). Stakeholder groups might include 

shareholders, investors, employees, customers and suppliers but also members of the commu-

nity affected by the company’s actions, the political representatives or even the environmental 

activists (Sen & Cowley, 2013). Involving the interests of multiple groups of stakeholders is 

becoming increasingly important rather than only focusing on the interests of the shareholders 

(Sen & Cowley, 2013). One such approach that aims to incorporate the network of all stake-

holders of a firm instead of concentrating only on its owners is the “Stakeholder Theory” 

(Freeman, 1984).  
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An organisation’s business model describes the elements that are the basis for the firm’s abil-

ity to compete in the marketplace. The model displays the “value chain underlying” the busi-

ness and the activities concerned with producing and delivering the value to the target cus-

tomer (Magretta, 2002). This study uses the term core business model to refer specifically to 

the activities within this wider frame that are essential for the company to survive in the mar-

ket. Functions such as working with CSR might not be included if it represents merely a side 

activity of the business as can be the case (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). The distinction from the 

wider business model is relevant to this investigation as the study focuses on how sustainabil-

ity is integrated into the core value creation of a firm and therefore becomes a part of the most 

integral operations and decision-making of the business. 

 

The term integrative sustainability framework has been synthesised by the authors to produce 

a collective term for recently emerging models that envision the integration of sustainable 

value creation into the core business model of a company. Frameworks such as the Creation 

of Shared Value (Porter & Kramer, 2006), Integrated Value Creation (Visser & Kymal, 2015) 

and Real Value (Sternad et al., 2016) suggest a shift in perspective resulting in firms focusing 

on creating value for their stakeholders by integrating the three sustainability dimensions into 

the core operations of the business and hence the decision-making on all levels of the organi-

sation. Therefore, integrative sustainability frameworks are models that move away from 

purely financial value creation for shareholders and instead connect the firm more tightly with 

the wider society which it forms a part of and for which it creates value with the help of eco-

nomically, environmentally and socially sustainable business practices. 

5. Frame of Reference 

 

Having defined the key terms most relevant to this study, the theoretical groundwork can be 

laid. This is done both by putting the general elements of the study into relation to one another 

by highlighting their connections, but also by presenting a balanced view of what the current 

state of research is in each area. To aid an easier grasp of the complex concepts, the different 

sub-areas of the study, as set by the key terms, have been used to create the different catego-

ries for this theoretical framework. 
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5.1. Sustainability as an Area of Modern Business 

 

As sustainability as an area of business grows in popularity (Giosi, Zaccaro, & Testarmata, 

2018) and finds application across different sectors and industries of the economy (Glavic & 

Lukman, 2007), its uses and how it is interpreted by the users can vary drastically, which has 

led to a huge number of different definitions of sustainability and concepts within the field 

(Glavic & Lukman, 2007). This might result in fundamentally diverging understandings and 

applications of the same concepts. However, there are a number of widely used and accepted 

notions and ideas that might be used by practitioners and policymakers as guiding lights and a 

basis on which to build their own sustainability strategy. One such cornerstone of corporate 

sustainability is the Brundtland definition of sustainable development, which, as introduced 

previously, stresses the need for economic development that does not jeopardise “the ability 

of the future generations to meet their own needs” while still catering to the requirements of 

the Earth’s present population (WCED, 1987). Another basic component of working with sus-

tainability is the familiarity with the concept of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), a framework 

that attempts to highlight the interconnectedness of the different dimensions of sustainability 

(Elkington, 1998). Economic, environmental and social aspects are given equal attention and 

are put into relation to one another, citing the importance of incorporating all three to become 

truly sustainable. In turn this means that a firm that intends to be fully sustainable needs to 

have a positive impact on its environment both in the traditional sense of nature but also in 

terms of people that it affects directly or indirectly, i.e. its wider network of stakeholders. At 

the same time the company needs to be built on a business idea that is economically viable to 

sustain its operation financially. These original three dimensions of sustainability have been 

extended at times to include a fourth component: governance (Elkington, 2006). This is done 

to account for the need for a governing structure to coordinate and drive the sustainability ef-

forts cohesively and effectively. 

 

As outlined by Elkington’s TBL, a business idea that a sustainable firm is built around, must 

be economically feasible for the firm to remain in the market and have the impact it desires to 

have. This means that tackling a sustainability issue must provide a financial incentive for a 

business for the problem to be solved through market mechanisms. Existing research appears 

to agree that there is in fact potential for business plans being constructed around solving a 

sustainability problem that is deemed relevant. Moore & Manring (2009) have concluded that 

identifying and solving a sustainability issue can be turned into sources of revenue and profit 
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which strengthens the applicability of the TBL model, as fully sustainable businesses can be 

established and thrive under existing market conditions. However, more recent research, such 

as by Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund & Hansen (2012), suggests that traditional business models 

require innovations in order “to support a systematic, ongoing creation of business cases for 

sustainability”. Currently, sustainability work is often considered “a supplement to the core 

business”, rather than forming its basis (Schaltegger et al., 2012). 

 

5.2. SMEs and Sustainability 
 

As this study focuses on the small and medium-sized enterprises, highlighting their current 

relationship with sustainability is an important step to establish an understanding how the lat-

ter is viewed, understood and worked with by this type of firm in particular. According to 

Bos-Brouwers (2009) SMEs are characterised by distinct features that are present in many, 

but not all, companies of this type which might benefit sustainability work carried out by 

SMEs in comparison to larger corporations. These features include a flat hierarchy, “flexible 

organisation capacities”, and “motivated and skilled employees” (Bos-Brouwers, 2009). Fur-

ther features are named by Aragón-Correa et al.(2008), to be “closer interaction within the 

SMEs” and “the presence of a founder’s vision”. When working actively with sustainability, 

Moore & Manring (2009) have found that developing an SME is a balancing act between “re-

silience and growth” with the goal to create economic, environmental and social abundance. 

 

In terms of the current state of the research covering the sustainability efforts made by com-

panies it becomes apparent that CSR has received substantial attention (Jenkins, 2006) but 

also that these investigations are usually targeting the bigger corporations (Jansson, Nilsson, 

Modig&HedVall, 2015). This results in the sustainability efforts of SMEs in particular re-

maining under-researched (Aragón-Correa et al., 2008), especially in connection with sus-

tainability frameworks more complex than CSR. However, because of the combined impact 

of the SMEs on the modern economy, due to their large collective market share and despite 

the relatively small size of the individual firm, this area warrants further academic attention. 

This is underlined by Jansson et al. (2015) concluding that SMEs “are lagging behind” in 

terms of sustainable efforts made. Sustainability work by SMEs could have a total impact that 

rivals that of the more thoroughly researched larger corporations as “they constitute a signifi-

cant part” or the EU market and “their aggregate achievements have a major effect world-

wide” even though as single firms they “may not have a significant impact individually” (Jen-
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kins, 2006). Considering the potential of SMEs collectively shifting business as a whole into a 

more sustainable direction, the lack of real-world action and accompanying research gives 

this study an even higher degree of urgency. 

 

5.3. Integrative Sustainability Frameworks 
 

As the term “integrative sustainability frameworks” has been coined particularly for this study 

to synthesise different elements of existing sustainability frameworks, a deeper explanation is 

required to clearly trace the emergence of these models and how they interlink. The starting 

point for this is the established concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) which has 

seen a wider usage in recent years by firms (Alves, 2009) and has also been covered promi-

nently in academic research. The topic of social responsibility in business was discussed as 

early as the 1930s but came to the stage of literature during the 1950s and has since under-

gone a continuous evolution (Carroll, 1999). In 1953, Bowen presented a definition of “social 

responsibility of businessmen” according to which decision-makers in business should pursue 

policies and actions “which are desirable in terms of the objectives and values of our society”. 

This description created a connection between business operations and the responsibility of 

the firm for the community in which it operates. In the year 1960 social responsibility in busi-

ness was confirmed to be “at least partially beyond the firm’s direct economic or technical 

interest” (Davis, 1960). This meant that the commitments by the firm to the wider society 

should not be entirely driven by financial motives. These elements of contributing to the 

community in ways that are beyond economic gain are present even in modern definitions of 

CSR such as by Khan, Khan, Ahmed & Ali (2012) who regard CSR as a voluntary sacrifice 

of profits in the name of “social interest” which leads to business practices that are “employee 

friendly, environment friendly” and “mindful of ethics”. 

 

Despite the identified potential positive contribution that CSR could have on the sustainability 

of a single firm and the wider business and natural environment, there have been criticisms of 

the model. Osuji (2011) claim that “CSR is underdeveloped with respect to its precise mean-

ing, content and practice” and that the concept has an unclear legal basis. This highlights that 

the framework itself is rather vague and can be applied and adapted in many different ways to 

fit a particular purpose. Referred to as being no more than an “empty shell” (Mark-

Ungericht& Weiskopf, 2007) it can even be used “to advance particular political agendas” 

(Sheehy, 2015). Due to the ability to manipulate CSR to fit one’s own needs, the concept has 
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also been linked to greenwashing, as green marketing which has been found to be “deceptive” 

in many cases is “rooted” in CSR (Alves, 2009).  

