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Abstract:  

    

Nowadays, corporate responsibility is not only an issue for large international corporations but 

also for small- medium sized enterprise (SMEs) with limited resources and less market power. 

However sustainable development is not a compulsory lesson for SMEs to take, but it is one of 

the market approaches for a company to thrive and survive. As Donckels represented (1997) that 

entrepreneurship of SMEs do all their strength to be on its way to the next millennium. The 

purpose of this thesis is to describe and understand how sustainable business approaches can 

influence and enhance SMEs development despite of their barriers and limitations which are 

associated with their day to day management. For that reason, researchers are aiming to analyze 

closely and get pragmatic insight into the three dimensions of sustainable development (social, 

environmental, economic) and how the interaction among these three dimensions will benefit  

SMEs as a whole. This paper focuses on companies as technique consulting co., software 

developing co., and head hunting co, The empirical materials needed for this research are 

collected during personal interviews with SMEs entrepreneurs. 

 

SMEs seem to work with their environmental impact or with their social responsibility towards 

sustainable development, but probably the three dimensions of SD are not widely interacted.     

It‟s also obvious that a point where SMEs differs from large companies when it comes to 

applying sustainable development is the strategic approach and the use of formal sustainability 

concepts. Based on that, several SD approaches have been provided by researchers as a solution 

that SMEs could attempt to better achieve sustainability. 
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1. Introduction 

 
Social responsibility, environment sustainability, and economic sustainability formed sustainable 

development monograph which is a very popular trend being adopted in many multinational 

companies in vast industries.  

Multinational companies adopt different sustainable development approaches according to their 

survival strategies. For instance, Volvo emphasizes the environment sustainability of their 

product by continually reduce emission by high technology (Volvo Sustainable Profitability); 

Coca-Cola Company recovers equivalent bottles and cans to improve water stewardship. 

(Sustainability Review, 2008/2009); H&M (Corporate Responsibility)  demonstrates CSR which 

regarded as social sustainable development strategy; those sustainable development approaches 

benefit companies in branding superior product, improving product/company reputation, 

controlling and improving their productivity, and furthermore generate economic profit 

undisputedly.  

All in all, those companies‟ behaviors highlight a very important concept which is sustainable 

development defined broadly as to fulfill our generation desires without using the resources of 

next generation(Smith el, 1998） , under the trend, many corporations no matter in developing 

countries or developed countries choose to take responsibility to both environment, and society  

well-being, hence the ecological survive zone will be generated, this will affect the corporations‟ 

profit , yet stimulate profit contrarily at same time (Stuard L Hart).  

However, we would like to argue that applying sustainable development strategy is costly. 

Bennet & James (1998) comment, that prevent pollution is a costing work not only for 

developing countries, it is also convinced even for developed countries such as US, UK, and 

Germany, etc.    

Giant companies usually take up about one per cent in the whole economy of a country, in 

another hand, about ninety nine per cent of the whole economy is taking up by SMEs (Small and 

Medium sized Enterprise), which is the motivation to write about just SMEs sustainable 

development. According to the definition from European Commission, “micro” is the company 

with less than 10 employees. The “small” is the company with less than 50 employees; and 

“medium” is the company with less than 250 employees (European commission, 2003). 

Significantly, ninety nine per cent of all firms in Europe are SMEs which offer almost 50 per cent 

of employment opportunities (Doole & Lowe, 2007). SMEs bring large number of employment 

opportunities which is element in whole economy success (APEC, 2003a; Temtime and Panzer, 

2005). 
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We found the earlier researches discussed management sustainability of SMEs in Sweden, the 

paper focused on quality and supply chain control in manufacturer SMEs in order to improve 

competitiveness Jonas and Eriksoon (2007). 

While other researches tried to possibly link between sustainable development and small business 

management from CSR perspective and corporate governance, therefore they referenced to some 

sustainable approaches to SMEs from CSR perspective Markus (2007). 

Consider SMEs in a very early stage of SD application, in fact their capability is far beyond to go 

deeper into each dimension of SD. Our paper will not only discuss the potentiality of SMEs to 

grow if applying SD approaches but  more over we will discuss the capability barriers, 

limitations, never the less we discussed the benefit generated from finding  interaction of the 

three SD dimensions. 

1.1 Purpose  

 

SMEs are the backbone of European economy (EC 2002 & 2007). While the European 

Commission, suggested that SMEs might not have a strategic approach for their environmental 

and social engagement and due to the determinant impact of sustainable development application 

on SMEs growth opportunities and competitiveness. We found it interesting to carry out this 

research paper to stimulate and increase the knowledge and interest in applying sustainable 

development for SMEs who are not quite aware of it.    

1.2 Research Question 

 

SMEs do not only face resource scarcity but also often operate with poorly designed structure. 

SMEs are constantly faced with the challenge of how to do more with less which make an 

application of bottom line thinking very important to SMEs survival. Never the less, SMEs face 

many challenges concerning management of their assets including financial and human capital 

which can be critical to the organization‟s success and development. Yet the limitation of 

managerial capability, especially as it relates to financial and human resources. This is especially 

critical in SMEs where resources are constrained and formal systems have not been developed.  

