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Abstract 

Background: The importance of sustainability is growing; however, the mindset of many 

businesses remains in the profit-driven take-make-waste economy, aiming for limitless growth. 

Humanity cannot continue with business-as-usual, and a paradigm shift must occur to ensure a 

future for the planet. SMEs represent 99% of the businesses in the EU, and to ensure a safer 

tomorrow for all, they need to evolve to reach sustainable development and capture the 

opportunities of regenerative strategies. Nevertheless, regenerative business practices are not 

widely appropriated in practice. 

 
 

Purpose: The purpose of the paper is to explore the phenomenon of regenerative businesses 

on SME level through the perspective of Swedish sustainability consultants. The authors aim 

to gain an understanding of the transformation processes in order to investigate if SMEs can 

reach a regenerative stage and, if so, how? 

  
Method: The study was conducted with an inductive qualitative approach under the 

interpretivism paradigm, and a multiple case study approach was chosen to best capture the 

phenomenon. The primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews with 

sustainability consultants from various SMEs in Sweden, and a thematic data analysis was 

conducted to interpret the empirical findings to relate them to the theories presented. 
 

Conclusion: The findings pointed to eight factors that enable and restrict SMEs in transitioning 

to a regenerative phase. Internally, SMEs are impacted in their transition by the mindset, 

values, sustainability awareness, strategy and communication, and the organizational structure 

of the business. In addition, the main external factors influencing the transition are the 

ambiguity regarding the sustainability concept and pressure from various stakeholders. The 

findings also highlighted the interconnectedness of the factors and the importance of a 

paradigm shift to whole systems thinking.  
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1. Introduction 

 

The purpose of this section is to present a background and problem formulation to introduce 

the phenomenon investigated in the paper. It will further define a purpose and question for the 

research and lastly, introduce and explain the chosen perspective. 

 

 

1.1. Background 

Several grand challenges jeopardize humanity's sustainable future, and currently, we lack 

adequate responses to deal with them (Ferraro, Etzion, & Gehman, 2015; George et al., 2016). 

Experts claim that we have crossed a certain critical threshold and that Earth's life-supporting 

system is in immediate danger due to anthropogenic activities (Rockström et al., 2009). The 

excess release of CO2 in the atmosphere resulting from human activities such as fossil fuel 

combustion has affected atmospheric and organic chemistry on Earth (Lovins et al., 2018). 

  

Sustainability is a topic that has gained recognition over the years. The topic of sustainability 

was first debated in the 1987 Brundtland Report, stating the importance of our work for a 

"common future", responsible consumption and production with regards to the environment 

(United Nations, 1987). Since the Brundtland Report, a multitude of sustainability initiatives 

has been put in place, from the ISO sustainability standards providing tools for controlling the 

environmental impact (International Organization for Standardization, 2021) to the Kyoto 

Protocol in 1998 setting targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions (United Nations, 1998). 

In 2015, the UN members declared Agenda 2030, a plan of action with 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG) set across all three sustainability pillars to shape resilient strategies 

uniting people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnerships (United Nations, 2015a). The same 

year, the world's nations came together and signed the Paris Agreement, an international treaty 

aiming to limit global warming by setting a temperature goal compared to pre-industrial levels. 

In order to achieve the long-term goal, individual countries and coalitions have developed 

strategies to achieve a climate-neutral world by mid-century (United Nations, 2015b). 

  

Climate change is a complex and continuously shifting issue affecting several aspects of society 

on all levels. Brønn and Simcic-Brønn (2018) define wicked problems as dynamic, ill-defined, 

without clear objectives, and approached with conflicting worldviews while being highly 
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important and answering the question 'what shall you do' rather than 'how should you do' to 

solve it. Issues within sustainability such as climate change can be seen as wicked problems. 

A need for a paradigm shift in the approach of organizational design emerges to undertake the 

wickedness of interconnected climate change issues. Enterprises need to develop strategies 

targeting the fundamental causes of climate change as well as implement transformative 

learning (Lehtonen et al., 2018). Establishing a systemic understanding of ecological issues 

and holistic awareness can allow businesses to meet sustainability challenges (Gibbons, 2020; 

Casarejos, 2020; Arora & Rovenpor, 2018; Cole, 2012; Mang & Reed, 2012; Reed, 2007) and 

reach a regenerative stage. 

 

1.2. Problem Formulation 

Despite the growing prominence of sustainability across industries and attempts to implement 

sustainability strategies to slow down climate change, the world still faces enormous 

environmental threats. Rockström et al. (2009) identified nine planetary boundaries within 

which human activities must be confined to ensure our earth systems' stability and allow 

ecosystems to develop and thrive. Despite the framework's recognition, anthropogenic 

processes are still expanding and surpassing several of the boundaries threatening the earth 

system (Steffen et al., 2015). Today's economy builds on a fast turnover principle that promotes 

the exploitation of resources, and early obsolescence of assets and inventory to ensure 

efficiency, profitability, and growth of businesses and the economy (Lovins et al., 2018). The 

focus on limitless growth remains and dictates governments and businesses' policies and 

development, resulting in incentives for unsustainable activities being promoted (Wiedenhofer 

et al., 2020; Fullerton, 2015). Humanity cannot continue the vicious cycle of the take-make-

waste economy and treating Earth as a business in liquidation (Lovins et al., 2018; Benn, 

Edwards & Williams, 2018). A focus on outside influence is needed to stimulate the transition 

and multi-scaled participation to stay within planetary boundaries (Sjåfjell, 2020; Casarejos, 

2020). Companies' current actions to operate within planetary boundaries are insufficient, 

creating a need for a paradigm shift, and a change towards regenerative businesses emerges.  

  

Re-Alliance (2021) defines regeneration as “processes that restore, renew or revitalize their 

own sources of energy and materials, ensuring the capacity to sustain and nurture all life. 

Regenerative approaches use whole-systems thinking to build equitable resilience that 

responds to the needs of society while respecting the integrity of nature”. It is essential for all 
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individuals engaging in sustainable practices to understand whole systems concepts to fully 

develop in a sustainable manner (Reed, 2007). Whole systems thinking originates from the 

realization that our society and planet are dynamic and complex. Hence, the traditional linear 

approach to analyzing problems is inadequate and can even be counterproductive. Instead of 

studying parts and processes in isolation, businesses must consider that the problem does not 

arise in a vacuum and that all living systems continuously interact (Lynch, Andersson & 

Johansen, 2021). There is an overarching shortage of knowledge surrounding sustainability 

issues (Weiss et al., 2019). Therefore, a significant financial investment, as well as an 

investment in knowledge and widening sustainability awareness, are needed to develop 

sustainable processes with a whole systems thinking (Glavič, Pintarič, & Bogataj, 2021). 

Without fully apprehending whole systems thinking, our actions towards sustainability may 

actually have a negative effect instead of being beneficial for the earth system as intended. 

Attempts of integrating circularity or other sustainable practices can result in damage rather 

than positive impact on the planet if implemented incorrectly (Mang & Reed, 2012), and the 

lack of whole systems thinking also fails to acknowledge the ripple effect of actions in the 

intricately interconnected earth systems (Arora & Rovenpor, 2018). 

 

Nevertheless, green initiatives and the adoption of responsible business practices are becoming 

increasingly popular and critical for businesses to stay relevant in today's highly demanding 

and competitive markets, despite the ambiguity regarding the actual effect of the actions. 

Organizations can generate societal and economic value by adopting more sustainable business 

models by re-aligning their corporate objectives and governance strategies with stakeholder 

management and environmental responsibility (Camilleri, 2017). In return, businesses 

generally receive increased brand loyalty (Kožená & Mlázovský, 2021).  

 

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) represent approximately 99% of all businesses in the 

EU economy (European Commission, 2016). However, despite the significant role SMEs play 

in the private sector and thereby in sustainable development, the enterprises have fewer 

regulations regarding their responsibility and transparency in comparison to their larger 

counterparts (Sveriges Riksdag, 2015). In general, SMEs have more limited physical and 

financial resources while dealing with similar levels of risk as their larger enterprise 

counterparts (Kurpjuhn, 2015). However, their size and structure should allow them to 

approach change more swiftly due to their ability to respond quickly and work more informally. 
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Previous research on regenerative businesses has focused on business-to-business processes to 

minimize environmental harm and to generate resilient and self-restoring products (Reed, 

2007) rather than revitalizing business models. Studying the transition towards becoming a 

regenerative business in the context of SMEs would extend the concept of regeneration to a 

field where it is not yet commonly applied. The regenerative phase is highly theoretical; 

therefore, investigating what enables and restrains SMEs in the transitioning towards a 

regenerative stage would provide insight that previous researchers have not uncovered and 

open up for further research regarding regenerative development.  

 

1.3. Research Purpose 

The purpose of the paper is to explore the phenomenon of regenerative businesses on SME 

level through the perspective of Swedish sustainability consultants. The authors aim to gain an 

understanding of the transformation processes in order to investigate if SMEs can reach a 

regenerative stage and, if so, how?  

 

The researchers aim to discover how SMEs can transform their current business strategies to 

become regenerative. Two critical questions are raised in the research; (1) What can enable 

SMEs to transition towards becoming regenerative businesses? (2) What restricts SMEs from 

advancing their sustainability approach? 

 

1.4. Research Question 

Explore how SMEs in Sweden are enabled and restrained in their transition towards 

becoming regenerative businesses. 

 

1.5. Perspective 

The phenomenon of corporate sustainability is observed from a sustainability consultancy 

perspective to achieve a holistic view of the subject across various industries. Sustainability 

matters have faced a growth in relevance, and simultaneously the sustainability consultancy 

industry has faced a similar trend. The amount of consulting firms working within the field of 

sustainability has multiplied in the last decade. Consultancy firms can be change drivers for 

sustainability awareness and significantly impact businesses with the implementation of 

innovative frameworks and sustainability values (Hannemann, 2018; Kutney, 2018). 
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Consultancy firms play a vital role in the development of business strategies, and consulting 

can benefit organizations in identifying improvements and face threats throughout the 

management system, most commonly concerning structure, technological advancements, or 

efficiency. Consultants have prior knowledge and expertise in prevailing management issues 

and no emotional or personal connection and can therefore view the problem with an alternative 

perspective facilitating finding a solution (Nissen, 2018; Galea, 2009). 

 

As mentioned above, the regenerative business phase is highly theoretical and not widely 

appropriated in business and, therefore, hard to capture by limiting the scope to solely 

examining SMEs. The ambiguity of sustainability generates a lack of knowledge and 

unawareness. The approach of sustainability consultancy perspective was chosen due to the 

desire to examine the journey towards sustainability overall, rather than focusing on a specific 

sector and SMEs within a given industry. The researchers believe the consultancy perspective 

will give the research a broader understanding of the transition of SMEs given the overarching 

external viewpoint and extensive knowledge possessed by consultants (Nissen, 2018; Kipping 

& Clark, 2012). The lack of emotional and personal connection to SMEs removes possible bias 

as they do not have any incentives to depict reality, not in true colors. Therefore, the researchers 

have chosen to approach the subject from the perspective of sustainability consultants as they 

possess the knowledge and experience of the phenomenon in practice. 
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2. Frame of Reference 

 

The purpose of this section is to provide a theoretical background from relevant literature 

about the sustainability journey and regenerative economy in relation to SMEs’ transition. The 

information is based on existing literature and allows for the reader to gain a better 

understanding of the topic discussed in the paper. 
  

 

The frame of reference provides an overview of relevant literature in the field of sustainability 

transitioning to build an understanding of the concept. The section discusses phases of 

corporate sustainability, organizational change, and regenerative economy to bring forward 

theories from the literature concerning the sustainability journey of SMEs. 