 

As a response to the shortcomings of CSR, more integrated approaches to sustainability have 

appeared. A prominent example of this is the concept of Creation of Shared Value brought 

forward by Porter & Kramer in 2006. The authors perceived current CSR practises to be  

“disconnected from business” and saw them “obscure many of the greatest opportunities for 

companies to benefit society”. Instead they proposed a perspective in which companies seek 

to create shared value, meaning that decisions made by the firm “must benefit both sides” due 

to the “interdependence between a company and society” (Porter & Kramer, 2006). In this 

case, the firm is seen as an integral member of its social surrounding and hence needs to take 

responsibility for its actions that should create win-win scenarios. In their 2011 follow-up, the 

authors stress that under the Creation of Shared Value (CSV) “businesses must reconnect 

company success with social progress” (Porter & Kramer, 2011). This view sees the firm as a 

value creator that competes successfully in the market while having a positive impact and giv-

ing back to society. At the same time, by “putting social and community needs before profit” 

(Pavlovich & Corner, 2014), CSV heads into a direction away from pure profit maximisation. 

 

However, CSV has also faced critiques by academics responding to the model. Described as 

“naive” by Crane, Palazzo, Spence, & Matten (2014), the concept is criticised for ignoring the 

potential “trade-offs between economic and social value creation”. Different stakeholder 

groups might at times have conflicting interests that the CSV framework is deemed unable to 

deal with effectively, due to the model’s goal of always creating mutually beneficial out-

comes. “The complexity of social and environmental issues” (Crane et al., 2014) is said to not 

be accounted for in the CSV model, making it difficult for the framework to address the three 

dimensions of the TBL properly. Further criticisms are provided by Pirson (2012) who 

through case studies concluded that in a practical context, firms using a social entrepreneur-

ship approach will not address the three dimensions of the TBL in a balanced manner but in-

stead focus on one or two dimensions primarily. In the provided cases, the firm either chose 

economic or social value as its main target and worked towards it in favour of the other di-

mensions. This is said to undermine Porter & Kramer’s model at least partially while Pirson 

(2012) also stresses the need for “new structures” rather than “new strategies” in order “to 

solve the massive problems of the twenty-first century”. It needs to be noted however that the 
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provided cases were few and picked solely from the country of Bangladesh, which might 

open the door for similar studies to produce different results in other cultures and locations. 

 

The next stage of evolution of the integrative sustainability models is represented by the Inte-

grated Value Creation (IVC) model by Visser & Kymal (2015). It incorporates elements of 

both CSR and CSV “but signals some important shifts” as it focuses on “integration and value 

creation” intending to help businesses “to become part of the solution to our global challeng-

es” (Visser & Kymal, 2015). Similarly, to the previous models, the role of firms in driving 

sustainable change is recognised and highlighted. By using standard business language, the 

IVC approach aims to provide a “how-to” guide for integrating sustainability dimensions into 

core business operations. This reflects the CSV’s reconnection of firms with society and the 

IVC internalises sustainability efforts into the main activities of the company. The latter is 

done by allowing the needs of the stakeholders to be incorporated into a firm’s responses 

“without undermining the viability of the business”, which builds a bridge to the concept of 

the TBL (Elkington, 1998), as environmental and social value of a company can only be pro-

vided if the business is economically feasible. The IVC framework is built around a defined 

seven-step process that requires a firm to assess and analyse its own context, stakeholders, 

leadership, risks and opportunities before moving on to redesign its processes and integrate 

value-creating elements such as policies and procedures (Visser & Kymal, 2015). This ap-

proach requires a good understanding of the internal and external environment of the compa-

ny to which it then delivers value according to stakeholder expectations. In 2018, Visser pro-

vided deeper theoretical insights into integrated value by defining it as “building of multiple 

capitals [...] through synergistic innovation across the resilience, exponential, access, circular 

and wellbeing economies” which will then contribute to “a world that is more secure, smart, 

shared, sustainable and satisfying” (Visser, 2018). This clarification underlines the require-

ment for innovation and sustainable change to utilise synergies while making companies more 

resilient so that they can have positive impacts on society in the long-term. 

 

The element of resilience is also an essential part of another value creation model: the Real 

Value framework by Sternad et al. (2016). In an analogy comparing the setup of businesses to 

that of trees, sustainable firms are catering to “the deepest human needs” rather than “short-

term profits for shareholders” (Sternad et al., 2016) which corresponds to the CSV’s shift 

away from profit maximisation (Pavlovich & Corner, 2014). The tree analogy focuses on the 

importance of roots for businesses to thrive, similar to the plant. A money-oriented firm is 
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said to have very shallow roots while those of a value-creating firm grow much deeper and 

hence enhance the resilience of the company in the marketplace while helping it to be profita-

ble, not necessarily profit maximising, in the long run (Sternad et al., 2016). The real value in 

this model is created as the sustainable firm through its operations aims to offer “a higher 

quality of life” for all stakeholder groups while also restoring the planet (Sternad et al., 2016). 

This ties in with the last model to be introduced as part of the theoretical background, the 

Concentric Circles (Thatcher, 2014), which relates the wellbeing of people and the planet 

with the area of business. Demonstrating parallels with the TBL dimensions, the Concentric 

Circles approach is represented by three circles, the largest of which is the natural ecosystem. 

Fully encapsulated in this the next smaller circle, the human society which in turn hosts the 

smallest circle, the economy (Thatcher, 2014). This is meant to symbolise how the environ-

ment allows humans to flourish which then enables a working economy. Similar to the TBL, 

there is an element of “interdependence”, however in this case the dimensions are subsystems 

and for any level to function, the previous must be “achieved” (Thatcher, 2014). For a busi-

ness this implies that to be economically sustainable, the operations must first be in line with 

the ecosystem and then socially beneficial. This hierarchy distinguishes the model from the 

TBL and underlines the requirement for sustainable living standards for nature and people in 

order for business to do well, relating it to the creation of value to further the quality of life. 

 

5.4. SMEs and Integrative Sustainability Framework Application 
 

In this final section of the theoretical framework the integrative sustainability frameworks will 

be related directly with the SMEs and their efforts to transition to more sustainable business 

practices. As described by Moore & Manring (2009) the sustainability-oriented SME targets 

both “resilience and growth” in their development efforts towards operations that are in line 

with the three TBL dimensions. Frameworks such as Real Value and CSV target this resili-

ence factor actively while showcasing that growth does not necessarily need to be driven by 

financial objectives alone, making the models not only relevant to the SMEs but also offering 

alternative approaches to business compared to profit maximisation. The need for sustainable 

change is recognised and strongly highlighted by all the models in question and SMEs with 

their combined presence on the European and global market are identified as a significant 

prospective contributor to this sustainable development movement despite the untapped po-

tential in terms of knowledge and application of sustainability frameworks by SMEs. 
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As the models are tied in closely with the core business model of the firm, their implementa-

tion would likely become the responsibility of top management members and executives. The 

frameworks are strategic tools that alter how the firm is set-up and how it operates, and there-

fore it needs to be approved and implemented top-down within the firm. Benn et al. (2006) 

outline that an organisation working towards sustainability requires “both top-down and bot-

tom-up approaches” to successfully develop more sustainable business practices. However, 

“appropriate direction and control” needs to be provided by the board (Benn et al., 2006). 

While innovations and new ideas might find their way into the firm through bottom-up chan-

nels, the responsibility of making the ultimate decision falls on the higher levels of the busi-

ness. Yet, the enthusiasm for sustainability needs to be present throughout the firm to ensure 

effective implementation of sustainable measures. In this regard, SMEs benefit from their 

tendency to have a flat hierarchy, a very engaged workforce and a higher degree of flexibility 

(Bos-Brouwers, 2009). These characteristics might contribute to an efficient implementation 

of these models as new strategies and innovations can be communicated more easily through-

out the firm and in both directions between top-level management and the individual employ-

ee. 

 

One important part to be considered in terms of the reach and impact of SMEs on a bigger 

scale is the element of cooperation and connectivity of SMEs among each other. As the net-

work of stakeholders and their individual needs and inputs play an important role in the inte-

grative sustainability frameworks, other SMEs might be viewed from this angle as well from 

the perspective of the individual SME. In other words, the single SME might utilise the capa-

bilities, knowledge and skills of other firms to complement their own operation. Porter & 

Kramer (2011) relate the success of a firm directly to its “supporting companies and infra-

structure” and stress the importance of clusters as a facilitating element of a value-creating 

business. Clusters play an important role for SMEs as they not only boost productivity (Cres-

pi, Fernández-Arias & Stein, 2014) but also allow the firms to overcome “size limitations” 

(Karaevet al., 2007). Firms can specialise in particular fields, while “innovation and 

knowledge” are transferred and shared between SMEs which reduces costs for the individual 

firm and increases the competitiveness of the overall cluster and its wider setting (Karaevet 

al., 2007). Enhancing knowledge “through networking is a significant way for SMEs to 

achieve both positional and performance advantages” (Moore & Manring, 2009) and clusters 

are a cost-efficient way for SMEs to do so. Sharing information and other competencies in a 

mutually beneficial way can help members of networks and clusters deliver the value they 
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create on a larger scale and therefore the impact by the SMEs together is “more than the sum 

of its parts” (Crespiet al., 2014). This relates back to the large potential of SMEs as actors of 

change despite their relatively small individual size and supports Visser (2018) stated the re-

quirement to search for synergies. Within the plethora of stakeholders of a sustainability-

oriented SME firm, other SMEs with complementary knowledge and capabilities play an im-

portant role as potential partners for reciprocally beneficial development. 

6. Methodology and Method 

 

The following section describes the methodology chosen to conduct this investigation and 

then bridges to the explanation of the selected method. In both instances the motivations for 

the different choices will be outlined in reference to the overall purpose of this study. 

 
6.1. Methodology 
 

The methodology description encompasses the overarching paradigm as the basis of the study 

as well as the process, purpose and logic of the research utilised. 