 Do SMEs entrepreneurs consider sustainable development perspective during their day-

to-day management, strategic planning, and decision making?  If not, what are the major 

obstacles for SMEs to apply sustainable development strategy? 

 How should SMEs perform to ensure effective delivery of sustainable development 

strategy?     
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1.4 Target group  

 

The present study would be beneficial to the practitioners of small-medium sized enterprise as 

the deeply explained sets, concepts, and possible SD approaches, that could be used as a checklist 

when implementing strategically decisions to achieve sustainable development in SMEs. 

For academics, the study contributes a deeper knowledge to the field and offers a common 

language for discussing the sustainable development in SMEs. After performing our empirical 

investigation and analysis, we are looking forward to have a reasonable conclusion to contribute, 

also some recommendation based on our findings that hopefully could be an interest to academics 

and help them to have a deeper knowledge of how these small –medium sized enterprise could 

manage their effectiveness and competitiveness advantage by applying SD.    

1.5 Delimitation  

Because of difficulties to access empirical resources, our paper is based on data collected from 

only three companies. Thus a wider range of companies could increase the validity of this paper.   

2. Literature Review  

 

Figure 1: Sustainable development triangle – key elements and interconnections. 

(Source: adapted from Munasinghe 1992a, 1994a) 

 

“Those who think that sustainability is only a matter of pollution control is missing the bigger 

picture” (Hart, 1997). 

Further literature is mainly from the academic theory, “The ‟Triple Bottom Line‟ for 21
st
-century 

Business”, written by Elkington (2001) pp 20-43, will be represented. Triple Bottom Line is 
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based on the three dimensions of sustainable development triangle which are economic, social, 

and environmental to elaborate sustainable development theory towards business perspective. It 

will give SMEs practitioners conceptual insight of business oriented to sustainable development 

theoretical support.  

2.1 The triple Bottom Line  

 

Our earth is already facing increasingly over farmland, fisheries and forests, choking urban 

pollution, poor, disease transmits, and migration etc. The recovery for our earth situation cannot 

be done although all the companies in the world achieve zero emissions now on.  The reality is 

we are trying to satisfy our desires without the consideration of natural resource that would be 

left for next generation to survive.  

These problems are not basically environmental or economical only, but there is an interplay 

relationship exists among all perspectives of human life. Moreover, the problems lead to social, 

ethical and political problems. Thus the solution for these problems could be according to Hart, 

those companies and organizations are the units of society that can access resources, technology. 

These are companies‟ input material, if these are managed in a professional way whilst combined 

with human skills and capabilities, a higher quality output will be generated. We can assume that 

if all organizations consider their output quality will result in improvement of society life quality 

as a whole. Organizations have a vital role to enhance society‟s sustainability.  

2.1.1 The economic bottom line    

The company‟s bottom line, regarded as where company should feel most safe, is deviated by 

profit after deduction of costs and depreciation of capital. In conventional accounting, 

accountants collect data from wide ranges of operation‟s aspect, make the record and analyze the 

result. This approach is mostly regards as a model for environmental and social accounting, 

however the situation can be tougher because issues arisen from area of corporate accountability.  

Economic capital represented in the simplest terms: equity capital is the total value of a 

corporation‟s assets minus its liabilities. The traditional economic theory values physical capital 

and financial capital. According to bottom line, the economic capital is expended and measured 

by humans experience, skill, knowledge as an individual who working within the organization.  

To achieve economic sustainability is no longer based on traditional way by measuring physical 

capital only, but also to extended it further and include employees‟ skills and productivity are 

considered as one of the company‟s economic capital asset, which is to be included in balance-

sheet and to be measured by depletion, in this way economic capital role in affording 

sustainability should not be neglected. As cited from Elkington(2001) article, that Rubenstein 

(1994) states „Are your profit margins sustainable?‟  
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Economic accountability. Every company has a compulsory obligation to delegate accurately 

financial performance to their shareholders. To create more value and trust towards shareholder is 

considered increasing future sustainability by responsibly managing the value creation to 

shareholder and related groups in an eco-efficient way. This will affect positively company‟s 

economic sustainability. 

Economic accounting guides company to make financial record in many safe ways, such as 

record assets after break-up point; make comparison financial report quart, half or yearly in order 

to keep consistency; start to record profit and income after predict un- inventible expenses, losses 

and provision, and so on. These approaches of bottom line highlights accounting management in 

consistency and foreseeable way. Factors that could reflect company‟s long-term sustainability 

are product /services cost, pricing and profit margins, innovation expenses, these are company‟s 

economic issues and indicators. These factors could be captured precisely by the use of 

economic accounting. 

The economic auditing  includes two parts mainly, the internal auditing that measures and makes 

sure of management efficiency level, the external auditing that is in charge to examine 

organization‟s financial statement independently and then give comment on that. 