  

Literature data have been continuously collected and reviewed throughout the research process 

to help authors identify a research gap, produce a theoretical framework, and interpret the 

primary data. The literature has been gathered through digital databases primo and google 

scholar and complemented with physical books. Keywords the authors used in various 

constellations to find the most relevant data were: ‘regenerat*’, ’business model’, ‘strategy’, 

’transition*’, ’sustainab*’, ‘corporate’, ‘climate’, ’boundar*’, ’SME(s)’, ’private sector’, 

‘resilience’, competitiv*’, ‘(sustainable) competitive advantage’, ‘importance’, ‘regulations’, 

‘resources’, ‘EU (directives)’, ‘Sverige’, ‘Sweden’, ‘value’, ‘CSR’, ’business as (un)usual’, 

‘transformation’, ‘change’, and  ‘organization*’. 

 

2.1.  Corporate Sustainability 

Corporate sustainability has increasingly become essential to businesses' competitive 

advantage in the Anthropocene Era and is a critical factor influencing investment decisions 

(Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). Dyllick and Hockerts (2002, p.131) define corporate 

sustainability as "meeting the needs of a firm's direct and indirect stakeholders [...] without 

compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well". The dynamism of 

modern organizations and the dominant profit-maximizing paradigm has changed the natural 

environment and societies. Therefore, it must be an integral part of the solution by bearing 

responsibility for preserving and sustaining the biosphere and humanities livelihoods. This 

continuous depletion and exploitation of eco-services provided to humankind require a 
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transformational shift in how businesses integrate and deal with the concept of sustainability 

(Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). Businesses are not an enemy to sustainability; however, 

organizations must reconsider new social and ecological realities that require significant 

changes in how they operate. 

  

Gibbons (2020) argues that the concept of corporate sustainability can be divided into two 

dimensions; outer and inner sustainability. Inner sustainability refers to intangible aspects of 

existence such as emotions, beliefs, values, and worldviews. In contrast, outer sustainability 

refers to visual elements of existence that arise from the inner dimension, such as governance 

structures, ecosystems, policies, and the economic market. Companies' sustainability efforts 

tend to fail when businesses have a myopic focus on the outer sustainability dimension while 

neglecting systemic change in the inner dimension. In order to succeed and operate within a 

strong sustainability paradigm, these dimensions must be aligned, and organizations have to 

unify their business values with a higher purpose. 

 

Moreover, to align the values and establish a clear purpose, organizations must evaluate how 

these concepts are communicated internally and externally. Arora and Rovenpor (2018) 

identify the jargon associated with sustainable development as a restricting force of the 

paradigm shift. Research has proven that how a concept is framed and communicated to the 

public influences the choices that those individuals make and their perception of it. The 

phrasing concerning sustainable development is expressed in alarming, pessimistic or 

depressing possible futures (Robinson & Cole, 2015). The current business environment 

accentuates a jargon of winners and losers, costs and gains, game or war. This language 

cultivates the fierce culture where companies want to win by all means rather than develop in 

a sustainable way (Arora & Rovenpor, 2018). Shifting the conversation to positive and 

inspirational terms may create incentives to pursue sustainable practices and engage 

stakeholders. A discussion of limits and constraints or harm-reduction is not engaging and does 

not incentives change. In order to engage stakeholders in a paradigm shift, we have to 

emphasize personal growth, wellbeing, equality, and seeing beyond financial performance to 

achieve co-creative partnerships with nature that will yield mutual benefits through resilient 

and regenerative designs of whole systems thinking (Arora & Rovenpor, 2018; Robinson & 

Cole, 2015). 
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2.1.1. Corporate Sustainability within SMEs 

In businesses' sustainability initiatives, it is a common trend for organizations to focus their 

work on issues relating to climate change. In 2016, the Swedish government passed legislation 

requiring all large corporations to report how the business works with environmental issues, 

social conditions, personnel, human rights, and fights against corruption (Sveriges Riksdag, 

2015). According to Företagarna (2019), environmental and climate aspects are the primary 

focus for most companies' governing documents (82 percent). At the same time, about two-

thirds of the businesses are concerned with working conditions (65 percent) and business ethics 

(63 percent). Nearly half of corporate governance documents raise human rights issues. 

  

However, the law excludes SMEs (Sveriges Riksdag, 2015) and does not require them to report 

on their sustainability issues and initiatives despite their significant role in the private economy. 

In fact, according to a study conducted by Jansson et al. (2017), it was found that SMEs are 

responsible for the majority of emissions caused by businesses. Despite the difficulty of 

examining the total impact SMEs have on the natural environment, the pollution correlation 

indicates a need for SMEs to develop more sustainable practices to protect the biosphere. 

Today, many Swedish SMEs recognize the beneficial yields of increased business value and 

customer satisfaction by working with sustainability in some contexts. In fact, 63 percent of 

Swedish small businesses report having some form of sustainability work (Företagarna, 2019). 

However, for many of the nation's small businesses, sustainability work is primarily a matter 

of resources. In general, SMEs are more financially constrained than their larger counterparts, 

and must therefore consider their various tradeoffs and prioritize some issues over sustainable 

development. Furthermore, the limitation of resources is a primary reason for SMEs to seek 

external help to solve the businesses sustainability issues (Lee, & Seo, 2018) and help them 

initiate change in the right direction. 

 

2.2. Organizational Change  

Change is a vital part of every organization and has been heavily discussed in literature in the 

last century from Lewin (1951) to Kotter (1995, 1996) and Doppelt (2003) to name a few. An 

organization cannot stay static as the environment around it is ever-changing and encompasses 

intermittent shifts. Change occurs in different forms, paces and to various extent; however, all 

organizations must embrace and adapt to change. Benn, Edwards & Williams (2018) identify 

the dynamic natural environment, increasing globalization, and the evolution of new forms of 
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governance, technologies, and business models as primary drivers of change towards 

regenerative organizations. The drivers of change have varying impacts on the management of 

change. Common restraints for change include lack of leadership and clear communication, 

unpreparedness and inadequate understanding of the change process, or absence of a positive 

and accepting culture that wants to embrace the change (Bennett & Soylu, 2021; By & Burnes, 

2012). Change has to be regarded across all organization operations to result in success (Smith, 

2011). 

 

Change is not a linear process, and organizations need to understand the complexity of systems 

to fully adapt and respond to the change occurring around them and the growing challenges 

climate change poses. However, the fear of risks and trade-offs often halters change as it entails 

making hard decisions, rethinking the purpose and ambition as well as numerous business 

strategy processes across the whole organization. Organizations must develop agile strategies 

to respond to the threats they face, and successful change management can be seen as a 

competitive advantage. Change for true sustainability should go beyond the single organization 

and translate across the market to the implementation of industry-wide policies (Benn, Edwards 

& Williams, 2018). 

 

2.2.1. Incremental and Transformational Change  

Benn, Edwards & Williams (2018) distinguish two types of organizational change, incremental 

and transformational. Research argues which of the two approaches should be used in the 

sustainability transition. Incremental change has been the most commonly used approach in 

organizations, while transformational change has only been implemented when facing a crisis. 

The latter, however, is associated with more fundamental changes that build up the potential 

for more sustainable action in the future. Incremental and transformative change should both 

be used in companies, and the approach should be adapted depending on the process in 

question. 

 

Incremental Change 

Incremental change is not radical but instead includes small changes applied to the structure of 

the company. It is suitable for change processes that impact day-to-day operations and can be 

described as continuous, planned, and emergent. An incremental approach can spark the 

emergence of new capabilities and or improve aspects of organizational structure and culture 
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(Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). Establishing shared beliefs and values in the organization 

and creating a positive culture encourages a pro-environmental mindset and more creativity 

(Bissing-Olson et al., 2013). If incremental changes give no evident results, they are often 

abandoned, and as they can occur at different places across the organization, they can be 

demanding to control (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). 

 

Transformational Change 

Transformational change is revolutionary and done on a large scale, entailing more complex 

changes in the organization. It involves re-inventing the organization into an entirely different 

one reshaping the strategy and structure (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). For a paradigm 

shift to occur and for organizations to become regenerative, there is a need to revitalize the 

whole organization from aligning the vision and core values to taking action and maintaining 

the process (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018; Mang & Reed, 2012). A change this drastic is 

needed to sustain the organization when the demand for change is more rapid than what 

incremental change can achieve over time or when opportunities can be seized by this line of 

action. This approach encompasses a tremendous amount of risk, but if implemented correctly, 

it can yield promising results (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). 

 

2.2.2. Dunphy’s Sustainability Change Matrix 

The Dunphy change matrix showcases the different paths of moving between the phases of 

sustainability. It is a visual aid for seeing transformational and incremental change processes 

and how organizations can transform to reach a stronger sustainability phase. The goal is to 

move the organization from where they are currently to the lower right-hand quadrant. The 

move can occur with incremental, transformational, or a hybrid of both approaches and 

involves active involvement in terms of efficiency, strategic advantage, and fully sustaining 

practices (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). 
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FIGURE 1  SUSTAINABILITY CHANGE MATRIX - THE INCREMENTAL PATHWAY 

(Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018) 

  

Adapted from D. Dunphy, J. Benveniste, A. Griffiths and P. Sutton, Sustainability: The 

Corporate Challenge for the 21st Century, Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2000, p. 256. 

 

 
 

FIGURE 2 SUSTAINABILITY CHANGE MATRIX - WHAT KIND OF CHANGE? 

(Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018) 

  

Adapted from D. Dunphy, J. Benveniste, A. Griffiths and P. Sutton, Sustainability: The 

Corporate Challenge for the 21st Century, Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2000, p. 256. 
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2.3. Phases of Sustainability 

It is vital to understand the various paths businesses must travel in their sustainability journey 

to fully commit to a holistic sustainability model that covers both social, economic, and 

ecological issues. The Organizational Sustainability Phase Model is a tool for businesses to 

assess and benchmark their initiatives and commitments to human and environmental 

sustainability. The model defines a series of distinct phases organizations take in their 

progression to sustainability. From active opposition, through indifference, to a strong 

commitment and actively promoting environmental ideals within the organization and across 

the industry and society as a whole. The phase model can help businesses identify and evaluate 

how they manage their human and natural capital. Furthermore, it can be used to map potential 

future directions for businesses by tracing its historical trajectory to where the company is now 

(Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). 

  

Benn, Edwards & Williams (2018) distinguish six phases of corporate sustainability. However, 

the researchers acknowledged that the phase model is not sequential and emphasizes that 

businesses must not travel through each and every single phase to climb the ladder of 

sustainable practices incrementally. Instead, firms may change transformationally by 

leapfrogging phases. Firms can also regress to a lower phase of organizational sustainability 

by abandoning previously implemented sustainability initiatives.  

  

Phase 1 – Rejection 

Businesses operating in the first phase are characterized by organizational beliefs that all 

natural and human resources are available for businesses to exploit for immediate economic 

gain. Managers disregard businesses’ detrimental environmental effects and expect the 

community to pay the bills for any remediation (Dunphy, 2003). At the same time, Benn, 

Edwards & Williams (2018) argue that employees are being treated as expendable material 

with little to no commitment to training them, and health and safety precautions are neglected. 

There is a strong belief that businesses solely exist to maximize profit, and all other claims or 

arguments are dismissed as invalid. Companies in this phase are considered 'stealthy saboteurs 

and freeloaders' due to their resistance to either deliberately sabotages progress toward a more 

sustainable environment or shift the costs of implementing creative green practices to other 

organizations' general public.  
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Phase 2 – Non-responsiveness 

Businesses operating in the second phase are characterized as byproducts of organizational 

unawareness or indifference rather than deliberate resistance to a responsibility beyond profits. 