 

6.1.1. Research Paradigm 

 

Sustainability as a concept is a very broad subject and as a discipline it can be applied to 

many different scenarios, situations and across industries (Glavic& Lukman, 2007). It is this 

versatility and the interconnectedness of the different sustainability dimensions, such as out-

lined in the basic Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1998), that makes sustainability a very com-

plex and faceted area of study. This also implies that the perception of what sustainability 

means can vary depending on the background and setting and might hence fundamentally di-

verge for different individuals or businesses (Glavic& Lukman, 2007). Due to the possibility 

of very diverse interpretations of sustainability as a whole and certain issues in particular it is 

deemed that there might not be one single truth that can be clearly determined through re-

search that is aimed to be broadly applicable and relevant for SMEs across very different in-

dustries and settings in terms of their market environment. Instead, results and insights might 

be relative, and their applicability can fluctuate on a case-to-case basis without necessarily 

being discarded as entirely untrue or being taken as the single truth.  
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As this factor of ambiguity can play an important role in the future implementation of further 

sustainability measures by business (Glavic& Lukman, 2007), a primarily interpretivistic ap-

proach has been chosen for this study. According to Collis & Hussey (2014) this paradigm is 

described as a philosophical viewpoint where “social reality is not objective but highly sub-

jective” as it is formed by individuals’ “perception”. This approach will allow for the different 

insights gained on integrative sustainability framework implementation to form part of a big-

ger picture in which views, which at first might seem to be contradictory to each other, can 

co-exist and become a useful toolbox for academics and business alike to mix-and-match ac-

cording to their own specific needs. In practice this means that conflicting responses and data 

gathered during this study might be fully true and applicable, each in their own context, and a 

relative understanding of this could put them fruitfully into perspective with one another. A 

purely positivistic approach in which reality is seen as independent from the individual (Collis 

& Hussey, 2014) and one single truth would be sought has been discarded as an option. This 

decision was made due to the observation that a one-size-fits-all solution rarely exists in sus-

tainability (Marrewijk, 2003) and potentially arising contradictory answers by the interview-

ees would have to lead to one or more of them being considered to be untrue. As sustainabil-

ity has been identified as being highly faceted, being bound to discover a single reality apply-

ing to all scenarios was deemed to not be the optimal choice. 

 

6.1.2. Research Process, Purpose and Logic 

 

As a result of the interpretivistic approach being chosen as primary guide for this study, the 

research focuses on qualitative research which involves gathering qualitative data and analys-

ing it through interpretation (Collis & Hussey, 2014) that allows for more than one single 

truth. A quantitative research process in which numerical, not necessarily novel, data is gath-

ered and analysed statistically (Collis & Hussey, 2014) was not chosen due to the underlying 

interpretivistic paradigm, the latter’s requirement for relativity and the study’s need for new 

data due to lacking precedents. The choice of conducting qualitative research will aid the 

study as it facilitates gaining a deeper understanding of the processes within the company in 

relation to sustainability. Understanding the reasoning behind decisions that are taken within 

the organisation could reveal not only the underlying sustainability mindset of individuals and 

the firm as a whole but might also allow insight into the stages of personal and corporate sus-

tainability development. Qualitative research and focusing on the why-element furthermore 
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enables a more concise contribution to the research focusing on the answer to why certain in-

tegrative sustainability models might or might not be adopted by businesses and the opportu-

nities and challenges that are perceived and recognised by the SMEs.  

 

It is this focus on the motives behind action taken and attitudes demonstrated by the compa-

nies, that makes this research exploratory in nature. The study itself within its geographical 

boundaries and selection of economic players, i.e. the SMEs, is novel as this specific context 

remains largely unexplored. These preconditions make this study a prime candidate for ex-

ploratory research which is used to address an “issue when there are very few or no earlier 

studies to which” one can refer (Collis & Hussey, 2014). This stands in contrast to the de-

scriptive research purpose which goes deeper into a particular issue to “ascertain and de-

scribe” its characteristics (Collis & Hussey, 2014), an approach which was not chosen in this 

case due to the unexplored nature of the selected context. The new findings of this research 

are hoped to spark and drive further, more detailed research in the future. This is again in line 

with exploratory research goals which hope to establish a basic understanding first “for more 

rigorous investigation at a later stage” (Collis & Hussey, 2014).  

 

To provide this kickstarter for further investigation, the reasoning used in this study is abduc-

tive, a logic that “begins with an incomplete set of observations” to then move to “the likeliest 

possible explanation” resulting in a “best guess” for what is observed (Butte College, 2016). 

As the behaviour and decision-making of firms in terms of integrated sustainability is not ful-

ly understood and documented, this study can only provide additional perspectives and ideas 

but neither test nor propose rules or statements that would be generally applicable across all 

firms. This also implies that any findings will not be generalisable on a broad level, but in-

stead certain elements of the results might apply to other similar contexts to varying degrees. 

However, to fulfil the purpose of this study and contribute to existing research, the abductive 

approach has been chosen as the most well-suited alternative to shed light on the relatively 

new and unknown territory of integrated sustainability in business and to provide an addition-

al platform for more in-depth analysis in the future. Alternatives consisted of the deductive 

logic, which tests a general theoretical structure in a particular case, and the inductive logic 

which develops theories from specific observations (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Both of these 

reasonings were deemed to not be ideal in the given case, as general theories have not yet 

been fully established, which rules out the deductive logic, and the data gathered would not be 
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applicable widely enough to be able to construct meaningful theories and models, which made 

the inductive logic not the optimal fit for the purpose of this study. 

 

6.2. Method 

 

The explanation of the method chosen for this investigation is split into two main sections, 

with one covering the process of the collection of data and the other being concerned with 

how data was analysed to produce meaningful conclusions. 

 

6.2.1. Data Collection 

 

To produce meaningful results that lead to applicable and relevant conclusions, two main 

goals were defined in terms of the method to be used. On one hand, the data gathered should 

come directly from different practitioners within sustainable development to provide both 

practical insights but also an example that others can emulate and learn from. On the other 

hand, the data should be meaningful and sufficiently detailed so that underlying motives and 

drivers of decision-making in terms of sustainability can come to light. To achieve these set 

targets the decision was made to utilise semi-structured interviews with top-level decision-

makers of a total of six sustainability-minded SMEs that have their headquarter and base of 

operation in Sweden. 

 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen because this format’s mixture of predefined questions 

and flexibility to react to certain answers given, through changing the order of questions or 

asking for elaboration (Collis & Hussey, 2014), fits the purpose of this research best. This is 

because it allows a standardised subset of questions to be presented to all companies with the 

aim of gathering comparable data on core topics, while at the same time a number of ques-

tions can be tailored specifically to each company to extract deeper information on particular 

areas that appear fruitful. By presenting certain questions to all companies, their individual 

responses to these standardised questions can be compared and similarities and differences 

can be discovered and evaluated. However, every company is slightly different and their un-

derstanding of and work with sustainability might vary. The customised part of the semi-

structured interviews allows a deeper look into particular elements of the firm’s sustainability 

efforts that might be unique but could be more broadly applicable if brought to light. Unstruc-
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tured interviews without prior preparation of a somewhat rigid format (Collis & Hussey, 

2014) would not have allowed to contrast answers across respondents as the order of ques-

tions and their particular elements were important to the study, something that would have 

been risked losing out on using unstructured interviews. At the same time, structured inter-

views that only permit the set of predefined questions to be asked (Collis & Hussey, 2014) 

would have potentially resulted in missing out on valuable details that the respondents might 

not have felt were necessary to provide when first faced with the question.  

 

The vast majority of questions were selected to be open-ended to let the respondent provide as 

much detail as possible and allow for story-telling which might hold additional information 

that could be meaningful for the interview. Closed questions that only required short factual 

answers were kept to a minimum and were only used to establish the size and scope of opera-

tion of the company as to provide basic background information on the firm in question. The 

choice to focus on top-level decision-makers was made due to their comprehensive under-

standing of the firm’s decision-making process and the rationale behind certain executive de-

cisions. All interviews were conducted personally either face-to-face or on the phone to estab-

lish a direct connection with the interviewee and create a interpersonal atmosphere in which 

“comprehensive data can be collected” (Collis & Hussey, 2014), and both sides could ask for 

clarification and could feel comfortable taking part in the interview as questions could at 

times be complicated and complex. 

 

When selecting what specific companies to contact and select for this study, primary focus 

was put on the size of the firm as well as its commitment to sustainability as expressed in their 

own public communication. While it might appear questionable to solely rely on a company’s 

own words to judge its level of commitment to sustainable practices, this choice is deemed to 

actually enhance the value of this study. The reason for this is that the study will, through its 

investigative method, uncover any discrepancies between what is considered sustainable prac-

tice from an academic standpoint and what the company understands or portrays as sustaina-

bility work. With issues such as “greenwashing” being a considerable problem (Alves, 2009) 

in today’s business world, and a lack of a common understanding and definition of what sus-

tainability in business actually consists of (Glavic& Lukman, 2007), this study might add to 

the knowledge of how different interpretations of sustainability can impact business practices, 

particularly in regards to operations using integrated sustainability as a guide for corporate 

action. Therefore, a self-proclaimed sustainability focus by the company was seen as fruitful 
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foundation for this research, independent of the actual extent of that element of the firm’s ac-

tual work in that regard. It can, however, be noted that the vast majority of interviewed firms 

actively participate in a Swedish membership-based initiative for sustainability in business, 

that remains unnamed at this point to not disclose the identity of companies participating in 

this study. Similarly, the companies cannot be named directly as the interview touches on core 

elements of business operations and might otherwise impact a firm’s ability to maintain a 

competitive advantage. 