2.1.2 Environmental Bottom line 

 

Natural capital. Companies should take into account the supplement of natural resources by not 

only taking benefit of producing but to think also about producing in eco-efficient way and 

producing with renewable or replaceable resources that could ensure long term resource supply. 

 

Environmental accountability. Government‟s regulations put extra pressure on corporation‟s 

environmental related performance which forces company discipline their operation regarding 

environmental issues. Therefore, companies do pay attention to media campaigns to get better 

knowledge of how to manage environmental challenges to their supply chain. To attempt 

environmental accounting is therefore a way to go for sustainability since its reduce the risk of 

getting legal fines and increase the opportunity to learn how  to respond and manage  surrounding 

environment such as supplier chain . 

Cited from Elkington (2001), Gray et al, (1993) stated that Environmental accounting is aiming 

to capture and relate cost and revenues related to environment within the traditional accounting 

system by formulate new frames of estimation,  this will support more accurate decision making 

thus, develop new performance signals to follow development. In this way sustainability thought 

could be determined and involved in conventional accounting system.  
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Environmental auditing: Here we mean that audit can check company‟s management system 

against a range of indicators such as legal compliance and analyze if the company is performing 

in an environmental perspective. 

Environmental reporting, risk rating and benchmarking, which are neither regulated nor 

standardized, therefore most of these reports have been prepared on optional basis,  the result will 

be incomparable. To get more contribution from sustainable theory, some companies found their 

own indicators in the boundary between social and environment bottom lines. 

2.1.3 Social bottom line 

 

Social capital: Cited from Elkington (2001), that Fukuyama (1995) states, corporations should 

consider trust and satisfaction of its external stockholders that will create a convenient business 

environment to work within to all groups related, thus increase people ability to corporate and 

work with each other. This is considered as one key factor that determines if the business will be 

sustainable in the long-term path. 

Social accountability This concept refers to corporation responsibility towards people as their 

employees and if the corporation prohibits some unfavorable action as child labor or other actions 

that may cause ethical and social problems for example; if wages paid are too low this may lead 

to an increased level of crimes commitment  

Social accounting: Organization has impact on people existing inside or outside company, thus 

each action influencing those people should be taken in consideration and analyzed properly. 

Actions that could be accounted as social accounting elements could be health and safety, 

education, training, relation, etc. 

Social auditing is regarded as “covering the non-financial impact of companies”. Social auditor 

checks out and assess whether the corporate current performance is meeting what society already 

expect from it.  

Social reporting, risk rating and benchmarking: Social reporting is not used often because it‟s 

difficult to capture the aspects that should be included in such reports, but it can be easier to 

apply if the organizations catch up with most global concerns related to social perspective. 

 2.2 Social Responsibilities  

Below we will represent social responsibilities and its possible actions, mainly based on theory 

principles in Human Resource Strategies for the High Growth Entrepreneurial Firm, written by 

Tansky and Heneman (2006). We will present social responsibilities, since it is the most 

prevalent of the three sustainable development dimensions (economic, social, environment).  
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Responsibility to all company‟s stakeholders including their employees is supporting 

organization on achieving its social sustainability. SMEs competitiveness advantage is a key 

factor for its survival and development. Due to the fact that SMEs usually operate with very 

limited number of employees and scarce resources this creates a need for maximum efficiency 

and high productivity from each single employee in order to enhance the company‟s 

performance. 

The heavy dependence of SMEs on their limited employees amplifies the importance of Human 

Resources Practices/ Management (HRM). According to (Tansky and Heneman, 2006, pp 69-

124), HRM can enhance the competencies and effectiveness of SMEs‟ employees who are 

considered one of company‟s most important resources. This can be done by adopting human 

resources practices such as education, motivation, compensation, innovation, team training, etc. 

These can be counted as actions to be taken for a greater social responsibility towards employees. 

Developed competences lead employees to develop their capabilities and conduct in some desired 

path to more fit their sustainable development objectives and enhance their competitiveness 

advantage. 

“Employees work extremely long hours, juggling three times as many things as they can possibly 

handle. Therefore, what time they do have, should be focused upon managerial responsibilities 

that are directly related to revenue production” (Cook, 1999).  

 

Due to that SMEs can benefit from developing social networks with other companies or agencies, 

so they can outsource some of company‟s functions such as outsourcing human resource 

activities which save considerable investments of both money and managerial time to the PEO 

(professional employer organization), where the “PEO handles the SMEs workforce by providing 

compensation programs, safety and health insurance, incentive pay, staffing performance 

evaluations ,training, employee relations and even financial planning”. 

 

As cited from Tansky and Heneman (2006) , Klaas et al., (2000) stated, in that way, PEO allows 

SMEs managers to save their limited time for the management of running business, yet they still 

have sophisticated systems for managing their workforce without the need to employee a full 

time expert in HRM which will be in that case costly for an SME. 