Organizations operate in conventional ways that focus on 'business as usual' and disregard 

sustainability issues in the decision-making process. The firm's human resource strategies, if 

they exist, are primarily focused on developing and retaining a compliant workforce. If 

possible, community issues are being neglected, and environmental impacts of the operations 

are taken for granted, and if negative, ignored (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018; Dunphy, 

2003). Businesses in this phase are considered to be 'bunker wombats' since, like wombats, 

they tend to hide in their dark bunkers away from the action (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 

2018). 

  

Phase 3 – Compliance 

The third phase is characterized by a business focus on compliance with legal requirements as 

an employer or manufacturer to reduce the risk of sanctions (Dunphy, 2003). This stage 

emphasizes being a 'decent employer and corporate citizen' by providing a safe and stable 

workplace, as well as avoiding environmental harm that could lead to litigation or strong 

community action against the firm. However, despite rarely integrating human resources and 

environmental function, businesses see themselves as responsible corporate citizens since it 

supports charitable causes and projects that are often unrelated to its core businesses (Benn, 

Edwards & Williams, 2018). 

  

Benn, Edwards & Williams (2018) state that businesses in this phase are considered to be 

'reactive minimalists' as they accept and embrace the demand of moving towards more 

sustainable practices while limiting their responses to a minimum. Compliance is primarily a 

risk-mitigation tactic aimed at preventing fines for non-compliance with government 

legislation and regulation, reputational damage, and the cost of time, energy, and resources 

spent dealing with antagonistic regulators and community groups.  

  

Phase 4 – Efficiency 

Businesses operating in the fourth phase are beginning to recognize the benefits of proactively 

implementing sustainable practices, especially human resource and environmental strategies 

and policies used to reduce costs and increase efficiency (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). 

Although moving toward sustainability can entail increased costs, it can be justified by the 
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value-added through increased quality of goods and services that may result in a significant 

payoff in terms of generating income directly or indirectly (Dunphy, 2003). There is a growing 

awareness concerning the concept of 'waste' and how to minimize it. Businesses in this phase 

are at the starting point of integrating sustainability as a core business value and considered to 

be 'industrious stewards' because of the fundamental change in attitudes towards promoting 

continuous improvement, waste reduction, and maximizing the utilization of scarce and costly 

resources (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). 

  

Phase 5 – Strategic Proactivity 

Businesses operating in the fifth phase recognize sustainability as an integral part of the firm's 

business strategy. There is a shared belief that sustainability initiatives could provide a 

competitive advantage and create shared value among all stakeholders. Firms are promoting 

themselves as pioneers in sustainable business practices, with progressive human resource 

strategies that help them become an "employer of choice," with various corporate stewardship 

programs that build stakeholder support and innovative, high-quality, and environmentally safe 

goods and services. The commitment to sustainability is embedded within the firm's activities, 

operations, and policies; however, the commitment is driven by corporate self-interest and 

maximizing long-term profitability. In this phase, the definition of waste is greatly expanded 

and refined. Businesses continue their dedication to eliminating waste but now acknowledge 

the potential waste from unrealized or missed strategic opportunities (Benn, Edwards & 

Williams, 2018; Dunphy, 2003). Businesses in this phase are considered to be 'proactive 

strategists' because they recognize sustainability as essential for business strategy and actively 

pursue its benefits. The transformation to a carbon-neutral economy and contributing to the 

SDGs are viewed as opportunities rather than risks to be avoided (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 

2018). 

  

Phase 6 – The Sustaining Corporation 

In the final phase, working towards a sustainable world has been deeply internalized by 

management and a vast majority of the stakeholders. Businesses are still pursuing a 

conventional business objective but voluntarily go beyond solely prioritizing financial gains to 

actively promoting ecological and social sustainability principles and practices. Its primary 

goal is to facilitate the emergence of a society that nurtures ecological viability, as well as fair 

and egalitarian social practices and human fulfillment. To achieve this, firms are working to 

collaborate with governments and communities to change the current external environment to 
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support a more sustainable society. Furthermore, businesses have integrated and cooperative 

supply chains to ensure a genuinely green production process. They invest in human and 

relational resources internally and externally by sharing best practices with other related firms 

(Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018; Dunphy, 2003). 

  

Businesses in this phase are encouraging dematerialization of production, reusing, 

refurbishing, recycling, and expanding the knowledge-based economy. A Sustaining 

Corporation is actively working to influence the capital markets to favor long-term value 

creation over myopic financial gains and has an integrated approach to harmonize strategies in 

three pillars of sustainability: economic, social, and ecological. Stakeholder engagement is vital 

and an essential part of the business culture, including concentrating efforts to influence the 

customers' behaviors to become more sustainable. The ultimate goal is to generate a 

constructive culture that promotes transparency, communication, innovation, and involvement 

from all key stakeholders. In this phase, the concept of waste has been expanded. Now, failure 

to align corporate talent with the organization's sustainability objectives or any loss of talent 

required to achieve the goals is considered waste (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). 

  

Benn, Edwards & Williams (2018) consider businesses in this phase to be 'transforming 

futurists' because they are concerned with both their firm's current transformation of aligning 

their operations and policies to the requirements of a more sustainable society and are actively 

involved in the transformation of other organizations as well. 
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FIGURE 3 WAVES OF SUSTAINABILITY 

(Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018) 

  

Modified from V. Kemp, A. Stark and J. Tantrum, To Whose Profit: Evolution, London: 

WWF-UK, 2004. 

 

2.3.1. Landrum Sustainability Phase Model 

According to Landrum (2018), the first three phases of Benn, Edwards & Williams' (2018) 

Framework on Organizational Sustainability Phases (rejection, non-responsiveness, and 

compliance) are on the weaker side of the sustainability spectrum, where businesses are 

operating within those phases are respectively active within the non, very weak and weak 

sustainability dimensions. Businesses in the rejection phase ignore and dismiss sustainability 

practices entirely, while firms in the non-responsive and compliance phases are basing their 

sustainability initiatives on neoclassical economic principles that prioritize consumption and 

economic growth above whole systems thinking. 

  

The following phases, efficiency, and strategic proactivity are operating with an intermediate 

sustainability view. Firms are pursuing sustainability and acknowledging that cleaner 
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production activities and efficiency will generate a competitive advantage and benefit the 

company financially (Landrum, 2018). 

  

Benn, Edwards & Williams (2018) state Phase 6 - The Sustaining Corporation to be in the third 

and most sustainable wave. Landrum (2018) expanded the aforementioned stages by Benn, 

Edwards & Williams (2018) into three additional phases. These subsections of Phase 6 are 

distinguished in intermediate, strong, and very strong sustainability, indicating that today's 

organizations can and should move beyond the phase of The Sustaining Corporation. 

  

Phase 6.1 - Systemic 

The first expanded stage is rooted in intermediate sustainability. Companies in this stage 

involve all three aspects of sustainability in their actions; however, it is not fully integrated into 

the company's core and an anthropocentric approach to nature remains. While the focus is 

shifted to collaboration across organizations, the main goal remains self-interest for growth and 

profit (Landrum, 2018). 

  

Phase 6.2 - Regenerative 

The second expanded stage is rooted in strong sustainability and integrates environmental and 

ecological science in business activities and strategy. It is centered around going beyond 

continuous growth and wasteful consumption and trying to repair the commons and create 

diversity. Companies within this stage seek to prevent and repair anthropocentric damage, and 

the main goal is centered around sustainable development within planetary boundaries rather 

than growth (Landrum, 2018). 

  

Phase 6.3 - Co-Evolutionary 

The third expanded stage is rooted in very strong sustainability, and organizations within this 

stage aim to live in absolute harmony with nature. The strong sustainability paradigm suggests 

the need to preserve the environment and not just its economic value. It combines insights from 

social, economic, and ecological principles to facilitate cooperation, social well-being, and 

whole systems thinking. Businesses want to move beyond the restoration of the damages we 

cause to seeing the business entity as a part of the ecosystem participating in the planet's living 

systems. They do not wish to interfere with the natural environment but rather form mutually 

beneficial relationships with nature. Managers should tend to focus on principles of synergy, 

symbiosis, and coevolution and set them at the core of the business (Landrum, 2018). 
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2.4. Regenerative – The New Sustainable  

Regenerative sustainability principles are a fairly new concept; however, they have been 

applied in various other fields for over 50 years. The concept of regeneration is widely used in 

medicine and refers to the removal or reconstruction of human cells, tissues, or organs to repair 

and restore normal function. Regenerative medicine supports the human body's natural system 

and its biology (Mason & Dunnill, 2008). Regenerative models are also present in the field of 

agriculture, encompassing permaculture in terms of the implementation of whole systems 

thinking for regenerative design (Gibbons, 2020; Mang & Reed, 2012). The term has been 

heavily covered in literature topics surrounding buildings. It is currently applied within the 

construction sector, focusing on frameworks and measures taken to implement the regenerative 

design in creating cities and buildings for the future (Robinson & Cole, 2015; Cole, 2012; 

Mang & Reed, 2012; Reed, 2007). However, the use of the term ‘regenerative’ in business-to-

consumer industries is not yet widely assimilated. It needs further exploration, especially in 

more commercialized industries where the end-consumer is an individual in the society rather 

than another organization. 

 

Reed (2007) introduces a move beyond sustainability and doing less damage, to regeneration 

and participating with the environment. The term ‘regenerative’ aims to define all processes 

that restore, renew, and revitalize their energy and materials sources — regenerative bases on 

a whole systems model approach to understanding the complex interconnected 

interrelationships of all living systems (Lynch, Andersson & Johansen, 2021). The literature 

argues that a paradigm shift to whole systems thinking is required to achieve a regenerative 

development and allow for mutually beneficial relationships by connecting natural systems 

with human social systems (Gibbons, 2020; Casarejos, 2020; Arora & Rovenpor, 2018; Cole, 

2012; Mang & Reed, 2012; Reed, 2007).  

 

There is a significant difference in the mindset behind the concept of sustainability and 

regenerative sustainability. Regenerative sustainability incorporates whole systems thinking 

and a holistic worldview, whereas sustainability remains in an anthropocentric mindset of 

solely focusing on human wellbeing within planetary boundaries. Sustainability goals have 

been challenging to integrate synergistically and have often created tradeoffs or resulted in 

negative consequences. Implementing goals underlined with regenerative sustainability could 

instead result in inspiring change and advancing further in the sustainability phases for co-
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creation and incorporating earth systems for mutually beneficial outcomes for both humans 

and nature (Gibbons, 2020; Landrum, 2018). 

 

2.4.1. Regenerative Economy Principles 

Fullerton (2015) identifies three aspects needed for a regenerative transition, pointing out it 

will require more than just intellectual input. In a regenerative world, we have to combine our 

knowledge with practical elements of head, heart, and hands. 