 

The industry the firm was operating in was not a primary concern when selecting the compa-

nies for this study. As previously stated, the research is taking novel steps within its field of 

study and therefore cannot provide a conclusive and absolute picture of the current state of 

integrative sustainability work. This holds true for both single industries as well as for the 

business environment within a single economy as a whole. For this reason, focusing on a sin-

gle industry might have limited the diversity of insights without substantially increasing the 

applicability of this study. The final selection of six companies was made based on size, sus-

tainability commitment and operational diversity to achieve a mixture of comparability and 

variety among the sample while allowing for a thorough account of each firm. Using this pur-

posive sampling to provide insightful study participants in a structured way from the get-go 

rather than using more random or unpredictable ways such as natural or snowball sampling 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014), personal meetings were then firmed up with key decision-makers, 

more precisely Chief Executive Officers (CEOs). While being presented with the overall topic 

of the study and the approximated length for each interview, none of the interview-contents 

were released to the participants prior to the actual interview. 

 

The interview consisted of a total of 37 initial standard questions that were divided into five 

distinct sections (Appendix 1). The first part aimed to scope the company’s size, location, op-

eration and general view on sustainability within business. This was followed by a second set 

of questions that targeted the coming about of sustainability as an area within the firm and 

how it was initially implemented. The third section was used to summarise the company’s 

current work in terms of sustainability and how it forms a part of every day’s operations while 

section four was set up to gauge the firm’s outlook on the future and its opportunities and 

challenges in terms of sustainability. The final, fifth section of the interview was intended to 

be the longest, comprising of eleven questions, asking in detail about integrative sustainability 

framework implementation into the firm’s business model. As this topic is relatively unex-
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plored and hence not widely known, it was deemed suitable to keep this more complex part 

for last and to use the starting phase of the interview for a lighter approach, while simultane-

ously generating insights into what the company actually views as sustainability and how this 

work is integrated into the business model. These views could then be contrasted with the fi-

nal part on actual integrative sustainability implementation, which might reveal that the com-

pany is working to a greater or smaller extent with integrated sustainability than the company 

initially claimed or was aware of. Aside from this main benefit of being able to spot support-

ive evidence or contradictions within the answers of a single interview, saving the more com-

plicated questions for last helps get the respondent into the right mindset in terms of sustaina-

bility work without revealing the actual content and directions of the questions before they are 

asked, hence minimising the risk of giving the interviewee the chance to predict questions and 

to prepare evasive or pre-constructed answers. In addition to these 37 standardised questions, 

more detailed questions were asked on a company-to-company basis throughout the interview 

to dig deeper on unclear or interesting responses to provide further information and uncover 

motivations for behaviour that are constructive extensions for the findings of this research.  

 

To establish a theoretical framework that would form the setting for this study and also pro-

vide the necessary academic linkages for the findings to be turned into meaningful conclu-

sions, a literature review was performed. Academic books and journal articles were the prima-

ry types of literature that were considered for this purpose and two different pathways of find-

ing relevant readings were used. The first comprised of a digital search using the online plat-

forms Primo and Google Scholar with the help of different keywords and combinations there-

of. This kind of search led to a wider array of results as literature from all disciplines of aca-

demia could appear depending on the selected search terms. Therefore, defining precise key-

words for the search that would reduce the number of hits effectively without cutting out po-

tentially fruitful items of literature through a too narrow phrasing of the search terms was im-

portant. This was achieved by combining multiple keywords at once for every search but al-

lowing for slight variations in the usage of these terms by the literature by utilising the aster-

isk wildcard method. The core elements of each key term would be preserved while simulta-

neously giving room for different phrasings within the search results. One example of this 

would be the search word “sustainab*” which would produce hits for the words “sustainabil-

ity”, “sustainable” and “sustainably”. Some of the search term combinations used during the 

literature search included “creat* shared value CSR” and “integrat* sustainab* value”. The 

second approach to locate appropriate literature was to follow up on citations within the read-
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ings brought forth through the first type of search. This method led to a narrower scope of re-

sults as each additional search would produce just one potential reading, the one cited by the 

author(s), instead of a plethora of search hits. However, these single results were likely to be 

of high relevance, as they had previously been linked to appropriate literature in the field and 

hence an academic connection to the area studied had already been made. Nonetheless, these 

items of literature require the same diligence during the reviewing process to confirm the rel-

evance to the specific topic at hand. 

 

When reviewing the literature and deciding on which items to include, several factors were 

taken into consideration. One important element was the timely relevance, meaning the date it 

was published and whether the findings and conclusions are still relevant at the current point 

in time. This resulted in newer literature, no older than 15 years but often even younger, being 

preferred. However, older literature was also considered and included, particularly when try-

ing to paint a historic picture of how a modern model came into being or how it compares and 

relates to older theory. In terms of the type of books and articles chosen, books by academic 

publishers and peer-reviewed articles were strongly favoured to give the theory selected from 

these readings higher credibility. Another deciding factor was the degree to which a particular 

item of literature was interlinked with other readings from the topic of study as this was also 

seen as a way to strengthen the dimension of relevance of the overall set of selected literature. 

This did not mean that the links between the chosen items are all of a positive nature, reaf-

firming each other. Instead, both positive and critical references between readings were in-

cluded to provide a balanced picture of the current state of the theory. 

 

6.2.2. Data Analysis 

 

The responses gathered in the interviews were analysed in a number of ways. After transcrib-

ing all interviews, the two authors individually familiarised themselves with their contents by 

reading the scripts and making personal notes. These were then discussed together, and the 

data was streamlined through continuous data reduction, namely simplifying and summarising 

the data and selecting relevant elements such as described by Collis & Hussey (2014). When 

going through the simplified interviews, their subsections acted as guiding categories and the 

first step was to investigate every interview on its own to search for indicators that either sup-

ported or contradicted answers given in terms of integrated sustainability. Answers to ques-

tions in sections one to four by a company were used to estimate whether section five answers 
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were in line with the company’s actual understanding of and work with sustainability in gen-

eral and integrative sustainability frameworks in particular. Any supportive or contradictory 

responses or elements thereof were noted to be used in the analysis for the strengthening or 

relativising of statements made.  

 

In a second step, the interviews were now put into relation with one another, on a section-to-

section basis. Based on responses in the first section, companies with similar or complemen-

tary operations and business models were earmarked to determine whether answers by these 

companies showed signs of similarities or major differences. Both were noted to supplement 

the later analysis with potentially observable trends among similar firms. Next, responses in 

the other four sections (two to five) were compared and themes were identified by creating 

key terms and associating certain answers across the interviews with these terms, hence man-

ually coding the dating through labelling (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Having identified key 

themes under the interview subsections and commonalities and differences between firms re-

lating to these themes, the data was used to produce the systematic analysis through compar-

ing and contrasting all companies’ perspectives from the empirical findings and relating them 

to the presented theory. It needs to be kept in mind that due to the nature of this study, the 

analysis heavily relied on interpretation and, hence, features a subjective element. By involv-

ing the opinions of both authors equally, presenting the different viewpoints of companies 

without favour and referring to existing theories where possible, the risk of bias was mini-

mised. 

 

6.3. Ethical Considerations 
 

During this study, the dimension of ethics was a constant companion and influenced the de-

sign of the study as well as how it was carried out in practice. When interacting with individ-

uals to find willing respondents and to conduct the interviews, all contact was completely in-

different towards elements such as background, ethnicity, religious beliefs or gender of the 

person. The business culture of the companies was fully respected, and awareness was dis-

played that this study might be a burden on the busy schedules of the high-level management 

members and their colleagues. The participation in our study was fully voluntary and consen-

sual, and respondents could opt out at any time before, during or even after their interviews 

without giving a reason to motivate their choice. The interviewees were at no point forced to 

disclose any information they were hesitant or unwilling to share and all data is handled in a 
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confidential manner. Promises and agreements were honoured by the authors at all times. As 

this research is exploratory and unbiased using a balanced approach allowing for both positive 

and critical responses relating to the models, all views expressed by the respondents were 

welcomed openly and fully integrated into the results and analysis, independent of their opin-

ion. The frameworks used in this study promote the creation of value and this theme was car-

ried over into the work of the authors, as they tried to conduct a study that only adds positive 

value for all parties involved which resulted in ethics becoming an omnipresent element of 

this research. 

7. Empirical Findings 
 

In this section, the results produced by this investigation are presented. For this, the responses 

provided by the interviewees on behalf of their companies have been summarised without 

judgement of opinions and from the perspective of the individual firm. This has been done to 

provide a comprehensive yet easy to navigate overview of every company’s individual stand-

point and work with sustainability. The identities of the firms and their CEOs will not be dis-

closed to not compromise sensitive firm-specific knowledge. Individual elements of these re-

sults will be used in the analysis that follows to identify trends and contrasts that can be relat-

ed to presented theory to produce valuable insights. 

 

Company 1 

 

The company with 60 employees produces metal components mainly for the automotive in-

dustry and although exports account for 60% of goods sold, the Swedish industry is consid-

ered the most important market as the firm’s “main goal is to work with Swedish customers”. 

The CEO stated that the firm does not have an overarching vision or set any specific turnover 

targets but instead see the purpose of the business to remain deeply anchored in its rural loca-

tion in southern Sweden and to establish close relationships with its customers. Setting “long-

term goals” is considered an important component of staying competitive and in terms of sus-

tainability everyday commitment is seen as an integral factor. The company understands sus-

tainability in their context as the minimisation of energy requirements, pollution and ultimate-

ly cost reductions. To achieve higher levels of sustainability, the firm does hesitate to make 

initially high investments and recognises that “it takes time to learn” as what might be consid-
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ered sustainable today could maybe not be sufficient tomorrow. The firm’s commitment to 

sustainability is “not driven by customers” but instead the owners bring in their interest in the 

field which is attributed to the company’s location’s regional culture of being cost-efficient. 