 

SMEs should also pay attention to social responsibility from customer perspective. This could be 

done by building and developing networks with customer, because if SMEs are not closely 

aligned with customers or not fulfilling customer‟s needs, it probably won‟t exist for long. In 

order to do this, SMEs need to be agile and adaptive in order to benefit from their ability to be 

close to customers. 
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2.3 Environmental Accounting  

 

Another valuable academic article from the following literature is written by Bennett and James 

(1998), pp126-157, “The Green Bottom Line”. The environment sustainable development of 

nature resource perspective is concerning environment of human to live with, such as pollution, 

water quality, etc. The stand point of environment sustainability development refer to business is 

describing the factors surrounding business environment to thrive business operation. 

Management accounting is important perspective, so to manage coherently and profitable 

businesses by limited capital, employees, require consideration in long run.  

 “Figure 8.1 the domains of Firm-level Environmental Accounting  

 Organization  Supply chain  Society  

Financial focus  
Environment-related 

financial management  
Life-cycle cost assessment  

Environmental externalities 

cost  

Non-financial focus  
Energy and materials 

accounting  
Life-cycle assessment  

Environmental impact 

assessment  

   

 Financial focus is relating to traditional financial accounting which emphasis of 

providing accurate and reliable information on the financial position of companies to 

their shareholders.  

 Non-Financial focus is a broad concept of accountability to all of a company's 

stakeholders which also include nations, community, union, supplier, customer and 

distributors.  ”   

Expenses and Revenue:  conventional accounting system concentrate on two indexes, 

production expenses and administration expenses, less focus on revenue generation.  

Assets:  It is useful to be aware that goodwill is included into company assets, and environment 

SD approach considers such important determinant factor increasing company‟s reputation and 

value. 

Techniques: “Performance measurement, operational budgeting and control, internal auditing, 

costing, pricing, demand forecasting, and share holder value can analyze and provide accurate 

data needed for future procedures because these activities analyze business environment deeply.” 

Performance Measurement: Balanced scorecard is one of SD instruments to estimate 

management achievement, it is broadly developed and it helps company position themselves to 

reach the goal and make action plan.   
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Operational budgeting and control: Budgeting is one of environmental management activities 

because to have a budget, resources should be precisely acquired; and the outcome can be used as 

a checkpoint to measure if they achieved their environmental objectives; never the less, 

budgeting analyze and capture environmental related cost that could increase decision validity 

and cost saving for unnecessary procedures.  

 Internal Auditing: Internal auditing can also have the potential to capture if there is any failure 

or risks in company‟s internal operation system.  

Costing: From SD point of view activity based cost system considered as an important approach 

of environmental cost system, which could sort management figure of product, customer, market 

sector, and distribution channel. This information could help management team to make better 

decision. 

Pricing: To respond effectively to environment, external effect should be taken in consideration 

even when pricing, as well as product life expenses, internal and external costs.  

3. Conceptual framework  
 

Our aiming is to research the capability of SMEs in performing sustainable development strategy. 

The fundamental survive and development of corporation is relying on the interplay of 

management activities among human resources, capital, and material. In the other hand, the 

fundamental principal to achieve sustainable development is through interplay between 

environment, social, and economic perspectives. 

Basically, “Sustainable development is not a fixed state of harmony” (Dorothea, 2009), but 

unending processes where human satisfy their needs and development. Surely, the resources 

scarify during that process, therefore our generation should act in a sustainable manner to not 

overexert next generation resources.  

In addition, to achieve sustainability means to maintain and constantly improve both human and 

environment well-being in spite of any difficulties which takes forever time. Thus sustainability 

is determined by interdependency between people and the surrounding world. (Community 

Sustainability Programme, 2010). Yet organization/corporation is a group of people who work 

together (Gareth, 2004, p 2), so by manage corporation to generate profit in order to reward social 

and environment, to solve economic problem, political, ethical and social problem is regarded as 

the ecological circle. Ultimately, the corporation sustainability is the crucial solution for roots 

crisis (Elkington, 2001, P. 24). 

The accessible companies for this paper were Axalon AB, Joliv AB, and Teknikkonsult Gruppen 

AB (TKG). The crucial operating issues abstracted from those companies seem related to human 

resource management and accounting management.  Thus to obtain the most beneficial use of 



13 

 

capital and human resource are essential for SMEs survive and thrive. For our interview 

companies, eliminating secondary information, human resources are most vital factor for 

company, because all the organization activities such as development of services, products, 

markets, and set symbiotic alliance network with other small/big companies are undertaken by 

employees. However, reasonable accounting is basic security to control and accelerate employee 

management and motivate them effectively.     

From academic standpoint, cited from Elkington (2001), The “´Triple bottom line` for 21st – 

century Business”, which is one of cornerstone theory in this paper gives us an overview of three 

perspectives a pragmatic explanation in practical business, therefore establish a basic 

understanding of SD application conceptual structure towards SMEs day to day business.  The 

concept of social responsibility and environmental accounting is specifically tailored for SMEs 

real situation.  