 

Principle 1 - Understanding 

Firstly, embodying the head, a meticulous understanding and consideration of all living 

systems and how to keep them healthy are essential to implement a regenerative economy 

(Fullerton, 2015). To reach a thorough understanding and consideration of all living systems, 

SMEs ought to develop an ecology of mind through three learning levels. The first level 

encompasses efficiency thinking, where sustainable action is taken for cost advancements and 

set in the mindset of ‘doing things better' – rather than ‘doing better things’. Further, the second 

level introduces a primal focus on effectiveness thinking, where sustainable action is taken for 

ecological advancements, however, the level fails to incorporate whole systems thinking to 

address all consequences and potential negative impacts of those actions. Lastly, the third level 

incorporates an integrative awareness to reach an ecology of mind and take action grounded in 

strong sustainability. In the highest-level, sustainable action is taken for coevolutionary 

advancements based on the consciousness of interconnected relationships and striving for 

perceptual change (Reed, 2007). Humanity must move from the technocentric mindset focusing 

solely on efficiency and limitless growth to fathom the dynamic and interconnected ecocentric 

mindset and regain connectedness to nature. Organizations need to be uniquely informed by 

the essence of their unique history and place and understand the human communities and their 

traditions, beliefs, culture, and needs in which they are embedded (Fullerton, 2015). 

 

Principle 2 - Purpose 

Furthermore, developing a greater purpose that inspires others and strives to favor all earth 

systems is vital and incorporates the heart. Organizations have to see the value of wealth not 

only in monetary terms and instead recognize the value in social, cultural, living, experiential 

wealth, and well-being as guidance towards establishing a purpose. The purpose has to be 

aligned at all levels of the organization, from top management to employees and throughout 
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the supply chain. A centralized higher purpose that inspires and empowers the people is 

essential for a regenerative business (Fullerton, 2015). 

 

Principle 3 - Action 

Lastly, to transition to a regenerative economy, Fullerton (2015) argues that businesses need to 

develop the ability to transform the greater purpose into effective practical action, translating 

the hands. Organizations have to establish strategies where robust circulatory flows are 

prioritized in all parts of the organization. The circulation of earth systems should be transferred 

to organizations to form stable and valuable flows of information, knowledge, money, and 

resources. However, today's economy is highly competitive, halting evolution and 

development rather than co-creating towards a collaborative flow of resources and common 

purpose. More firms have to realize the importance of collaboration across organizations and 

industries while seeking a balance across three spectrums: efficiency and resilience, 

competition and collaboration, diversity, and coherence. Balance between all aspects has to be 

adapted into the strategy to address the organization and society's needs in the best way 

possible. 
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3. Methodology 

 

The purpose of this section is to present and justify the methodological choices made for the 

research. It states the research design, data collection, analysis process, and ethical 

implications. 
 

 

3.1. Research Philosophy 

There are numerous sociology perspectives regarding the ideal method of obtaining knowledge 

of humanity and society. Collis and Hussey (2014) describe the two most influential research 

paradigms; positivism and interpretivism. Positivism views reality as a concrete construction 

and argues that objectivity, verificationism, and reproducibility are essential elements to 

authenticate knowledge (Saunders et al., 2016). On the other hand, interpretivism research 

philosophy acknowledges the phenomenon's subjective nature and views reality as a mere 

human ingenuity (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

  

This research focuses on how sustainability consultants perceive SMEs’ current sustainable 

strategies and initiatives to discover how SMEs can reach a regenerative stage. The subjective 

nature of the study requires a qualitative approach. Therefore, the study is conducted through 

an interpretivism research philosophy which allows the researchers to explore and understand 

the phenomenon by capturing reality through interviews and interactions rather than through 

surveys and measurements. 

 

3.2. Research Approach 

There are two primary reasoning approaches in research: deductive and inductive (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014). Deductive reasoning encompasses testing the accuracy of a hypothesis 

regarding an existing theory. Researchers develop a hypothesis and examine the possibilities 

to reach a logical conclusion. Inductive reasoning is the opposite of deductive reasoning, where 

researchers make a broad generalization from specific observations—in other words, 

generating a theory from empirical observations (Collis & Hussey, 2014).  

  

The study explores SMEs’ transition from the current linear paradigm towards becoming more 

regenerative organization. The phenomenon under investigation is unknown territory. The aim 

is to identify and understand the impacting elements to develop a theory that can be generalized, 
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rather than testing or proving a hypothesis. For these reasons, an inductive explorative approach 

is best suitable for this research. 

 

3.3. Research Design 

The research design can either be quantitative or qualitative (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

Quantitative research has a numerical nature and derives meaning from statistics, diagrams, 

and standardized numerical data, while qualitative research uncovers meaning expressed 

through words. Qualitative research generates non-standardized data that requires classification 

and conceptualization (Saunders et al., 2016).  

  

The paper explores the phenomenon of regenerative businesses and how consulting firms 

perceive the enabling and restraining factors rather than measuring them. A qualitative research 

design is suitable for understanding the phenomenon under investigation by capturing the 

business consultant’s reality through interactions and interviews. Thus, a qualitative design is 

the most appropriate method of choice and allows for semi-structured interviews. 

  

Within the qualitative design of the thesis, a multiple case study approach was taken. In 

research, case studies are used to explore past or current phenomena from observation, 

interviews, or other data, and it can investigate a single case or multiple cases. A multiple case 

study allows for the comparison of a particular phenomenon across different organizations 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). This paper seeks to understand how SMEs can transition to a 

regenerative phase from the perspective of consultants across various industries; therefore, this 

approach was deemed most suitable. 

 

3.4. Data Collection 

3.4.1. Primary Data 

The primary data for the study has been collected through interviews with relevant 

stakeholders. The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured method to ensure the subject 

was covered extensively while supporting flexibility and shifting focus towards what emerged 

as most relevant for the study. The questions were open-ended to allow for exploring the subject 

resulting in more in-depth findings. The interviews were performed over video calls to 
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recognize verbal and non-verbal cues as well as behavioral indicators to get a complete 

understanding of the responses. 

 

The authors recorded and transcribed all interviews in order to facilitate the process of data 

analysis and strengthen accuracy. The same structure has been used for all of the interviews to 

ensure reliability. 

 

3.4.2. Interview Construction 

The data for the study was collected in five interviews with different sustainability consultants. 

Prior to the interview, a consent form was sent out to all participants to agree upon how data is 

handled, used, and stored. Potential questions were raised before initiating the interview to 

minimize confusion and misunderstandings. The interviewees were briefed with the aim of the 

study and a definition of the term regenerative to clarify the context. 

  

A set of questions (Appendix B) was prepared for the interview and were used as a guideline. 

The questions were formulated based on the literature review and theoretical framework to 

guarantee topics relevant to the study were investigated. Questions closely developed with 

theory from literature strengthen the study's validity and reliability (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

The interviews were held in a semi-structured manner; therefore, not all questions were raised 

with each participant. Follow-up questions and adaptation of questions were applied to yield 

the best results and ensure relevant aspects of the topic capturing prospective sentiments and 

attitudes. 

  

Due to the current situation with the COVID-19 pandemic, a decision was taken to conduct all 

interviews through a digital channel, Zoom meetings. Conducting the interviews via digital 

channels increased potential interview subjects' scope, eliminating geographical constraints 

while simultaneously limiting the environmental impact created by traveling for face-to-face 

meetings. Furthermore, video calls allowed the interviewers to note body language, verbal 

responses, and behavioral indicators of the interviewees, thereby maintaining a physical 

meeting's integrity. Both researchers were present during all interviews to uphold investigator 

triangulation and ensure strong validity and reliability. 
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3.4.3. Validity, Reliability, and Generalizability 

The primary concern when collecting data is maintaining the integrity of the data. Validity and 

reliability are two concepts that are evaluating the quality of the research. Validity refers to if 

the results reflect the phenomena examined, while reliability confirms the study's accuracy and 

precision. Validity and reliability are considered to preclude bias and wrongful, inaccurate, and 

misleading results. The researchers perform internal validity tests scrutinizing the study's 

quality and findings and external validity to measure generalizability. In qualitative research, 

validity is established in the use of triangulation methods. Triangulation supports the 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the study (Collis & Hussey, 

2014).  

  

Collis and Hussey (2014) state that triangulation is used to eliminate bias and confirm the 

study's reliability and validity by using more than one source of information. This allows an 

analysis of the topic from several perspectives leading to higher trustworthiness. Data 

triangulation entails multiple sources of data collection. Investigator triangulation necessitates 

that various researchers perform the data collection. 

 

Triangulation has been performed in two manners, in the form of (1) data triangulation and (2) 

investigator triangulation to ensure strong validity and reliability. Interviews were performed 

with five different sustainability consultants at five different points in time to ensure a broad 

scope and several independent data sources, and more than one researcher has performed the 

data collection and analysis process. Furthermore, a draft of the almost finished thesis paper 

was sent out to the five sustainability experts participating in the study to confirm the results 

and ensure a true depiction of their perception. All of the consultants approved the findings and 

results.  

 

3.5. Sampling Method 

The sampling in the study was conducted in a hybrid manner consisting of purposeful and 

convenience sampling. A purposeful sampling method sets specific characteristics. These 

characteristics are set prior to the sampling process, and subjects are chosen based on fulfilling 

the criteria. Convenience sampling is used when only a certain number of subjects is available 

at the time of the study, and the easily accessible subjects are chosen (Etika, Musa, & Alkassim, 

2016). 
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The sampling frame was limited by a set of criteria. First of all, we decided to limit the sample 

to Swedish SMEs within the consultancy sector, actively working with sustainability strategies. 

In Sweden, to be classified as an SME, a company has to fulfill three criteria as set by the EU 

directive; having an annual turnover of fewer than 50 million euros, total annual assets of less 

than 43 million euros, and additionally, consisting of up to 250 employees (European Union 

Commission, 2003). 

  

The participants were sourced from various sustainability networks, ‘Nätverket för hållbart 

näringsliv’ (NMC), CSR Småland, and CSR Väst Sverige’s members list. All members of the 

network state to share a vision of engaging in creating sustainable enterprises across all three 

pillars of sustainability, social, ecological, and economical by following the Agenda 2030 and 

Paris Agreement (NMC, 2017), thus ensuring the companies chosen were actively working 

with sustainability strategies. The ‘Business Retriever’ (BR) database was used to cross-check 

if the participants qualified under SME classification criteria. A sample of 28 companies 

matching all criteria was selected and contacted through email. 

  

The second criterion limiting the sampling frame was that the consultancy firm had to perform 

consultancy work for SMEs in other sectors actively. To ensure the criterion was fulfilled, the 

consultancy firm's website was thoroughly investigated and then confirmed by the participants 

via email.  

 

The participants chose to remain anonymous and are therefore listed below as company A-E. 

The participant's identity is not relevant to the study itself and has no impact on the result. The 

research focuses on the participant’s perception of SMEs rather than the participants 

themselves, and therefore the anonymity does not pose a limitation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://nmc.a.se/
https://nmc.a.se/
http://csrsmaland.se/medlemmar/
https://csrvastsverige.se/medlemmar/
https://web.retriever-info.com/services/businessinfo.html?
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TABLE 1 INTERVIEWS 

No. Company Name Length Date 

1 Company A 27:26 min 08-03-21 

2 Company B 18:22 min 10-03-21 

3 Company C 21:00 min 11-03-21 

4 Company D 47:24 min 17-03-21 

5 Company E 31:26 min 18-03-21 

 

 

3.6. Data Analysis 

The data analysis will be performed with a non-quantifying method of general coding as it is a 

suitable method for qualitative research under the interpretivism paradigm. All primary data 

collected has been transcribed to ensure accuracy and strengthen reliability (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). A thematic analysis was performed where the researchers methodologically coded the 

primary data to identify themes. The themes were then further placed into eight overarching 

categories. Further, an analysis of primary data and existing literature will be done. Themes of 

enabling and restraining factors based on the literature have been found and compared with the 

theoretical frameworks. The analysis identified common trends between the data and the theory 

and discussed how reality relates and differs from theory. Lastly, it argued the importance of 

the different factors and how they are perceived in reality. The analysis is based on the 

researchers' previous knowledge and insights. 