Sustainability considerations directly impact the business plan and how future goals are set. 

As long as people work “towards the same goal”, incorporating sustainability is not seen as a 

source of risk, i.e. a cause of disruption. The business sees itself as being proactive in terms of 

sustainability and recognises that board interest is needed to make a change. All three dimen-

sions of sustainability are being addressed in operations, as they are regarded as complemen-

tary, while the need to maximise profits has already been eliminated. In multiple instances, 

the elements of international competition and varying strictness of laws and regulations in dif-

ferent countries are raised as important factors to be considered. 

 

Company 2 

 

This business is a branding and design agency that employs 44 people and from its office in 

Sweden serves clients worldwide. Factors of a successful firm are said to be a strong market 

focus and a “well-told culture”. Sustainability in the field of business in general is perceived 

to still be an add-on driven by “regulations and clients” and while it establishes itself as a 

business opportunity, “where all the profit is going to come from” is still an open question. 

Sustainability is also seen as a topic that is rather exclusive to “rich countries” such as Swe-

den. In the daily operation the recognition of sustainability as a viable source of business op-

portunities presents itself as the knowledge that can be passed on to clients who themselves 

are said to show a higher interest in sustainability. Communication is therefore stressed as a 

key component of sustainability and it was also the prominence of sustainability as a topic 

within media and the firm’s industry that pushed it towards considering implementing it into 

the business. Sustainability was brought into the company and is supervised by the CEO in 

cooperation with selected people within the firm. Until the current point in time sustainability 

is still considered an additional element by this firm but as the company learns together with 

its clients, sustainability is predicted to become more integral to the operations starting as ear-

ly as next year, 2020. Working with sustainability has allowed the business “to work with 

more interesting brands” but it is not a tool actively used to compete. Education in terms of 

sustainability and looking at examples of firms working actively with it are seen as “very im-

portant”. Regarding the three dimensions of sustainability as complementary, the company is 

aware of and works with all of them however not in equal measure. In terms of replacing 
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profit maximisation with the fulfilment of societal needs as a higher goal, the firm stresses the 

need to change the current financially-oriented narrative through the cooperation of multiple 

stakeholders to make it a possibility. Defining new goals as a society and equipping leaders 

with the “right toolbox” are seen as prerequisites of moving away from profit maximising 

mindsets in business. In the firm’s specific case, clients largely guide the next steps in terms 

of sustainability as the customers’ appreciation of the company’s work needs to be a given, 

otherwise it “would be out of business”. Yet, as long as there is a viable business case, the 

company itself can also be a proactive user of sustainability. 

 

Company 3 

 

This start-up of two employees sells sustainable branded merchandise products to clients in 

southern Sweden and with the goal to expand on a national scale. The firm sees sustainability 

as addressing all dimensions of the TBL, actively citing the concept, and wants, to provide 

high-quality products to its customers with the hope of charging a premium price. By selling 

more sustainably sourced goods and leveraging their influence to help individuals on a social 

level the firm regards itself as being sustainable. The commitment in a small firm to sustaina-

bility is said to be owner-driven and to have a more direct impact than in a larger firm. Sus-

tainability has formed an integral part of the business model from the inception and the com-

pany engages with clients, suppliers and social organisations to promote and implement sus-

tainability in multiple ways, e.g. auditing working conditions and creating easier access for 

disadvantaged individuals to the labour market. Through the commitment to sustainability 

finding suitable suppliers is “more difficult” and the “customer segment is also much small-

er”. The creation of more value allows for a decrease in sales volume while increasing the 

price charged. The element of offering better value products is used to compete in the market 

and providing sustainable goods for which there is a distinct demand enables the firm to sur-

vive in the market by catering to a specific niche. While being proactive in terms of sustaina-

bility, further additional sustainability efforts are dependent on the generation of income and 

profit. Working actively with the TBL, all dimensions are given equal weight in operations 

and are considered complementary as they all need to be addressed in order to deliver “as 

much value as possible”. Profit maximisation is said to be replaceable with solving societal 

issues as the company’s main objective as long as the business model around solving the 

problem is still profitable. This profit could then be used “to do more good and to create more 

value”. 
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Company 4  

 

The company sells self-developed more sustainably sourced skin care products produced by 

its suppliers in close cooperation with and under supervision of the firm. It gives employment 

to two individuals and sells nationwide within Sweden. Driven by the owner’s passion for 

sustainability and the mission to raise awareness for the need to take care of what substances 

one puts their body in contact with, the company was founded on the basis of setting up a 

business that operates sustainably and hence sustainability forms a part of daily operations 

and decision-making. In their view, a company needs to respond to changing demands and be 

“economically profitable” to survive, and sustainability gives businesses the ability “to work 

and develop”. Raw materials usage and internal and external employee wellbeing are named 

as important areas to address and when working with sustainability, real commitment in all 

areas, not simply “greenwashing”, is considered an important prerequisite. Working with sus-

tainability is seen as a worthwhile business opportunity and while the company sees itself as 

sustainable it recognises that there is always room for improvement. Being a start-up is out-

lined as an opportunity to be sustainable from the beginning rather than having to redesign an 

existing organisation, but small companies might find it hard to afford the expenses coming 

with being sustainable, e.g. paying for environmental certification. The sustainability element 

of their product offering is actively used to compete and allow the company to hold a place in 

the market. Regarding itself as proactive in terms of sustainability, the company constantly 

enhances their knowledge in the field and the product line sold but feels that some consumers 

are still unaware of sustainability-related issues which hinders development. The three dimen-

sions of the TBL are seen as complementary and addressed in relatively equal measure by the 

company and while aware of integrative sustainability models, these have not been looked 

into deeper or used. Addressing sustainability issues rather than just focusing on profit maxi-

misation is said to offer benefits such as being inclusive but generating a revenue that sup-

ports the higher cost of producing sustainably is seen as essential. So the firm perceives itself 

as being in a balance act between pushing initial sales up to survive, and reaching revenue 

levels where profit maximisation is no longer important. 

 

Company 5 
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This firm operates a full-service rental business for automated robotic lawn mowers available 

to customers throughout southern and central Sweden and employs two individuals. The pur-

pose of the business is to offer an environmentally friendly alternative to companies owning 

fossil fuel dependent lawn mowers while also cutting down on the need for servicing related 

items. The firm is actively seeking certification for sustainable business practices and consid-

ers auditing and selecting suppliers depending on sustainability criteria. Issues relating to sus-

tainability are seen as potential opportunities but the company stresses that a small firm is 

limited in terms of investment capabilities. Yet, from their perspective it might be “easier for 

small businesses” to work with sustainability “because they can start earlier”. For the firm 

implementing sustainability is a continuous process that was started by the CEO with “look-

ing at other companies in the industry” so that it could adapt its offering accordingly. Sustain-

ability is not actively used as a tool to compete with other firms but is still considered to be an 

integral part of the core business model that helps the firm to survive in the market as it is 

perceived to be right thing to do by the CEO. The logic used in this case is that customers are 

hoped to notice the difference to non-sustainable-minded competitors which is said to be 

“quite obvious”. Classifying itself as a proactive business in terms of sustainability, the com-

pany is aware of the three sustainability dimensions and considers them as complementary 

and interlinked. Although the firm feels it addresses all three areas, formal approaches of in-

corporating the dimensions simultaneously are unfamiliar. Switching from profit maximisa-

tion to sustainability problem solving is said to be manager-driven and would require dedica-

tion. Although potentially beneficial, it is questioned where income would come from in case 

of such a shift. Fear of change and potential lack of commitment are listed as factors that 

could stand in the way of moving away from profit maximisation towards value creation. On 

the other hand, an alignment of values within the company is described as a possible facilita-

tor of creating value in a shared way. 

 

Company 6 

 

This firm recycles used glycol by restoring “the natural resource to its original chemical de-

sign” and, hence producing a reusable raw material. It gives work to eleven employees and 

operates throughout the Nordic countries while aiming in the long-term to expand their circu-

lar business model to other countries around the global. A “sound and profitable” business 

model is seen as the base of a successfully competing firm and to be sustainable a firm needs 

to address all three dimensions of sustainability “at a low risk”. Sustainability is understood as 
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a way to have “positive effects” while reducing risks in terms of profitability, personnel turn-

over and penalties. Working with the “highest form” of recycling the firm sees itself as sus-

tainable and regards sustainability as a worthwhile business opportunity, especially because as 

a small company issues such as employee retention can be a “do or die issue”. For the firm 

sustainability was an integral part of the business model from the start, not so much from a 

planning perspective but rather that the business opportunity the company is based on is in 

itself a sustainability issue as global demand is higher than the production capacity. Daily op-

erations incorporate considerations for all three sustainability dimensions and continuous im-

provements are made in all of them to reduce emissions, improve working conditions and in-

crease financial margins. This leads to sustainability being at the very core of the business 

model and an area supervised directly by the CEO. Survival in the market and competition 

with rival firms are enabled through the work with sustainability and the challenge identified 

in this regard is that the goals of the different dimensions need to “work together”. To achieve 

desired outcomes, dimensions need to be prioritised as balancing them would lead to one not 

getting “anything done”. 

 

The CEO is aware of integrative sustainability framework but stresses that they are planning 

tools rather than operational models. Outright replacing profit maximisation is not considered 

viable but instead a combination of more sustainable business practices and increasing profits 

is seen as achievable with reference to the interplay of the different sustainability dimensions 

that also outline the need for profitability. It was also stated that tackling a sustainability prob-

lem could lead to problems of a different kind elsewhere and hence the real root cause of 

problems needs to be identified with one example being given as the “use of raw materials”. 