SD strategy are including traditional approaches such as “financial focus” accounting,  besides, 

also emphasis and consider “non-financial focus”, which focus on  long term benefit for  

company‟s operation and ecological sphere (Bennet & James, 2001, p 127). With limited 

resources, SME inevitably has to manage many short term activities, however the short term 

operation may lead to win or lose situation simply, for example, the seller benefit VS buyer lose, 

or benefit in economic VS sacrifice natural environment, or benefit economic VS sacrifice social 

and ethical. This paper will contribute to SMEs SD strategies to help them in long-term 

management based on their traditional management stand.  

Nevertheless, to be sure poor natural and social environment will generate poor economic 

situation, only long term consideration as a whole can achieve sustainable development 

ultimately. This paper “antithesis” the first hand information collected from companies about 

traditional operating approach and compare it with  SD approaches in same area  to  find out 

SMEs capabilities and limitation in SD. Furthermore, “synthesis” SD strategy and SMEs 

practical situation to draw optimal picture of SD in SMEs comprehensively (Arbnor & Bjerke, 

2009, p. 68). The result of this paper is aiming to provide more choices for SMEs growth and 

development. The customer is not god, and the employee is not slave. To find the best way to 

have macro consideration in a small company is a challenge for SMEs entrepreneur.  

4. Methodology  
 

The methodology of this paper is introduced from “Methodology for Creating Business 

Knowledge”, written by Arbnor & Bjerke, , (2009), pp 161-205.  

The main purpose of this paper is to examine key factors for SME‟s survive and prosper towards 

sustainable development. First of all, the primary data which interpreted from SME entrepreneur  

will reflect the real situation without mix sustainable development concept and theory, to get a 

“mirror reflection of fictive reality”; secondly, the paper introduces many literatures of 
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sustainable development in business which include many SD approaches covered many business 

management areas, in order to contrast relevant managerial and development perspectives widely 

between of SMEs and sustainable development standpoint; finally, an intermediate understanding 

will be  developed during process of interplay, the insight knowledge of how to apply sustainable 

development strategy in SME will be discussed. 

   

The “objective of creating knowledge” of this paper is aiming to conceptual sustainable 

development approaches to create ecological spheres in order to fit into SMEs‟ structure. The 

management of SME is as a social science constructed by three companies in order to avoid bias 

comments which may set apart from reality. The interviewed SME entrepreneurs regards as the 

creator knowledge which provide understanding, purpose, and their management actions.  

   

The “primary information” is collected by personal interview. The questions of interview are 

standardized designed, entrepreneur voluntarily answer the questions which consider close to 

companies‟ situation; also questions are open without fixed alternative answers, so the answer 

will reflect the versatile reality freely.  

The used “secondary material” consists of articles research reports and business management 

literature on a number of topics such as triple bottom line, environmental accounting, and social 

responsibility which cited from formal publications and compatible with the topic of papers.  

   

The discussion of sustainable development of social life is presumed to interact with a subjective 

status which cannot be studied in a traditional reliable way. According to the actors view, it 

requires an ultimate conception of reality as an objective possibility. “The real validation is the 

extent to which the actors accept the result and interpretations made. This, however, is a 

qualified truth.” The result will be representing in the conclusion.  

   

The “objectivity” of this paper is based on meaningful and qualitative research which collected 

from three companies.  The result will helps others to keep on creating relevant social reality.   

 

We will base our study on “qualitative research” techniques by non-numerical data gathering 

and explanation approach. The choice of qualitative data research was made because we want to 

get deeper insight into SMEs behaviors, perception, values and attitude towards sustainability 

thus qualitative research were most appropriate method for us to use. Qualitative research enables 

communication and response between the researchers and the respondent as it aims to “go under the 

skin” of a of the research object. In interactive processes, the qualitative research design gives the 

possibility to react flexibly when it comes to data collection and research process (Jacobsen, 2002). 
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5. Empirical Data 
 

The empirical data were collected from three companies during personal interviews. These 

companies had been contacted through Västerås Science Park, located in Västerås. Researchers 

requested appointment for interviews. That was positively accepted from the interviewees who 

corporate in an open and positive way that helped us in gathering our empirical data.  

    

JOLIV AB    

   

Interview Company: Joliv AB  

Interviewee: Christian Strömblad  

Position: Founder/ Marketing Manager  

Location:  Science Park / Västerås  

Date of interview: 2010-04-12  

   

Company Introduction:  

Joliv was founded in 1999 by two nurses at the ambulance services in Bakersfield. The idea was 

to facilitate the work of health and long-term care in the home hospital by modern technology, 

because they often lack the background information on their patients.  Joliv designs software to 

facilitate hospital operating process, management coherency and efficiency. Since the 

establishment of the company, Joliv had developed two basic powerful IT platforms which are 

time and human significantly costly. However, based on them, many tailored software had 

developed to meet customers‟ need and bring significant profit to Joliv. Currently, Joliv has 

totally four employee and around 40 customers.      

  

Empirical data of Joliv:  

The empirical data were collected from three companies during personal interviews. These 

companies had been contacted through Västerås Science Park, located in Västerås. Researchers 

requested appointment for interviews. That was positively accepted from the interviewees who 

corporate in an open and positive way that helped us in gathering our empirical data.  