 

3.7. Ethical Considerations 

Prior to the interviews, a consent form (Appendix A) was sent out to all participants to disclose 

the purpose of the study, as well as information regarding the data handling, collection, and 

analysis process. The form was verbally confirmed at the beginning of the interview, and the 

interviewee was given time to address any concerns and questions. It was made clear that the 

data is only stored until the thesis's finalization and would only be accessed by the authors and 

thesis supervisor. Lastly, the interviewee was asked if (s)he desires to be anonymous in the 

paper and if we are allowed to cite them.  
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While conducting qualitative research with interviews as a primary source of data, bias, 

miscommunication, or wrongful interpretation might occur (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

Investigating enabling and restraining factors for SMEs' transformation to become regenerative 

through a consultancy perspective may skew the results, as they are not an accurate 

representation of SMEs' whole population. The researchers strongly believe that despite 

consultancies being a fraction of the population, their experiences working with other 

organizations will compensate and contribute to the study's reliability. To avoid biases and 

assure the study's validity, both data and investigator triangulation will be performed. 

Furthermore, the researchers will keep an open mind and report all data, both advantageous 

and unfavorable to the purpose. 
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4. Empirical Findings 
 
   

The purpose of this section is to showcase the primary data collected in five interviews with 

sustainability consultants. The relevant findings are structured based on themes that emerged 

from the coding process. 
  

 

4.1. Interview Background 

4.1.1. Consultant A 

Consultant A is the CEO of Company A. The interviewee has a background in biology, 

environmental management, and environmental auditing. The participant has been actively 

working as a sustainability consultant for 20 years, and has founded its own sustainability 

consultancy enterprise, as well as been involved in the development of a university program in 

the field of sustainable enterprising. Company A takes on work with SMEs in various sectors. 

 

4.1.2. Consultant B 

Consultant B is currently working as the CEO at Company B. The participant previously 

worked as a consultant for the company during a period of four years and has a deep passion 

for sustainability. The consultants at company B are considered to be ‘Climate Strategists’ and 

are working with everything from individual consulting to larger companies in the food, 

finance, IT, and building industries. 

 

4.1.3. Consultant C 

Consultant C has a divided role at Company C. Half the time; the participant is working as a 

management consultant within the subject of sustainability with a focus on environmental 

management systems, quality, health, and safety, but also helps companies with sustainability 

strategies to integrate sustainability into the core business. The other half of the time, 

Consultant C is a sustainability manager, working with coordinating social, environmental, and 

economic sustainability practices internally at Company C. The participant has an educational 

background in natural science and sustainability, life cycle assessment, and circular economy. 

Company C operates in almost all industry branches, but primarily in the textile and 

construction, and within both the private and public sector. 
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4.1.4. Consultant D 

Consultant D has the position of head of sales and opportunities at Company D. The company 

dates back six years and is defined as an innovation and experience agency and consists of 

solely three employees. Consultant D describes the company as working organically in the 

form of when taking on a project; the competencies are outsourced, forming temporary 

partnerships to achieve mutual relationships and seek out the best expertise. Sustainability and 

resilience are core values for all organization members, and they aim to work with all pillars 

of sustainability, both internally and externally. Consultant D works with business innovation 

with the framework of design thinking as well as meeting design and facilitation within the 

triple helix, connecting the public sector, private sector, and academic sector. 

 

4.1.5. Consultant E 

Consultant E co-founded Company E 26 years ago. The participant has a background in 

business organization and marketing with a specialization in environmental management 

systems. The consultancy's main activities are environmental certification and project 

management. Consultant E works with a variety of SMEs within the service sector as well as 

the public sector and academia. 

 

4.2. Interview Findings 

4.2.1. Sustainability Paradox 

The interviews covered topics regarding the concept of sustainability, as well as SMEs’ 

sustainability strategies and approaches, the meaning of networking, organizational structure, 

and challenges of working with sustainability.  All interviewees highlighted the importance of 

fully comprehending the sustainability issue and that it affects society as a whole, describing 

the current situation and attitude towards the sustainability dynamic in SMEs.  

 

“[Sustainability is] relevant for everyone. Because, we're at the tipping point. I’m sure 

you know. So we're at the tipping point with, I would say, the outer climate, but also 

people's inner climates are quite strained.“ - Consultant D 
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The current attitude towards the planet was explained by Consultant D as highly exploitative. 

To accommodate the future threats we are facing with climate change, SMEs have to gain 

knowledge on how to find a balance between the three pillars of sustainability.  

 

“We take, take and take and take and take, and we don't really think about what we're 

giving back” - Consultant D 

 

“Without sustainability in that [environmental] pillar, you can't have economic or 

social sustainability in the long term.” - Consultant A 

 

SMEs today lack a holistic understanding of the issue, focusing on sustainability selectively. 

Without the overarching knowledge, there is a risk of imposing more damage rather than 

positively impacting the planet. Consultant E and Consultant C acknowledge the willingness 

of SMEs’ and their current attempts to work with sustainability. However, often yielding 

undesired results because all aspects of the business are not taken into account.  

 

“I think they work with all the parts, but maybe not systematically.”  - Consultant E 

 

“Leading a company and taking care of all aspects, we want to earn money and work 

with the economic dimension of sustainability, but we cannot do that by compromising 

with the other aspects like social and environmental. We have come quite far with the 

environmental part. Many businesses are working with environmental management 

systems or other systems to decrease or minimize their environmental impact. But in 

practice, I can say that we haven't gone that far for the social and economical 

dimension of sustainability.” - Consultant C 

 

“[SMEs] don't have the knowledge within the company, often I can see that they have 

a quality manager or an environmental manager, but they don't have the whole aspects 

and knowledge within that.” - Consultant C 
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4.2.2. Sustainability Ambiguity 

One of the main challenges discovered in the interviews was the ambiguity regarding the 

concept of sustainability. All consultants expressed concerns regarding the vague definition 

of sustainability and emphasized that the lack of consensus regarding the definition is a 

primary obstacle to developing more sustainable and resilient businesses.  

 

“I think one challenge is that they [SMEs] don't understand what sustainability is, and 

the need for working with sustainability. So, I think that is one of the most important 

things to start with. We need to identify ‘what is sustainability’?”  - Consultant C 

 

“I think very few of us actually know what sustainability means.” - Consultant D 

 

Furthermore, the consultants voiced concern for the ambiguity regarding the future. Individuals 

and businesses are continuously exposed to information regarding the climate crisis and the 

urgency for us to change our behavior, consumption patterns, and ways of doing business in 

order to save the planet. However, the consultants believe that one reason for SMEs to avoid 

adopting more sustainable practices is that we do not know what will actually happen if we 

continue doing business as usual and transgress the planetary boundaries. Scientists have a 

hypothesis, but in reality, the future is unknown. 

 

“Unless we start doing everything from a place of sustainability, I think we will, well, 

we'll face some challenges that we cannot that we cannot grasp the magnitude of […] 

if we pass these boundaries, we were not really sure how things are going to behave on 

the planet.” - Consultant D 

 

4.2.3. Mindset 

The mindset of SMEs needs to change in order for a transition to a regenerative phase to be 

possible. However, a paradigm shift is not an easy occurrence, and there are various concerns 

taken up throughout the interviews. Consultant D brought attention to the barrier of individuals 

being frightened by change and the risks and trade-offs it might entail. Individuals need to 

make decisions and face the risks of the unknown to achieve a mindset that fosters a shift 

towards regeneration. 
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“The way we run business, if we want to run it sustainably, we have got to change a lot 

of things, and are we really, are we actually willing to do that? Am I willing to refrain 

from the lifestyle that I built up? […] if we're going to start to change things, then we 

have to put new practices in place, and that's going to take work. Am I willing to do 

that? - Consultant D 

 

SMEs have to realize that it is not feasible to continue with business-as-usual. Consultant D 

highlights how all the decisions made have an impact, and we have to move away from the 

business-as-usual approach to create a better and sustainable future. However, it is a shared 

effort, and we need to make choices together to ensure this. Everyone must do their part to 

contribute to the common good and ensure a better future for society.  

 

“The choices you make actually create your reality, and the choices we make every day 

create our future […] I cannot continue making the same choices as I made in the past, 

I need to start making new choices.” - Consultant D 

 

“Everyone needs to do what they can - on a personal level or on an organizational 

level.” - Consultant A 

 

Consultant D emphasizes a critical steppingstone in achieving a mindset that would allow 

regenerative businesses to become attainable; finding inner sustainability. In order to truly lead 

or work for a sustainable organization, we must find and take care of our inner climate. A 

regenerative business works in harmony and symbiosis with nature, and therefore, we as 

individuals need to be in sync with nature to enact that into the organization.  

 

“Mental, physical motion are building blocks for us to be sustainable as persons. 

Because if we are not sustained, if we are not living a life that's sustainable for us, and 

that works for us, how can we ever go out in the world and speak about sustainability?”  

- Consultant D 

 

“We have to take care of our inner climate in order to be able to take care of our outer 

climate […] Something can only be sustainable when the whole is in balance.”  

- Consultant D 
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4.2.4. Values 

A key topic in the interviews was the essentiality of aligning values, purpose, and business 

practices in order for businesses to transition towards more sustainable operations.  The 

consultants discussed that each and every startup had its own reason for commencing various 

sustainability initiatives. Some value the social, natural, and economic dimensions, while 

others disregard sustainability principles for myopic economic gains.  

 

“[Startups have] different motivations, so some are just looking for something 

interesting to have - not really got sustainability on their mind, some want to make more 

money quickly and have not got sustainability on their mind, so I think it's about the 

people involved.”  - Consultant B  

 

Consultant D emphasized the importance of maintaining a holistic view and treating the natural 

environment with the same basic human decency we are expected to treat each other with. 

Business owners and employees must evaluate and realign their values with science to force 

change in the direction of more sustainable practices.  

 

“So if we know that everything is one, if we would truly know that, would we treat each 

other as we do? Would we treat the planet as we do?” - Consultant D 

 

“I think, another thing that's critical too is spirituality and science, that we start 

connecting the two […] I think that's when we're going to start seeing some real change 

around” - Consultant D 

 

The values must be understood and communicated throughout the organization and the supply 

chain to create a shared understanding and balance that act as the foundation for change in the 

direction towards more sustainable practices.  

 

4.2.5. Awareness 

The interviewees were asked to identify what sustainability is to them and how they would 

define the core of sustainability. As previously stated, sustainability is somewhat vaguely 

defined, which can cause ambiguity and complicate the transition towards a more regenerative 
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society. Consultant B and E focused their definition on the impact the actions of the 

organizations have on the planet and future generations. This focus is rooted more in outer 

sustainability and the external effects, while Consultant D, on the other hand, guides the focus 

more towards inner sustainability and its importance.  

 

"To do something in a sustainable way is to do it in a way that will not negatively 

impact, well potentially positively impact, or at least not negatively impact future 

generations of people." - Consultant B 

 

"Sustainability for me, starts with me […] unless my ecosystem, my body, mind and 

spirit is sustainable, and is balanced […] nothing else will ever be sustainable."  

- Consultant D 

 

"Thinking long term. What kind of impact will the actions we take now have on the 

future." - Consultant E 

 

Furthermore, the interviewees were asked about the awareness regarding concepts rooted in 

stronger sustainability, such as bio-centered technologies as biomimicry. The interviewees 

stated that these concepts are not yet widely found in practice in SMEs' strategies when the 

concept was explained. 