8. Analysis and Implications 
 

The analysis consists of a review of the gathered information in light of the relevant theories 

to produce meaningful insights. These will then be used to answer the set research questions 

and thereby outline the implication the findings have. An additional section will also give 

consideration to wider impacts of the new information, provide suggestions for additional re-

search and critique this study at hand. 

8.1. Analysis of Trends and Contrasts 
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For the purpose of creating a coherent and systematic analysis of both common trends and 

stark contrasts among the firms interviewed and their views on integrated sustainability, the 

five previously introduced subsections of the interview will be used as the guiding themes. 

Under each of these headings, the commonalities and differences in the sustainability work of 

the businesses will be outlined and related to the relevant elements of the theoretical frame-

work. That way practical evidence and current theory are synthesized to create a balanced 

view of the real-life situation in terms of the topic at hand. 

 

8.1.1. General Information and Company View on Sustainability 
 

The first theme is therefore the overview of firms’ activities and their view on sustainability 

within business in general, not necessarily in relation to their own operations. Even though all 

business selected for this study are SMEs and hence their number of employees is limited by 

default, there are still differences in their size. Companies 1 and 2 are relatively big, employ-

ing 60 and 44 individuals respectively. Company 6 employing eleven people bridges the gap 

to the companies 3, 4 and 5 who each give work to two individuals. When comparing the op-

erations of the firms, pairs of similar activity could be identified. Companies 1 and 6 engage 

in producing and handling of raw materials and chemicals, companies 3 and 4 focus on the 

selling of more sustainably sourced consumer products, and companies 2 and 5 provide ser-

vices with a sustainability mindset. When asked what they understand as sustainability in 

business, half of the companies (3, 4 and 6) responded by referencing the three dimensions of 

sustainability that were introduced by Elkington (1998), validating the importance of these 

elements for a firm when striving towards sustainability implementation. However, the level 

of integration of sustainability into business can vary as demonstrated by the contrast between 

the answers of companies 1 and 2. While for the former sustainability is something done 

“every day”, the latter sees it as an add-on, similar to Schaltegger et al. (2012), and a direct 

response to regulations and demand. In order to survive in the market, both a long-term view 

and a market focus were brought up by multiple businesses.  

 

The importance of sustainability in the business world is agreed upon by all firms, however 

reasons given vary greatly and are individual to every firm, ranging from risk reduction 

(company 6) to developing prerequisites to “thrive and develop” (company 4). This variety is 

potentially a result of the differences in size and industry of the firms and their distinct needs 

and focus. All firms identify working with sustainability as a worthwhile business opportuni-
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ty, confirming Moore & Manring’s (2009) statements in this regard, with improved quality 

and higher pricing being noted as possible positive effects. Communication is stressed by 

companies 1 and 2 as an important element to capitalise on the extra efforts put into being 

sustainable. However, there are divergent opinions on the source of the business opportuni-

ties. While firms 2, 3 and 6 credit customer demand for the business potential in being sus-

tainable, company 1 sees primarily internal benefits and wants to act before consumers ex-

press their demand. When it comes to the potential differences between SMEs and larger cor-

porations working with sustainability, all companies stated that they perceived contrasts. 

Common answers were that the smaller firm is more flexible and can implement sustainability 

measures more quickly, which corresponds directly to Bos-Brouwers’ (2009) findings on 

SME characteristics. However, it was also mentioned by some firms that the SME could lack 

financial power (4 and 5) and has a limited impact (1 and 5) on the wider market. Another 

notion brought up by companies 1, 3 and 4 is the high importance of the owner’s interest in 

and commitment to sustainability, which can be related to Benn et al. (2006) and the need for 

top-down “direction” and the responsibility of top-level management to make ultimate deci-

sions. 

 

8.1.2. Sustainability Implementation 
 

This leads to the second theme of this analysis, the sustainability implementation by the indi-

vidual firm. For the majority of the firms (1, 3, 4 and 6), sustainability was an important part 

of the business operations from the first day. The reasons for implementing sustainable prac-

tices vary between the companies. Firms 5 and 6 saw a general business opportunity in the 

market that involved offering a sustainable solution, firm 2 reacted to sustainability being a 

hot topic within the industry, firm 1 sees being sustainable as the logical extension to the local 

culture of being frugal, and for firms 3 and 4 the passion of the owner for creating positive 

value for society and the environment was the main driver. An observation which can be 

made in this case that the majority of firms that worked with sustainability from the start did 

so because of more personal motives such as passion and culture whereas firms that imple-

mented sustainability at a later date did so because of pressure from competitors or simply the 

potential of generating income and profit. In all six cases, the push for sustainability within 

the organisation came from the owner or the CEO, which connects up to the aforementioned 

importance of top leadership engagement when working with and integrating sustainability 
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and also underlines the significance of “the presence of a founder’s vision” as proposed by 

Aragón-Correa et al. (2008). 

 

8.1.3. Sustainability as Part of Everyday Operations 
 

The third theme to be analysed is how sustainability efforts now form a part of normal every-

day operations, involving both current work being done and the degree of integration of sus-

tainability in the business model. Three out of the six companies (3, 4 and 6) actively work 

with the TBL and aim to address all three dimensions of the model. Here, it can be noted that 

exactly these three firms had previously referenced the TBL as a model to explain what sus-

tainability in business means to them. From this it can be deduced that they directly imple-

ment their understanding of sustainability into the operations of their own firm. While paying 

attention to the financial viability, the companies are focused on having a positive impact on 

the environment and society and are trying to minimise any negative effects their operations 

might cause. The remaining three companies also actively work towards more sustainable 

practices, however in a less holistic way. While firms 1 and 5 try to reduce their environmen-

tal footprint through better equipment, firm 2 engages in active dialogue with clients and 

stakeholders to produce more sustainable solutions. The effect the integration of sustainability 

has on the everyday operations varies between business. Most notably, companies 1 and 2, the 

two largest of the sample, state that they are able to attract more clients and customers if the 

latter are aware of the firm’s sustainability work. The much smaller companies 3 and 4 on the 

other hand, sees itself faced with a rather limited supplier and customer base due to higher 

quality demands and higher prices, yet does not perceive this as a negative and because offer-

ing superior value is expected to generate sufficient revenue. Company 6 once more brings 

the TBL into play, claiming that working with sustainability helps the company improve with-

in all three dimensions.  

 

The vast majority of companies see sustainability already as an integral part of their core 

business model, with only firm 2 stating that they are in a transition phase between it current-

ly being an add-on and integrating it more centrally into the business model in the coming 

year. Yet, despite many firms being confident in their sustainability work, it needs to be noted 

that the notion of the creation of value, rather than monetary value, such as proposed by the 

CSV, IVC and Real Value models, has rarely been brought up by the companies during the 

interviews up to this point. So far only firms 3 and 4 have actively introduced these topics to 
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the conversation, and while more focus is put on these frameworks under the fifth theme in 

accordance with the final interview section, it could be fruitful to be kept in mind. In terms of 

using sustainability as a way to contribute to the firm’s ability to survive in the market, three 

main ideas were brought forward. Firms 3 and 4 rely on the demand for sustainable goods 

while firms 1 and 5 “hope” that their commitments are noticed by potential customers and 

will ensure future revenue. In both cases the fulfilment of the goals of “resilience and growth” 

(Moore & Manring, 2009) highly depend on the consumer awareness and demand for sustain-

able goods and services. The future development of these customer characteristics could 

therefore have a strong impact on the fate of the business. Firms 2 and 6 introduce the em-

ployment element and outline that being sustainable allows them to attract and retain employ-

ees more effectively. The availability of dedicated workers is listed by Bos-Brouwers (2009) 

as a positive feature of the SME and by developing deeper connections with employees, the 

firm can create additional non-monetary value as highlighted by the “deeper roots” of the Re-

al Value framework (Sternad et al., 2016).  

 

Going one step further, from surviving to competing in the market through sustainability, the 

firms have differing approaches. Some actively profile themselves as being sustainable (3 and 

4), others (1 and 5) try to actively show to their customers their way of operation and hope it 

will cause potential customers to choose them over rival firms. Company 6 comprehensively 

uses sustainability to compete, both through its value proposition and when searching for new 

employees. Although firm 2 utilises its sustainability focus to secure talent on the job market 

and to attract clients, the firm believes it is not using sustainability in an actively competitive 

way. This might show the existence of many different interpretations and uses of sustainabil-

ity in business as concluded by Glavic & Lukman (2007), something that is strengthened by 

looking back at the many different explanations and applications of sustainability previously 

outlined by the six firms in this study. 

 

8.1.4. Future Outlook 
 

When it comes to the companies’ future outlook on the topic of sustainability, the fourth 

theme, a number of observations can be made. In terms of opportunities that the firms think 

working with sustainability in the future will offer them, two complementary thoughts have 

surfaced. Firms 1, 2 and 5 anticipate that their sustainability focus will help them secure cli-

ents and customers in the future who themselves are interested in the area of sustainable prac-
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tices. The companies 3, 4 and 6 go one step further as they identified that their sustainability 

focus allows them to target very specific customer segments to which they can provide added 

value. The customer is in that case expected to be willing to pay for the additional benefit, 

which covers the extra expense of the firm investing in sustainability. This can be seen as an 

indication that doing more than just neutralising the negative impact of your operations, simi-

lar to CSR, is a viable option for business and something their leadership actively considers. 