    

JOLIV AB    

   

Interview Company: Joliv AB  

Interviewee: Christian Strömblad  

Position: Founder/ Marketing Manager  
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Location:  Science Park / Västerås  

Date of interview: 2010-04-12  

   

Company Introduction:  

Joliv was founded in 1999 by two nurses at the ambulance services in Bakersfield. The idea was 

to facilitate the work of health and long-term care in the home hospital by modern technology, 

because they often lack the background information on their patients.  Joliv designs software to 

facilitate hospital operating process, management coherency and efficiency. Since the 

establishment of the company, Joliv had developed two basic powerful IT platforms which are 

time and human significantly costly. However, based on them, many tailored software had 

developed to meet customers‟ need and bring significant profit to Joliv. Currently, Joliv has 

totally four employee and around 40 customers.      

  

Empirical data of Joliv:  

Joliv improve efficiency for home cliques & hospitals while taking in consideration customers‟ 

preference of low costs products. Joliv‟s idea behind the innovation is to help improving the 

product‟s efficiency constantly in order to support customers output in both quality and quantity. 

Compared to large competitors, Joliv focus on high level of customer‟s adaptation. Joliv is a flat 

company which led to more flexibility when it comes to responding to customers‟ needs, that 

leads to more satisfied customers.  

Most of Joliv‟s income is generated from new customers‟ obtainment and annual fee extension of 

existing subscribe contract. The return of business is significantly high, because they have about 

forty customers served by only three employees, whom are focusing on software development; 

meanwhile as a founder Christian himself is working within marketing/customers development.  

Joliv is providing an inspiration for their employees by showing new technical devices, so that 

they can start from that inspiration and innovate further on.  As an SME their resources in terms 

of time and human are constrained, thus they outsourcing some of their functions to Axalon and 

other SMEs when needed. Limited numbers of employees and the outsourcing activity leave the 

cost in the minimum way. Christian is very interested in SD strategy/ approach, and he likes to 

apply corporate social responsibility.  

Refer to management environment, besides the dominance of the large companies, IT health care 

branches are structured in a complex manner that requires high sophistication and professional 

which made market entrance difficult for Joliv. This was the very early crucial concern. Now 

Joliv is willing to supply to bigger customer, thus to be capable to perform software development, 

installation services & customers educations are as problems imposed upon Joliv. To develop 
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new generation of product technology, this new software should to be integrated and updated to 

fit into large user systems, but it might be that these big users refuse to integrate their system with 

Joliv‟s software, due to their other priorities. Thereby Joliv is locked outside to access the bigger 

users. The bookkeeper system used at Joliv is the traditional system. Joliv has no awareness that 

environmental project management will increase the value of company‟s good will neither make 

closer relationships with customers. For Joliv the budget is foreseeable, eighty per cent are fixed. 

Joliv measures their performance by counting new contracts acquisition or customers' turnover. 

As funder/manager Christian is interesting in applying SD strategy, to his company, yet lack of 

knowledge about adoptable SD approaches.  

 AXALON AB  

   

Interview Company: Axalon Tech AB  

Interviewee: Mattias Davidsson  

Position:  Founder/Manager/Product Developer  

Location: Science Park / Västerås  

Date of interview: 2010-04-06  

   

Company Introduction:  

Axalon Tech is a leading consulting company specialized in Microsoft platform. Axalon Tech 

delivers products and services for the development and implementation of stationary and mobile 

IT systems, mainly in licensed products and value-added services in mobility and portal tool, 

Microsoft Office SharePoint Portal Server. At the moment Axalon have ten employees, eight of 

them are working in Västerås and two others in Uppsala. As an IT consulting company Axalon 

customers subscribe are stable even during the economic crisis.    

Empirical data of Axalon:   

During the interviews, researchers and interviewees went through several matters revolving on 

SMEs business in an open discussion atmosphere. Discussion had started up with the most issues 

concerning Axalon, those were “cash flow” needed to keep their business flowing, "acquisition of 

new customers”, and to keep their “work efficiency” at the highest possible level, thus an internal 

education possibility is always needed. 

Axalon hadn‟t has the consideration of sustainable development when setting their vision, which 

is to be a leading company and specialist in Microsoft platform. Axalon pursued improvement of 

efficiency that lead for time saving to both employees & customers by spending less time needed 

to the use of product if it‟s of high efficiency.  

From social perspective, Axalon tries to be a flat company and to give empowerment to their 

employees, by providing employees with for example, flexible work schedules meaning by that 

they are allowed to work from their home depending on the situation. They believe that 

employees‟ authorization will increase their commitment to customers. 
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Moving further to their cost strategy and due to the restriction of cost budget in general, they try 

to minimize the cost by doing a good market research and budget for all their activities. Budget 

restriction prohibits Axalon recruiting more employees; therefore multi-tasks as consultancy, 

software development, and sales are self-supported and leveraged by each current employees. 