 

"I haven't come across [bio-centered technologies such as biomimicry]. I haven't 

worked with anyone or heard any right now, that I know." - Consultant B 

 

"I haven't actually seen [biomimicry] that in any clients I have been working with it 

[…] I haven't seen that in practice."  - Consultant C 

 

The awareness of sustainability in society is described by Consultant B as relatively good, at 

least in the younger generation. However, many concepts, such as regenerative business 

models, are not yet well established, as stated by Consultant A. Nevertheless, there is a lack of 

incentives to pursue sustainability strategies even if the awareness is growing. 

 

"Relevant topics or topics of the day, […] as circular economy or regenerative business 

models. Not yet maybe [Regenerative Business Model]" - Consultant A 
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"In Sweden most of the young people at least have a good awareness of climate issues, 

so it must be something more than awareness, must be motivation, personal motivation 

I would suggest." - Consultant B 

 

4.2.6. Organizational Structure  

Organizational structure and the company's leadership style influence their approach and 

likelihood of adopting sustainable practices to the highest degree. Consultant B and C highlight 

the significance of top management involvement. Core values of sustainability must be present 

at the top of the organizational structure to transform the company all the way.  

 

“An ambassador, or contact person that is promoted to a leadership position. And then 

it goes really quickly and easily […] you really need [sustainability values] at the 

highest position” - Consultant B 

 

“Important that the leaders and the leadership are acting, and then take this to the core 

business, otherwise it will never be integrated in the business” - Consultant C 

 

“Knowledge, understanding and commitment of management and owners is essential. 

The more they understand and feel sustainability is important for their business model 

– the more things will happen in practice in the operations, so their understanding I 

think is the most essential part” - Consultant E 

 

Consultant E discussed a flat and informal organizational structure as beneficial for cultivating 

sustainability-centered strategies. The participant identified that most Swedish companies hold 

this form of structure and, therefore, are viewed as more advanced in the sustainability field 

than companies in other countries. Additionally, these flat and less bureaucratic organizational 

structures allow SMEs to be more agile and act more swiftly to changes in the internal or 

external environment than their larger counterparts. 

 

“[Flat and informal organizational structure] gives everybody in the organization an 

opportunity to take initiatives, and you get a lot of responsibility and freedom to do 

things, and I think a lot of organizations working with sustainability and the 
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environment, if you get an assignment or a specific task within these areas you have 

pretty much free hands to do things in a specified framework.” - Consultant E 

 

“Ability of small and medium sized companies to actually be very agile and act quite 

quickly.” - Consultant D 

 

However, despite the flexibility SMEs’ organizational structure tends to have (especially in the 

smaller enterprises), the organizations are more restricted in their financial and physical 

resources due to their size, which in turn restricts SMEs in prioritizing purpose-driven work 

over profit-driven work. Sustainability work entails many risks and is therefore often overseen 

by SMEs that choose a more stable and profitable strategy to ensure the organization's survival.  

 

“SMEs don't have money from day to day, […] many of them don't even succeed.”  

- Consultant B 

 

“So the money, probably at the end of the day, almost always has the last word.”  

- Consultant B 

 

“I think if there are demands and solutions that are viable from an economic 

perspective, there is some interest.” - Consultant E 

 

4.2.7. Stakeholder Pressure 

When asked why SMEs are implementing sustainable strategies, the consultants all emphasized 

stakeholder pressure as a primary factor. Consultant E emphasizes that if businesses are not 

focusing on sustainable practices, it is because they cannot feel any external or internal 

pressure. If stakeholders demand more substantial sustainability initiatives, this will incentivize 

the organization to transform and devote time for such a course of action. Today, the younger 

generations are becoming increasingly more demanding as the information regarding 

sustainability issues is expanding. They are expecting businesses to address issues and have a 

larger purpose than solely making money. Moreover, addressing sustainability issues in social 

or environmental dimensions may generate a superior brand image that attracts and retains 

employees. Integrating sustainability policies and practices in the core businesses benefits the 
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brand image on the labor market. In some industries it is a requirement from the consumers, a 

qualifying factor in the purchasing decision-making journey.  

 

“A lot of young employees expect businesses to address these questions in a serious 

way” - Consultant A 

 

“When you look at strategy the larger organizations need to be attractive for young 

employees and new employees […] Sustainability is really important thing for employer 

branding” - Consultant E 

 

“We work a lot with environmental management systems because these are the 

expectations from customers. It's a ticket into business.” - Consultant E  

 

Furthermore, Consultant B highlights the domino effect generated by the governmental 

pressure from legislation that forces larger companies to become more transparent and report 

on their sustainability practices in order to push companies towards becoming more 

sustainable.  

 

“Big companies have more and more pressure on them to report, and reduce, and to 

some extent they push that pressure down to their suppliers and down the bottom are 

the SMEs of their chains. So, even if SMEs don't feel the pressure directly from 

consumers or owners or whatever that's coming, it's coming from different directions.”  

- Consultant B 

 

4.2.8. Strategy and Communication 

Many SMEs try to adopt sustainable strategies; however, they lack the ability to connect and 

integrate them throughout all operations. A holistic view and understanding are needed to 

communicate the strategy both internally and externally. An internal consensus of what 

direction the organization will take has to be established and well communicated for an 

effective and resilient strategy to be formed. 

 

“Most SMEs don't work really integrated with these [sustainability] questions.” 

 - Consultant A 
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“Companies tried to connect all these different things. I think they have been doing 

things in all these sectors [of sustainability] for a long time, but now they want to 

connect them and say - ‘where are the connections between our social responsibility 

and my environmental responsibility?’” - Consultant D 

 

“We need to identify ‘what is sustainability’? [...] What can we create? What are the 

benefits of working with sustainability? And I think SMEs that are not working with 

sustainability, they have not really defined the needs and benefits.”  - Consultant C 

 

Consultant E accentuates the different ways businesses tend to develop their strategies. In 

larger corporations, the bureaucracy is more prominent and requires official documentation of 

the corporate strategy. While in SMEs (especially in the smaller enterprises), the business 

strategy is usually evolving more organically and is less formal. Large enterprises are 

showcasing their sustainable initiatives because of legal requirements and to appeal more to 

the consumers. These benefits are equally as important to SMEs, however; not always as 

transparent and clear to the audience. 

 

“[SMEs] have a strategy, but it's not explicit. Of course, they have an idea about how 

they should do the business but they don't have business plans and strategies, the way 

that you learn in school and the way I learned when I was a business student. They are 

not always so strategic - they will look at ‘what do I need to do now to keep my business 

running and to be competitive.’” - Consultant E 

 

“Being able to compete, increase competitive advantage by having certifications and 

having services that are sustainable is of course important for them so I would say, 

compliance, and being able to be competitive is the main strategy [of SMEs].” 

- Consultant E 

 

Sustainable strategies can often, purposefully or not, result in greenwashing. The strategy may 

be communicated in such a way that the company seems to be highly invested in the issue, 

while in practice, it may only be a bureaucratic attempt at myopic economic gains or a result 

of miscommunication and lack of holistic awareness of the impacts of the operations. 

Sustainability has to be communicated more clearly and openly, not only inside the 



 39 

organization but also externally to the consumers and the public. Everyone is affected by the 

organization’s actions, as we are all stakeholders of the planet. A genuinely regenerative 

business is not viable without an open and transparent communication with all stakeholders.  

 

“The number of companies who have a sustainability policy and, and brought in 

someone who work with them internally, and then they drafted this document, and then 

they put it on the website, I am quite harsh […] I see that this is happening a lot because 

we're all supposed to be putting sustainability on top of our agendas [...] I think a lot 

of people think they put it [sustainability] on top of the agenda, whereas they don't 

really put it on top of the agenda.” - Consultant D 

 

“Communication is a critical thing. In order for sustainable development to become 

more relevant for the average person on this on this planet right now. We need to work 

on the accessibility of information and the way it is presented.” - Consultant D 
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5. Analysis 
 

  

The purpose of this section is to analyze the empirical findings previously presented in 

relation to the theoretical framework. The section presents the thematic coding and the 

categories identified. The analysis is structured after the three principles of a regenerative 

economy.  

  

 

5.1. Coding  

The coding is the first step of the analytical data processing and provides the researchers with 

a foundation on which to construct their analysis (Collis & Hussey, 2014). As previously stated 

in section 3.6 Data Analysis, the coding process includes establishing themes from the 

transcribed interviews in order to construct comprehensive categories. The themes generated 

in this research (see table 2) emerged after the transcription process and during the creation of 

the empirical findings. The authors reviewed the transcripts to find quotes relating to the 

research purpose and key processes and principles established in the frame of reference. After 

synthesizing themes, the researchers grouped similar themes to establish overarching 

categories and a baseline for the analysis. The process of linking themes to categories helps the 

researchers gain insight into the relevance and importance of the collected data and identify 

which themes to investigate further (Collis & Hussey, 2014).  

 

TABLE 2 OPEN CODING 

Category Theme 

Sustainability Paradox Continuous Growth Approach 

Current situation 

Environmental Sustainability 

Social Sustainability 

Economic Sustainability 

Sustainability Definition 

Sustainability Ambiguity Clarification 

Ambiguity 

Lack of knowledge 
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Mindset Ambition 

Business Case 

Driver 

Change Resistance 

Values 

  

Values 

Expectations 

Goals 

Inclusivity 

Priorities 

Sustainability Awareness 

  

Strong Sustainability Awareness 

Sustainability Dynamic 

Organizational Awareness 

Holistic Understanding 

Knowledge 

Whole System Thinking 

Organizational Structure 

  

Collaboration 

Relationships 

Habits 

Structure 

Supply Chain 

Organizational Development 

Stakeholder Pressure 

  

Requirements 

Business Qualifiers 

Legislation 

Strategy and Communication in SMEs 

  

Sustainability Tools 

Communication 

Compliance 

Sustainability strategies in SMEs 

Transparency 

Greenwashing 

 

 

The structure of this analysis is based on the three principles presented by Fullerton (2015) on 

how to reach a regenerative economy as established in the frame of reference. The analysis 

aims to link together the empirical findings with the sustainability phases and organizational 

change raised in the frame of reference in accordance with the three principles of transitioning 

to a regenerative economy.  
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The analysis is divided by the three principles of Fullerton: understanding, purpose, and action. 

Relevant empirical findings are discussed within these three sections and drawn to topics in 

previously presented literature. 

 

5.2. Urgency of Sustainability Paradox 

The concept of sustainability has never been as crucial as today. The planet is currently at a 

critical threshold of transgressing the planetary boundaries, and Earth's life-supporting system 

is in immediate danger due to anthropogenic activities (Rockström et al., 2009). Humanity has 

to work collaboratively for a “common future” that promotes responsible consumption and 

production to sustain the planet today and for generations to come (United Nations, 1987).  All 

interviews emphasized the importance of sustainability and finding a balance between the three 

dimensions for the individual, businesses, society at large, and the planet. Establishing a 

systemic understanding of ecological issues and holistic awareness can allow businesses to 

meet these grand sustainability challenges (Gibbons, 2020; Casarejos, 2020; Arora & 

Rovenpor, 2018; Cole, 2012; Mang & Reed, 2012; Reed, 2007) and enable a paradigm shift 

towards sustainable and regenerative thinking. Enterprises need to develop strategies targeting 

the fundamental causes of climate change as well as implement transformative learning 

(Lehtonen et al., 2018). Today’s economic structure is founded on neoclassical economic 

principles that prioritize consumption and economic growth above whole systems thinking 

(Lovins et al., 2018; Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). The definition of ‘corporate 

sustainability and ‘sustainable practices’ are ambiguous and up for interpretation. Meeting the 

intergenerational direct and indirect needs of business stakeholders (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002) 

have different meanings for different stakeholders and organizations. It became evident in the 

findings that each individual has its own interpretation of what sustainability is to them, despite 

working with similar jobs and towards the same goal of helping organizations become more 

‘sustainable.’ The lack of consensus allows businesses to define sustainability to fit their 

personal agenda. Consequently, it generates confusion regarding what the term 'sustainability' 

actually entails and is, therefore, one of the main obstacles to sustainable development. 