Value creating model such as CSV, IVC and Real Value therefore become more applicable, 

with firms looking beyond creating just monetary value and instead thinking about the good 

that can be done through business. The firms also identify challenges when working more in-

tensely with sustainability. The smaller businesses 3 and 4 mention the difficulty of securing 

sustainability-compliant suppliers and finding a large enough customer base while the larger 

firm 6 considers the need to combine all elements of the TBL in decision making and opera-

tion a challenge. The interplay of the different dimensions poses a risk of conflicts of interest, 

as stated by Crane et al. (2014) which even the more integrative CSV model is unable to tack-

le successfully. The more applicable IVC approach (Visser & Kymal, 2015) could perhaps 

offer a solution in this case. Company 2 wonders about the real impact of sustainability work 

if it is not fully integrated into the business model and with that supports the criticisms of 

CSR and the need for the more integrative sustainability frameworks that focus on value crea-

tion.  

 

All of the studied firms consider themselves as proactive sustainability agents, at least in 

some regard, as they all go the extra mile by engaging in activities and developments that are 

not mandatory. This commitment towards finding more sustainable ways of operating and 

having a positive impact could be another indicator that the firms are not focused solely on 

increasing the bottom-line figures. On the other hand, as shown by previously evaluated an-

swer, many of the firms use their advances in sustainability to contribute to their business 

model to ensure their long-term survival. Some of the extra efforts made by the companies to 

develop their sustainability work for the future include education of leadership and employees 

(firms 1, 2, 4 and 5), furthering their understanding to optimise operations in terms of the sus-

tainability dimensions (all firms excluding company 3) and defining common goals through-

out the business (firm 1). The continuous learning and engagement of all employees is in line 

with the need for enthusiasm and new ideas and the involvement of top-down and bottom-up 

approaches as pointed out by Benn et al. (2006). 
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8.1.5. Integrative Sustainability Models 
 

The fifth and final theme of this analysis is the knowledge and implementation of integrative 

sustainability frameworks into the business model by the companies. Revisiting the topic of 

the TBL and its three dimensions that also form the basis of the Concentric Circles model, all 

business included in the study claim that they actively include the three areas. This goes hand 

in hand with the view shared by all firms that these dimensions are complementary and inter-

linked. Company 2 introduces the notion that an interest in sustainability in general is natural-

ly accompanied by looking into all three dimensions and company 3 stresses that only if all 

dimensions are included can one create “as much value as possible”. This connects up with 

the maximisation of value creation in the integrative sustainability frameworks such as CSV 

and IVC and the natural elements of the Concentric Circles, in which sustainable business is a 

result of human fulfilment as the planet and people levels are achieved. When asked whether 

the firm addressed all TBL dimensions in equal measure, the responses varied. Previously 

firm 6 stated that incorporating all areas in business actions can be a challenge and some re-

plies confirm this. This company in particular says that a primary target is needed for particu-

lar actions to be carried out effectively, which corresponds with Pirson’s (2012) conclusions 

that a firm will struggle to be successful if it works equally with all three dimensions. Com-

pany 2 attributes the difficulty of adopting new thinking patterns with the inability to always 

include the three dimensions. This is in line with the call for “new structures” by Pirson 

(2012) but does not necessarily disqualify the integrative frameworks such as IVC and Real 

Value in the long-term. It rather highlights that for sustainability to be holistic, i.e. all dimen-

sions are taken into account at all times, multiple actors need to operate in harmony with a 

common view.  

 

The IVC model offers the search for synergies as a possible way out and opens the door for 

the clusters to have their empowering effects for SMEs as introduced by Karaev et al. (2007). 

However, some firms already now succeed in addressing all dimensions in relatively equal 

shares. Companies 3 and 4 state that they include the areas of the TBL equally, yet in this case 

a commonality between these firms needs to be noted that sets them apart from the others. 

Both employ two individuals and founded their business model on supplying sustainably pro-

duced goods. The relatively small size and the fact that sustainability was built into the busi-

ness idea from the start could perhaps give them an advantage when working holistically with 

sustainability compared to larger established firms that need to rethink and redesign processes 
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as stated by firm 2. So, while addressing the TBL dimensions equally and in all actions is 

possible both theoretically and practically, the organisational structure and mindset of the firm 

can play a big role. 

 

Having determined the businesses’ view on a holistic approach to sustainability, the core ide-

as of the integrative sustainability frameworks CSV, IVC and Real Value were introduced. In 

particular the focus on creating real value for all stakeholders rather than just monetary value 

for shareholders and as a result the proposed move away from profit maximisation while still 

maintaining profitable but also sustainable business operations that tackle sustainability issues 

were presented to the firms to capture their position on these matters. The familiarity with ac-

ademic integrative sustainability models and value creation differed greatly between the busi-

nesses. The firms 2 and 5 were largely unfamiliar with these terms, while the other four com-

panies gave differentiated answers. Company 3 was unfamiliar with the models but was aware 

of the general notions behind them while company 1 stated that they might actually be work-

ing with elements of these models without being aware of their existence. In contrast to that, 

company 4 was familiar with the concepts on a superficial level but did not use them actively 

in their operations. Lastly, company 6 was not only aware of the model but also commented 

on its perceived usefulness. However, it was noted that these frameworks are seen as strategic 

tools only and hence are not used in daily operations.  

 

On the topic of shifting from pure profit maximisation to creating value and solving societal 

and environmental sustainability issues as the main objective of the firm, the companies are 

divided on the viability of such a step. Firms 2, 3 and 4 are rather optimistic, outright stating 

that such a transition could be possible, while the other three businesses stressed potential ob-

stacles that would require addressing first. Companies 2 and 4 in particular outlined the im-

portance of engaging and collaborating with stakeholders to have the desired impact and tran-

sition successfully. This once again links with the element of synergies and clusters in order 

to provide resilience to the individual firm as it is explained in the IVC and Real Value mod-

els. It also showcases the importance of reconnecting with stakeholders that was introduced 

by Porter & Kramer (2006) through the CSV framework and picked up by the IVC. Visser & 

Kymal’s IVC (2015) also includes the element of having a viable business idea as proposed in 

the TBL and the need for financial feasibility is stressed in this context by firms 1, 4 and 5.  A 

different perspective was offered by firm 6 that insisted on properly defining a sustainability 

issue first and finding its root cause before it can be tackled by business. The process of iden-
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tifying the right problem could perhaps be aided by the Concentric Circles as this model 

agrees on the importance of doing the right thing for the planet and its life before basing busi-

ness on it.  

 

All companies identified a number of potential benefits and challenges when a shift towards 

value creation as the main objective would occur. Positive effects listed include the reduction 

of risk (firm 6), the open dialogue with consumers (firm 1) and human fulfilment (firm 2). At 

the same time, it is feared that by focusing on sustainability primarily, sufficient income could 

not be guaranteed (firms 3, 4 and 5) and the focus on other firm activities is blurred (firm 6). 

Personal commitment by management (firm 5) and equipping leaders with the right “toolbox” 

(firm 2) are given as examples of organisational challenges that could arise. These points are 

addressed in the IVC model, as the creation of value should not occur at the cost of jeopardis-

ing a business case and the framework aims to provide exactly this requested toolbox in order 

to provide guidance for leadership and the organisation as a whole. In unfamiliarity of most 

firms with these formal models could explain the fear of losing track and ultimately revenue, 

perhaps because being sustainable is perceived as being conflicting with traditional business 

by these companies. Yet, the CSV, IVC and Real Value frameworks all stress the need for a 

sustainable firm to be profitable to last long-term as a value creator and hence there is not 

necessarily a trade-off between sustainability and profitability, rather they co-exist. This no-

tion does not appear to be at the forefront of the firms’ thinking in terms of these integrative 

sustainability approaches.  

 

When asked whether the individual firm would imagine replacing profit maximisation as the 

key objectives, firms 1 and 2 stated that maximising profit is not the current goal. However, it 

needs to be noted that despite this and the companies’ incorporation of sustainability, the 

main focus of the business is not the tackling of a sustainability problem. The smaller firms 3, 

4 and 5 cite the need for short-term profitability and in the case of the latter also resistance to 

change as obstacles to overcome before considering transitioning themselves. This could 

show that smaller firms in the start-up phase might put more emphasis on profitability and 

maximising it, even though the business idea itself is grounded in sustainability. As the firm 

establishes a stable income, the need for profit maximisation decreases. However, if the firm 

has grown considerably before implementing sustainability, making the sustainability focus 

part of the core business model might be more difficult as shown before. In different ways 

firms 2, 3, 4 and 6 state that they increased cost of operating sustainably could be a potential 
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turn-off for them to implement sustainability further and that positive customer feedback and 

subsequent income leading to profitability would help focus more on solving sustainability 

issue rather than maximising profit. 

8.2. Implications: Answering the Research Questions 
 

Having identified and analysed the prominent themes and areas of contrast among the six 

companies included in this research, the key deductions are now used to answer the two de-

fined research questions of this study. 

 

To what extent do small and medium-sized Swedish businesses apply and operate with inte-

grative sustainability frameworks as part of their core business model? 

 

The sustainability awareness of Swedish SMEs is actively impacting the way new business 

models are designed and existing business models are thought over. Especially the three di-

mensions of the TBL, namely economic, environmental and social sustainability, are given 

thought when planning and taking action in business. As tackling sustainability is recognised 

as a viable way of generating profitable business, sustainability moves closer to the core of 

the business model. Frameworks such as CSR which largely add sustainability to the business 

model are therefore replaced by more integrative approaches inter alia proposed by frame-

works such as CSV, IVC and Real Value. Yet, while creating value that is not exclusively 

monetary becomes more natural to the SMEs, this development is not due to the rigid applica-

tion of these particular models. The owner’s or top management’s interest, personal culture 

and passion for sustainability largely drive the pro-sustainability changes which at times coin-

cide with measures suggested by the integrative frameworks. However, this does not neces-

sarily mean the change-maker is aware of the models or actively uses them to implement sus-

tainability. Having a holistic mindset when addressing sustainability is important for creating 

real value and having a supportive structure around the business is key to ensure a lasting pos-

itive impact as highlighted by the studied firms. Creating synergies and reconnecting with 

stakeholders such as suppliers and partners, and paying close attention to consumer needs and 

demand are prerequisites to deliver value of higher quality even at an increased price. When 

this interlinked network of market actors shares a common goal in their actions, the individual 

SME can create environmental and social value for all its stakeholders while maintaining a 

profitable operation and hence staying fit for business in the long-term.  
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What opportunities and challenges do Swedish SMEs identify and encounter when consider-

ing integrating sustainability into their core business model? 