Company‟s innovation is always on planning but it is difficult to undertake, because the current 

employees are already busy with current business. They innovate by upgrading their 

solutions/technology for each customer‟s demands, but neglect formal innovation program as a 

whole. 

Axalon cooperates and set alliance with other companies, in order to provide high satisfactory 

customer service, but they haven‟t considered applying the sustainable development strategy as 

link between them.  

Axalon is applying traditional bookkeeper system but they are looking forward to apply activity 

based one because they believe that it will help them to support decision making. Axalon is 

neither aware of that applying environment project and management will increase the good will, 

nor that building close relationship with customers will facilitate their profit generation.  

   

TEKNIK KONSULT GRUPPEN AB (TKG)  

   

Interview Company:  Teknik Konsult Gruppen AB, (TKG)  

Interviewee: Kjell Andersoon  

Position: Consultancy Division Manager 

Location: Science Park / Västerås  

Date of interview: 2010-04-12  

   

Company Introduction:  

TKG offers dedicated technology consultants special in mechanic and electronic to the region's 

industrial enterprises. They have a large spread of customers, each with unique needs, ranging 

from large corporations to small technology-intensive companies in which they act as their 

development department.  

   

Empirical data collected from TKG:  

For TKG, sustainable development means a lot for the company‟s vision especially when it 

comes to the social aspects. TKG pays a lot of attention to social responsibilities actions, 

especially from their employees‟ perspective. 



19 

 

The most concerning issue for TKG is to keep their competence in the largest profitable market.  

They care a lot about corporation with their major clients such as ABB, to whom they offer 

mechanical consultancy for.  

TGK believes that keeping their competitive advantage in market would be of a great importance 

to TKG‟s survival and development. To take care of their employee who regarded as the biggest 

assets in the company, is essential way to expand their opportunity to attract more employees and 

customers. 

TKG is convinced about that if employees are not satisfied then he/she cannot perform the 

service in the expected quality .Customer will  be unsatisfied and thereby go to another company 

to get the desired service, which would negatively affect their economic performance. Thus 

employees‟ convenience is very important. TKG fully understand that employees have to take 

care not only of their job but of their families as well for example, a parent employee use will not 

be asked to work over time, because he may have duty to pick his kid up from school or any other 

family commitments. Another example is that, at the very first meeting between client & 

consultant, TKG‟s headquarter will be available to make sure that both employee and client are 

convinced and agreed upon work conditions. In that way employees will feel appreciated from 

his company and will be more committed to it.  

Market research is based heavily upon their established networks. TKG foresees that networking 

carries several benefits such as increasing the potentiality to recruit skilled employees within 

consultancy field. For example, TKG encourages their employees to gather information from 

competing companies, if there is any skilled employee about to quit, in that case TKG can 

acquire competent employee. 

 TKG applies traditional bookkeeper system and they want to continue working on their current 

strategy path. TKG foresees the importance of applying sustainable development in its three 

dimensions (social /environmental/economical). Based on that vision, TGK is applying a model 

into their strategy that is similar to SD triangle to some extent. Their applied management model 

consists of a triangle with the dimensions of (clients, workers, market). 

 

6. Discussion & Conclusion 

 

6.1 Discussion 

To focus on short term survive and economic profits are the obstacles for SD strategy application 

in these SMEs.  Even though, all the three companies are interested to acquire more knowledge in 

approaching SD management in order to improve management power and company‟s success. 
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From social perspective, first of all, the biggest cost for the interviewed companies appears to be 

the wages. Due to their financial constraints they are conservative when it comes to the 

recruitment of more staff. I.e. they are not able to pay for extra full time employees. This cash 

concerns explains why the interviewed companies have only few employees. Employees‟ 

limitation will normally cause in extra work for each employee to handle.  Secondarily, as cited 

from Tansky and Heneman (2006), Melissa S. stated that “A major consideration for SMEs in 

addition to cash is time”. Outsourcing activity could be adapted as a solution for SMEs to get rid 

of both time and cash constriction. For example, Joliv out source some of their work to Axalon 

when there is business load in Joliv. Outsourcing activity could be regarded as one of SD 

approaches from social perspective standpoint, because it decreases employees‟ stress when there 

is high load business and limited time to perform these businesses. Outsourcing possibility can 

provide work support from outside the company when needed.  From company perspective, 

outsourcing approach save cost to recruit an extra full time worker, because when an SME 

outsource work to another company, payment will be by hour. 

 

Product efficiency is considered to aid social sustainability by better offered quality, as 

mentioned by Joliv, sophisticated and efficient product will save time spent on developing or 

using the product by employees or customers, thus, increasing the quality of any product is 

considered as social caring action because it takes into account the convenience of its users. 

 

Further HRM of the three companies will be examined due to the great importance that HRM 

have on companies‟ sustainability from the social perspective. 