 

“I think very few of us actually know what sustainability means.” - Consultant D 
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5.3. Principle One: Understanding 

The first step to reaching a regenerative economy is to develop a broad understanding and 

consideration of all living systems on the planet. Organizations need to learn how to keep the 

planet healthy and how to contribute to business without harming anyone or anything 

(Fullerton, 2015). One of the findings discovered was that the ambiguity of sustainability poses 

a tremendous obstacle in taking this first step. There is no consensus regarding the concept of 

sustainability, and this can be seen as a result of the overarching shortage of knowledge 

surrounding sustainability issues (Lehtonen et al., 2018; Weiss et al., 2019). The problem arises 

both regarding the meaning of the concept itself, but also for the implications of the climate 

crisis and the uncertain future it entails.  

 

“I think one challenge is that they [SMEs] don't understand what sustainability is, and 

the need for working with sustainability. So I think that is one of the most important 

things to start with. We need to identify ‘what is sustainability’?” - Consultant C 

 

The interviewees emphasized the need to first clearly define sustainability and why it is 

important to us. Organizations need to establish a clear and transparent language regarding the 

communication of sustainability for a regenerative transition. Businesses must first understand 

the concept and how to communicate it before being able operate in a manner that provides 

financial gains as well as environmental and social benefits. In order to overcome the ambiguity 

of sustainability, we need more transparent communication, which can only be achieved by 

increasing knowledge of the issue. Sustainability is a dynamic, ill-defined problem without 

clear objectives and with conflicting worldviews (Brønn and Simcic-Brønn, 2018), requiring 

more than solely thinking intergenerational and caring for the environment. Reed (2009) argues 

that there are three different learning levels to corporate sustainability; efficiency effectiveness, 

and integrative ecological thinking. Organizations cannot simply ‘do things better’, but rather 

‘do better things’ by understanding an ecology to comprehend the climate change issue at large. 

Only with the highest-learning level based on the consciousness of interconnected relationships 

and striving for perceptual change will organizations reach strong sustainability and an 

understanding that allows for a regenerative economy. 

 

However, incentivizing SMEs can pose difficulties. The findings show that companies today 

are primarily complying with the legislation or market requirements. The effort towards 
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certification and using standards is mainly seen as a competitive advantage rather than guided 

by core values rooted in sustainability. This mindset is associated with §weaker sustainability 

found in the early phases of the journey. A paradigm shift is needed to leave the compliance 

stage rooted in the neoclassical mindset (Landrum, 2018; Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). 

Nevertheless, in order to incentivize a paradigm shift that integrates the economic, social, and 

environmental dimensions of sustainability in SMEs, a significant financial and educational 

investment must occur to broadens the businesses’ and peoples’ awareness of sustainability 

(Glavič, Pintarič, & Bogataj, 2021) to move from a technocentric mindset that solely focuses 

on efficiency and limitless growth, to one that understands and value the interconnected 

ecocentric mindset (Fullerton, 2015). Organizations must establish a systemic understanding 

of ecological issues to gain a holistic awareness that can allow businesses to evolve organically 

to become regenerative and tackle grand sustainability challenges instead of creating them. 

Businesses must acknowledge the intergenerational ripple effect their choices have on 

everything from businesses, to living standards, to natural catastrophes. 

  

“The choices you make actually create your reality, and the choices we make every day 

create our future” - Consultant D 

 

5.4. Principle Two: Purpose 

When organizations have established an understanding and increased their knowledge of 

sustainability to embrace whole systems thinking, they can advance to fulfill the second 

principle for reaching a regenerative economy. This principle emphasizes developing a greater 

purpose that inspires others and strives to favor all earth systems (Fullerton, 2015). 

 

Today the corporate world uses the phrases winners and losers, costs and gains, game or war 

when speaking about business. This language does not reflect the values needed for a 

sustainable environment and instead cultivates a culture where profit surpasses purpose (Arora 

& Rovenpor, 2018). The interviewees support that this jargon is shifting the focus of companies 

towards the economic pillar, hinders companies from concentrating on sustainable practices 

and defining a clear purpose that will incorporate all three pillars of sustainability. Without a 

clearly defining sustainability, companies will struggle to find a clear purpose to guide them. 

Fullerton (2015) states that developing a greater purpose that inspires others and strives to favor 

all earth systems is a steppingstone to becoming regenerative. A significant obstacle seen today 



 45 

in organizations as found in the primary data is the lack of alignment of company values and, 

therefore, lack of strategies incorporating sustainability. The findings insinuate that transparent 

communication of sustainability strategies is crucial to avoid greenwashing the operations. 

SMEs sustainability strategies are often communicated in a misleading way that makes the 

consumer believe that the business is highly invested in various grand sustainability challenges.  

While in reality, it may only be an attempt at painting the organization's exterior green for 

myopic economic gains or a result of miscommunication and lack of holistic awareness of the 

operations impact. Sustainability values, principles, and initiatives should be communicated 

more transparently, internally and externally. Only if clear values are established that are well-

communicated throughout the organization, a can company move towards a regenerative 

economy and stronger sustainability. 

 

To change the neoclassical mindset, organizations need to fight the resistance that can be 

observed in SMEs. Human beings can be afraid of the risks change may entail; however, 

change is vital for every organization, and all businesses must go through it (Smith, 2011). To 

reach a regenerative stage and incorporate social, economic, and ecological principles equally, 

organizations will have to change and cease the neoclassical focus on continuous growth 

(Landrum, 2018). All organizations need to embrace the need for change and its importance to 

start making new and more sustainable choices. Evolving the mindset of management and 

employees can enable a transition towards regeneration. 

 

“The choices you make actually create your reality, and the choices we make every day 

create our future […] I cannot continue making the same choices as I made in the past, 

I need to start making new choices.” - Consultant D 

 

In order for a paradigm shift to occur and achieve a balance with nature, there is a need for 

defining a greater purpose that inspires others and strives to favor all earth systems. Businesses 

must revitalize the whole organization by aligning the vision and core values to taking action 

and maintaining the process (Landrum, 2018; Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018; Mang & 

Reed, 2012). The findings insinuate that this has to result from incremental and 

transformational changes to the organization. Some changes will have to occur radically as 

organizations will need to refrain from the behavior and routines that they built up over the 

years. Transformational change will be needed for organizations to address the alarming rate 

at which the climate crisis is escalating, and even though it entails significant risks, it can yield 
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highly beneficial results (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). The risks and possible tradeoffs 

incorporated with transformational change can pose some resistance from organizations; 

however, organizations need to take on this resistance and work through it if a regenerative 

economy is to become feasible. As stated by Benn, Edwards & Williams (2018), incremental 

change includes small changes applied to the company's structure. It is suitable for change 

processes that impact day-to-day operations and is also highly valuable for companies to 

incorporate. Change does not happen overnight and needs effort put in on a daily basis to be 

maintained and sustained in the long term. 

 

“The way we run business, if we want to run it sustainably, we have got to change a lot 

of things, and are we really, are we actually willing to do that? Am I willing to refrain 

from the lifestyle that I built up? … if we're going to start to change things, then we 

have to put new practices in place, and that's going to take work. Am I willing to do 

that?  - Consultant D 

 

5.5. Principle Three: Action  

When change has been embraced, values are aligned, and a greater purpose has been 

established, the organization may focus on the last principle. To transition to a regenerative 

economy, businesses need to develop the ability to transform the greater purpose into effective 

practical action (Fullerton, 2015). In order to advance businesses in their sustainability journey 

and to become a regenerative enterprise, it is crucial for organizations to not only prevent but 

to repair anthropocentric damage and implement regenerative sustainability goals that facilitate 

co-creation and mutually beneficial outcomes for both nature and humanity (Landrum, 2018, 

Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018; Gibbons, 2020). 

 

As the information regarding businesses’ impact on the environment increases, and the public 

is becoming more aware of the damages they cause, numerous stakeholders demand businesses 

to take responsibility for their actions. The interviewees emphasized the beneficial impact 

green marketing has on the brand in the eyes of various stakeholders, such as increased 

employee retention and attractiveness on the labor and consumer market. Consumers are 

expecting businesses to be transparent and address how the operations are affecting societies 

and the environment. Today, it is a qualifying factor for the consumers when considering from 

which firm to purchase products or services.  
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"A lot of young employees expect businesses to address these [sustainability] questions 

in a serious way" - Consultant A 

  

"We work a lot with environmental management systems because these are the 

expectations from customers. It's a ticket into business." - Consultant E  

  

Nevertheless, businesses tend to narrowly focus on low-hanging fruit that generates rapid 

results in the form of increased brand image, profits or minimizes costs for the firm (Camilleri, 

2017). It became evident in the findings that the primary focus for SMEs, in general, is not to 

become regenerative or actually generate beneficial outcomes for the natural environment or 

society at large but to become competitive on the market, increase their brand equity, and stay 

afloat. Sustainability initiatives may generate these aforementioned benefits; however, if the 

businesses are not fully comprehending whole systems thinking, their actions for sustainability 

may have an adverse effect and harm the intended purpose. Attempts to integrate circularity or 

other sustainable practices can result in damage rather than a positive impact on the planet if 

implemented incorrectly (Mang & Reed, 2012). 

 

The findings propose that the current economic paradigm of the take-make-waste economy and 

SMEs’ resource limitations constrict the businesses' operation to the Compliance or Strategic 

Proactivists phase in the organization's sustainability journey. In both these phases, businesses 

accept and embrace the shift towards more sustainable strategies; however, the extent in their 

response varies substantially (Landrum, 2018; Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018). According 

to the results, most SMEs focus on complying with legal requirements as an employer or 

manufacturer to reduce the risk of sanctions or acknowledge the potential competitive 

advantage sustainable initiatives may generate. Nevertheless, both strategies are still 

considered to be in the weaker or intermediate stages of sustainability (Landrum, 2018). 

Companies are still failing to incorporate systemic change in their operation to lead them down 

the path towards regeneration and genuinely sustainable development. 

  

"Being able to compete, increase competitive advantage by having certifications and 

having services that are sustainable is of course important for them so I would say like, 

compliance, and being able to be competitive is the main strategy [of SMEs]." 

 - Consultant E 
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Change is a non-linear process and entails making difficult decisions, such as rethinking the 

purpose and ambition of the organization, as well as numerous business strategies. Change is 

present in every environment, and therefore it is crucial to embrace and adapt to these changes. 

One way to tackle the change and sustainability challenges is to develop agile business 

operations and strategies (Benn, Edwards & Williams, 2018).  

 

In order to advance in their sustainability journey and move between the various phases, the 

findings suggest that the organizational structures of SMEs should be a beneficial tool for 

cultivating change and sustainability-centered strategies.  According to the findings, most 

Swedish SMEs have a flat and informal organizational structure, which allows them to act more 

swiftly to changes in the internal or external environment than their larger counterparts. 

Consequently, implementing incremental and transformational changes in their organizational 

values or strategies should be more accessible because of the short distance between leadership 

and the bottom of the organizational structure pyramid. This short distance entails a closeness 

between the leader and the employees, facilitating close collaboration and communication 

crucial for sustainable development and rapid adaptation to changes in the internal or external 

environment. 