 

The impacts and effects of sustainability on the business and the value it creates for its stake-

holders depends largely on the circumstances of the individual firm. Due to the limited size of 

the single SME, taking costly sustainability measures can be a financial strain, and the impact 

on society and planet are limited. Building relationships and clusters help the SMEs to 

achieve bigger goals and allow for the creation of new supportive structures that allow alter-

native, more sustainable, approaches to business to thrive. Under current market mechanisms, 

sustainable start-ups see themselves pressured to maximise profits in the short run and larger 

sustainability-oriented SMEs, although not profit maximising, do struggle to transition and 

focus entirely on value creation as suggested by the integrative sustainability frameworks. 

The SMEs agree that a value-creating business model is viable but are unsure whether it guar-

antees profitability. Models such as the TBL and IVC stress the possibility and even essential-

ity of the coexistence of sustainable practices and profitable operations. This synchronicity 

has not been fully internalised by some SMEs and creating a more reassuring business envi-

ronment could contribute to firms taking larger steps towards more integrative sustainability 

efforts. 

 

8.3. Discussion and Suggestions for Further Research 
 

Outside of the scope of the defined research questions, a number of additional observations 

have been made that are deemed fruitful to be included in this study. One of these findings is 

the need for collective groups within societies to agree on what goals and targets in terms of 

sustainability are worth working towards. A common vision among members of society and 

the respective economy could assist firms in setting up sustainable business models more con-

fidently, knowing that a sufficiently large and dedicated customer base exists. Within such a 

societal construct, new ways of thinking about business could emerge that lead to novel solu-

tions to existing problems. This could be seen as an extension to the clusters approach with 

many stakeholder groups co-creating value. Another observation is that when tackling sus-

tainability issues, it is important to find the root cause of the problem rather than treating po-

tential symptoms. Only once the actual problem is identified, can a business solution solve the 

issue at hand and provide a deeper-reaching value. 
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The authors of this study recognise that the generalisability of the findings and insights is lim-

ited due to the scope of investigated real-life cases both in terms of the physical location and 

the number of firms. A study on a larger scale using the input from a larger number of partici-

pating companies from across different nations might provide a more generally applicable 

representation of the practical situation in terms of integrated sustainability work by firms and 

SMEs in particular. Also, an investigation that focuses on businesses within a single industry 

or sector might come to conclusions of very high relevance to the specific field in question, 

something a cross-industry study such as this might struggle with. However, this investigation 

utilises a background of very recent frameworks that has now been brought into touch with a 

world-leading economic operating space in terms of sustainability and hence combines theory 

with practice in a way that is hoped to stimulate further research. In that way, this study un-

derstands itself as an inspiration to encourage the generation of further knowledge in an area 

of demand for more insights in light of future challenges and opportunities. 

 

To enhance the element of inspiration and to build on findings of this study, two potential ar-

eas of research have been formulated that in the future might be picked up upon and be used 

as starting points for additional studies: 

 

Þ The perceived trade-off between sustainable business practices and profitability: how 

can research help create awareness that operating sustainably does not need to jeop-

ardise the firm’s ability to be profitable? To the contrary, existing models show the 

potential for a symbiotic relationship between these elements. 

Þ A comparison of success between strategically applying a predefined sustainability 

framework and top leadership simply introducing sustainable measures in areas of the 

firm as deemed fit. This study highlighted the pivotal role of high-level decision-

makers in implementing sustainability. In many cases, there is a continuous learning 

process, and new sustainability measures are implemented by the leader along the 

learning curve. It could be fruitful to find out if a firm’s ability to compete successful-

ly in the market would change if instead leadership followed a more rigid framework 

approach such as the IVC model. 
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9. Conclusion 

 

In conclusion it can be said that the business environment of Swedish SMEs and its actors are 

taking proactive measures that increase the sustainability of their operations. Firms are aware 

of the need for change in terms of sustainable business practices and advances are being made 

depending on the individual circumstances of the company. However, it appears that formal-

ised and integrative approaches to sustainability such as proposed by more recent models in-

cluding the Creation of Shared Value, the Integrated Value Creation, and the Real Value 

frameworks are not yet implemented comprehensively and widely among Swedish SMEs. 

Despite the progressive attitude of the Swedish business environment towards sustainability 

and the overall recognised business potential in being more sustainable, individual firms are 

often refraining from making larger structural changes in this regard. Pro-sustainability devel-

opments seem to be driven primarily by owners and top-level management who, thereby, take 

on responsibility for the effects and impacts of new strategies. Their actions might coincide 

with elements of the integrative academic theoretical frameworks, yet this is not necessarily 

due to the actual usage of the models which, in their full extent remain rather unfamiliar to 

many firms at this point in time.  

 

Creating more than just monetary value is a mission that moves closer to the core business 

models of the firm, however the holistic creation of value environmentally and social is rarely 

made the firm’s primary target as intended by the investigated frameworks. Companies ex-

pressed concerns regarding the continued ability to be profitable in case of transitioning to a 

value-creation based business model which is interpreted as the potential existence of a per-

ceived trade-off between sustainability and profitability, although the presented frameworks 

highlight the need for a coexistence of these elements. This is regarded as an indication that 

the models and their implications have not been entirely internalised by firms and decision-

makers, and the frameworks are therefore not applied fully by the SMEs. Supportive struc-

tures such as clusters and strong relationships have emerged as potential facilitators of struc-

tural change that help smaller firms overcome financial and size limitations and together cre-

ate synergies and value that have a wider impact. This would be an important step towards 

creating a reassuring business environment for the single firm in which it can operate safely 

and transition more wholesomely to be a sustainable value-creator within its economy and 

society. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Questionnaire   

Below, the general interview outline is presented, which formed the basis of all interviews 
conducted with the participating firms. It also outlines the five distinct subsections of the in-
terview.   
 
 
General Information and Company View on Sustainability 
 
How would you shortly summarise the main activities of your company? 
 
How many people do you currently employ? 
 
In which geographical area are you operating? 
 
What are your mission and vision as an enterprise? 
 
In your opinion, what characteristics does a company need to have in order to survive long-
term in the market? 
 
How would you define “sustainability in business”? 
 
In what way is sustainability an important part of business in general? 
 
Would you classify your company as being sustainable? Why or why not? 
 
Do you think tackling sustainability issues can be a worthwhile business opportunity? 

 
Do you think a small business deals with sustainability issues differently compared to a large 
and/or multinational corporation? If so, how? 
 
Sustainability Implementation 
 
When did you start to consider implementing sustainability as part of your business opera-
tions? 
 
When did sustainability actually become an active part of the business operations? 
 
How was sustainability initially introduced into the business model? 
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Why did sustainability become a part of your business planning? What factors were most 
prominent in this development? 
Who drove the pro-sustainability development within the company? 
 
Sustainability as Part of Everyday Operations 
 
What does your company’s sustainability work comprise of today? 
 
Are you currently working towards solving any concrete sustainability issues?  If yes, what 
actions are you taking?  
 
How does the integration of the area of sustainability affect everyday operations? 
 
Who is responsible for supervising and further developing the company’s sustainability work? 
 
Does sustainability actually form an integral part of your core business model? 
 
Does paying attention to sustainability actively contribute to your ability to survive in the 
market? 
 
Are you using sustainability work to compete with rival firms? If so, how? 
 
Future Outlook 
 
What opportunities does working with and focusing on sustainability offer your company in a 
competitive market environment? 
 
What challenges could you imagine that could be brought about by working heavily with sus-
tainability? 
 
What efforts is the company making to further enhance and develop its sustainability work? 
 
Would you classify your company as a proactive or reactive actor in terms of sustainability 
work? Why? 
 
Integrative Sustainability Models 
 
Are you familiar with the concept of integrative sustainability, i.e. addressing the three di-
mensions (economic, environmental and social) of sustainability simultaneously? 
 
Have you previously heard of integrative sustainability models such as the Creation of Shared 
Value framework? If so, have you incorporated them into your company’s operations? 
 
Do you consider that your company addresses all three dimensions of sustainability?  
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Do you think that all three dimensions are given equal weight of importance in your decision 
making and business operations? 
 
Do you believe that these three dimensions are complementary or exclusive to each other and 
why? 
 
One premise of the aforementioned Creation of Shared Value model is the replacement of 
profit maximization with solving stakeholders’ sustainability issues as the company’s main 
goal. Integrative sustainability models predict that moving away from profit maximization as 
the main objective does not impair the firm’s ability to be profitable. 
 
Do you think it is viable to replace profit maximisation with solving societal issues as the 
main objective of a company in general? 
 
Do you think that working towards solving sustainability problems as the main goal of a 
company can offer benefits for a company and its stakeholders? 
 
What challenges could arise from switching to sustainability problem solving as the main 
company goal? 
 
Could you imagine your company fully replacing profit maximization as the main objective? 
Why?  
 
What factors would prevent you from implementing value creation into your business model? 
What would incentivise you to implement it? 
 