 

Nevertheless, SMEs are more financially constrained than their larger counterparts (Lee, & 

Seo, 2018). The consultants argued that the lack of resources is a primary hindrance for SMEs 

prioritizing purpose-driven work over profit-driven work. Many SMEs (especially the smaller 

ones) have trouble surviving financially, and most start-ups tend to fail during the early stages. 

For these reasons, sustainability work may be neglected due to the associated risks and costs 

in favor of strategies that appear to be safer options for the business and ensure its survival. 

Moreover, the results indicate that the size and structure of SMEs limit their change capacity 

due to their dependency on their suppliers and customers. Many SMEs cannot afford to invest 

in more sustainable processes and products or switch to more sustainable suppliers. The size 

of the businesses may give the firm little to no bargaining power that is necessary when 

negotiating sustainable initiatives with various tiers in the supply chain. 
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6. Conclusion 

  

The purpose of this section is to gather the overall findings of the study by summarizing the 

empirical findings and data analysis to answer the research question. 

. 

 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore the phenomenon of regenerative businesses on SME 

level through the perspective of Swedish sustainability consultants and to gain an 

understanding of the transformation processes. The exploratory research aimed to acquire 

insight into what enables SME in their transition towards regeneration and what hinders them 

from advancing in their sustainability journey by interviewing sustainability consultants 

operating in the private sector in Sweden to answer the following research question: 

 

Explore how SMEs in Sweden are enabled and restrained in their transition towards 

becoming regenerative businesses 

 

The research found eight main factors that enable and restrain SMEs in their transition towards 

the regenerative phase. SMEs are both affected by internal and external factors, which are 

wicked and highly interconnected and, therefore, difficult to process in a manner that leads to 

advances in the sustainability journey. The primary internal factors affecting SMEs’ transition 

to become regenerative are the firm’s mindset, values, sustainability awareness, strategy and 

communication, and the organizational structure of the business. In addition, the main external 

factors influencing the transition are the vagueness and ambiguity regarding the sustainability 

concept and pressure from various stakeholders.  

 

The nature of the factors and whether they are enabling or restraining depends on the context 

they are placed in and how they are approached. E.g., organizations’ mindset, structure, and 

how they value sustainable practices varies significantly, influencing how they address change. 

If approached correctly, i.e., if the various stakeholders of the organization embrace 

sustainability principles and values, and the business creates an environment that facilitates 

continuous learning and improvement through incremental and transformational change, then 

the mindset, values, and organizational structure of SMEs can enable them in their 

sustainability journey. On the contrary, if the factors are mishandled, change resistance and 

values rooted in neoclassical principles might be the result, which in turn, restrains the 
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transition. Therefore, the factors have to be considered and thoroughly thought through for the 

organization to function within the regenerative dimension.  

 

The findings analyzed through the scope of the three principles for regeneration provide a 

pathway that organizations might take in order to address all factors impacting their 

advancement. To avoid transgressing planetary boundaries by advancing in the sustainability 

phases, SMEs must first gain a holistic understanding of the concept of sustainability and whole 

system thinking, especially in relation to their operations, and develop a consensus regarding 

what sustainability is to the specific industry. The next step for SMEs is to develop a clear 

purpose in line with the previously defined sustainability principles that can guide the 

organization in their daily operations and facilitate a collaborative market environment rather 

than an exploitive and competitive market. Aligning the values with a clear and purpose-driven 

jargon will yield a transparent culture that embraces and encourages positive change. Once the 

SMEs have understood and developed a clear purpose, they can take action that addresses the 

increasing external demand for genuinely sustainable practices and qualify them for the future 

of business. 
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7. Discussion 
 

  

The purpose of this section is to identify the limitations of the thesis, present implications of 

the study as well as introduce possible directions for future research in this area.  

  

 

7.1. Limitations  

Conducting qualitative research through an interpretivist paradigm entails many limitations due 

to the subjective nature of the data. The primary source of data collected is through interviews. 

In order to avoid conscious and subconscious biases in the researchers and the participants, 

various steps were taken, outlined in the methodology section.  

  

The choice of using a sustainability consultancy perspective introduces some limitations. 

Consultancies provide a holistic view of the industry; however, this may cause them to lack 

profound knowledge and insight into their clients' internal organizational structure, procedures, 

and interactions. Therefore, the data may only partially reflect the phenomenon investigated. 

A strength of consultants is the lack of emotional or personal connection to the SMEs in 

question, allowing them to view problems from an alternative perspective. This, however, 

poses another limitation of possible miscommunication of information. The consultants are 

interagents depicting the beliefs and actions taken by the SMEs, and this phenomenon might, 

therefore, be misinterpreted as they are not a part of the organizations under investigation. 

 

Moreover, the interviews for this study were conducted via video conferences due to the current 

ongoing pandemic. Conducting the interviews via digital channels limits the environmental 

influences and non-verbal cues which face-to-face meetings facilitate. Another limitation of 

the interviews is that they were all conducted in English, which is not the native language of 

the interviewers nor the interviewees. This may have imposed some restrictions regarding the 

participants' ability to express themselves.  

 

Furthermore, the sample size might be too small to make generalizing assumptions regarding 

the sustainability phases of SMEs in Sweden and their transition towards becoming 

regenerative. 
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7.2. Implications 

Climate change is a highly urgent issue, and we are approaching tipping points beyond which 

we cannot comprehend what could happen to ecosystems and civilization as we know it. There 

is a need for all organizations to change their operations and address the pressure they put on 

the earth systems. Businesses must change for a safe future for humanity. This research 

highlights the importance of this issue and emphasizes the focal points that need to 

be acknowledged by SMEs in Sweden today to capture the opportunities regenerative business 

practices might bring. The study brings a new and unique context by investigating the transition 

of SMEs from the perspective of sustainability consultants, promoting the broad knowledge 

and expertise of the field. The findings can be used as guidance for further exploration of 

transitioning towards a regenerative phase.  

 

7.3. Future Research  

A tremendous amount of research is still to be done in the field of SMEs transitioning to a 

regenerative stage as this concept is not yet widely assimilated in practice. The aim of this 

research was to explore and identify factors that enable and restrain the transition. Future 

research may be conducted in identifying specific strategies of how to undertake the identified 

factors in this research. In order to avert the catastrophic consequences of climate change, 

further research should be carried out on the implementation of strategies geared towards 

transitioning into regenerative businesses and how to facilitate such a transition. Distinct 

business models that address the eight identified factors should be investigated as well as how 

to guide companies in a direction where the factors are approached in a correct manner that 

allows for a transition towards regeneration. Further research might also be conducted from the 

perspective of SMEs in lieu of taking on a perspective of consultants. This might confirm and 

build on the finding and offer a different context. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: GDPR Consent Form 

 

 

 

 

 GDPR Thesis Study Consent Form 
 

GDPR Consent for ‘The Transition of SMEs to a Regenerative Business Model’ 
 

The purpose of the Bachelor thesis is to explore the needed shift from current simple sustainability strategies to 

regenerative business models with an embedded view to accommodate for the wickedness of sustainability issues 

and aim to identify limiting mechanisms and contributing stakeholders in SMEs' transitioning process into 

regenerative businesses. 
 

● The interviewee will contribute with up to 60 minutes of interview data that will be recorded, transcribed, 

and analyzed by the authors.  

● Access to the transcript will be limited to Maja Sieczko, Rebecca Palm, and academic supervisors 

● All data collected will be stored for two months after the thesis has been reviewed and approved 
  

   Please tick the appropriate boxes              Yes       No 

       Taking part in the study     

   I consent to JIBS processing my personal data in accordance with current  

   data protection legislation and the data delivered.    

   I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study and understand that I  

   can refuse to answer questions and I can withdraw from the study at any time,  

   without having to give a reason. 

  
 

My signature below indicates that I choose to take part in the thesis study and consent to JIBS treating my personal 

data in accordance with current data protection legislation and the data delivered. 

_____________________                   ____________________             ___________ 
     Name of participant [IN CAPITALS]          Signature                             Date 

 

 

Thesis contact details for further information 

    Maja Sieczko, 0708864417, sima18sk@student.ju.se 

    Rebecca Palm, 0730294924, pare18nz@student.ju.se 

  

    Thesis supervisor 

    Guénola Nonet,  guenola.nonet@ju.se 

    

 



 61 

 

Participant Information Sheet 
  
   You are being invited to take part in a thesis study. Before you decide whether or not to take  

   part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will  

   involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully 

  

   It is entirely up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you decide to do so, you will be  

   given this information sheet to keep and will be asked to give your consent. All the information  

   that we collect about you during the course of the research will be kept strictly confidential.  

  You will not be able to be identified in any ensuing reports or publications 

  

   Under GDPR you have the following rights over your personal data: 

● The right to be informed.  You must be informed if your personal data is being used. 

● The right of access.  You can ask for a copy of your data by making a ‘subject access request’. 

● The right to rectification.   You can ask for your data held to be corrected. 

● The right to erasure.  You can ask for your data to be deleted. 

● The right to restrict processing.  You can limit the way an organization uses your personal data if you 

are concerned about the accuracy of the data or how it is being used. 

● The right to data portability.  You have the right to get your personal data from an organization in a 

way that is accessible and machine-readable.  You also have the right to ask an organization to transfer 

your data to another organization. 

● The right to object.  You have the right to object to the use of your personal data in some circumstances. 

You have an absolute right to object to an organization using your data for direct marketing. 

● How your data is processed using automated decision making and profiling. You have the right not 

to be subject to a decision that is based solely on automated processing if the decision affects your legal 

rights or other equally important matters; to understand the reasons behind decisions made about you by 

automated processing and the possible consequences of the decisions, and to object to profiling in certain 

situations, including for direct marketing purposes. 

  

   You should also know that you may contact the data protection officer if you are  

unhappy about the way your data or your participation in this study are being 

 treated at dpo@ju.se   

  

 

 

Thank you for reading this information sheet and for considering whether to take part in this research study.’ 
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Appendix B: Interview Questionnaire 
 

General Questions  

1) Can you tell us briefly about yourself and (your role in) the company? 

2) Within which industries and what size are the companies you usually work with? 

 

Sustainability Focused Questions  

3) What is sustainability to you? 

4) How do you view the dynamic of the three pillars of sustainability, economic, social, and 

environmental aspects? 

5) In your opinion, how do SMEs work with this dynamic in practice? (Refere 

6) What type of sustainability consulting is most common, within which area? 

7) Why would you say that sustainable practices are relevant for SMEs? 

8) Why do you think SMEs are implementing sustainable strategies?  

9) What are the most common sustainable strategies used by SMEs? 

10) What models or guidelines do you as a consultant use in your work? 

11) How do you think the view on sustainable development of SMEs will change in the near future? 

 

Networking and Relations  

12) What is the most common way for SMEs to contact you? 

13) What are the most common reasons for various SMEs to contact consultancy firms? 

14) What are they aiming to achieve with the partnership? 

15)  How do sustainability networks contribute to sustainability work? 

 

Drivers and Hinders 

16) What do you believe to be the primary drivers for SMEs to pursue sustainability? 

17) Why do you think not all SMEs are actively working with sustainability, except for the lack of 

resources?  

18) What do you consider to be the most essential elements for SMEs to be able to implement 

sustainability values in the core business? 

 

Organizational Culture 

19) What are the most common leadership styles of the SMEs you work with? 

20) How does the leadership style in SMEs influence their sustainability vision? 
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Technical Sustainability Questions 

21) How do SMEs actively work with reducing their ecological footprint?  

22) Are familiar with different Biocentre technologies for waste management or for 

example concepts such as biomimicry? 
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