 

Human resource management is very important aspect to achieve social sustainability. This in 

turn can enhance the economic sustainability as well, because HRM approach can equip 

employees with skills to do their jobs effectively i.e. HRM increase employee‟s productivity by 

internal education, flexibility, motivations, and compensations program. Thereby, higher 

competences and better economic performance will be achieved. This emphasize that there is 

absolutely a relation between social and economic sustainability achievement.  

 

HRM in terms of flexibility level given to employees, Axalon, Joliv, TKG are all giving certain 

level of flexibility and authority to their employees, this will result in better working environment 

with more committed employees. 

 

HRM in terms of innovation programs, according to Mattias Davidson (manager & program 

developer in Axalon), managers are busy with day to day operations, they save very less time to 

discuss about their innovation path, even though they are aware of their need to improve 

scheduled time and formal rules to facilitate innovation programs, because by innovating new 

products, they will gain higher competitive advantage in market. 
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Thereby, we can conclude based on our previous discussion that, HRM are still informal in these 

three companies especially in Axalon and Joliv. This can be problematic for SMEs according to 

(Baron, 2003); the application of strategic thinking and the implementation of appropriate HRM 

policies can have a considerable impact on the speed and direction of growth in SMEs and 

whether that growth is sustainable. The common problem for SMEs informal activities can be 

avoided by aligning human resource management (HRM) policies and practices with business 

strategies. 

 

Out of the three companies, TKG has the most awareness of HRM importance. TKG is 

initiatively consider sustainable social responsibility and understand that adapting social 

responsible actions could generate economic profit, this means that TKG is  closer to sustainable 

development strategy compared with Axalon and Joliv in terms of formal HRM. TKG is already 

following a model which is similar to that of SD triangle but with three dimensions of customers, 

workers, market. This model was shown to us during our interview with Kjell Andersson 

(manager in TKG). 

 

Now moving further to environmental sustainable development actions, generally, SMEs appear 

to be unaware and unconscious about most of actions that underlies this concept. Joliv, Axalon 

and TKG are following traditional accounting system in order to have accurate wide range of 

numbers to control management situation. They mostly focus on corporation financial 

perspective in the same way only different level; for instance, to pay attention to positive or 

negative figures of balance sheet and profit sheet regarded as organization environment-related 

financial management; to calculate corporation benefit as a part of value chain is regarded as life-

cycle cost assessment; and externalities cost of managing business is regarded as environmental 

externalities cost. They haven‟t get chance to know SD approaches which could lead them 

consider management in non-financial focus thinking, in another words, higher stand point 

thinking. Further down some environment accounting approaches which could enhance SMEs 

sustainable development will be examined and the attempt of SD application will be discussed. 

 

First of all, as common sense, traditional accounting is being applied as a ledger to record the 

inflow and outflow of company‟s capital, the inflow and outflow of company activity is recorded 

as split pieces. It is hard to measure the sum of total cost. For instance, some companies went 

bankruptcy because of capital supply chain were broken during project operation. This is due to 

the lack of coherent consideration of project expenses as a whole and the timing to invest the 

capital. However, activity based accounting will sum the expenses of a project as a whole, then 

manager could consider company‟s financial power, thereby, decide when and how much to 

invest for the project, the investment will be planed reasonably to ensure project managed 

securely. Activity accounting could also provide determent information for company to manage 

short-term and long-term projects portfolio, arrange them in coherently, to achieve holistic 

objectives of company. In this environmental accounting approach of sustainability development 

theory, the company would achieve economic sustainable development. Activity based 
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accounting doesn‟t require significant investment. Normal accountant could be capable to apply 

this approach, what‟s more needed only SMEs‟ entrepreneur change their way of thinking to 

adopt SD approach. 

 

Another issue is referring to SMEs performance measurement which is lack of a standard set of 

measurements. They are using different techniques for performance measurement, Axalon and 

Joliv refer to new customers‟ acquisition; TKG refers to employee‟s turnover when they want to 

measure their performance. These performance measurements could only control and make 

progress of management unilaterally. SMEs should consider an overall performance 

measurement if they want have clear picture of their whole management.  “Balanced scorecard” 

is recommended for SMEs according to our point of view which can be used as a standard set for 

performance measurement. Balanced Scorecard (BSC) (Bennet& James, 2001, P 141) approach 

can be modified to address the mis-measurement issue. The BSC has been developed as a way to 

both communicate business strategy, as well as direct attention to drivers of financial success. 

The traditional BSC divides performance into four perspectives: financial, customer, internal 

process, and learning and growth. SMEs could therefore apply this approach since this 

measurement set allows formal joint assessment by all parties involved (customers, developers, 

managers) and it will alert company if they need to improve their performance from a certain 

perspective to secure their goals achievement. In this way, Balanced Scorecard will indirectly 

generate economic sustainability.  

 

  

To pay attention to the appropriate measures and the best solutions implies a wide range of 

knowledge of natural and societal conditions. To make it possible to realize them, there has to be 

space of action including physical tools (technique, money etc.), as well as desire and courage 

among the participants and decision-makers to act towards sustainability. The most important 

prerequisites for sustainable development are considered to be appropriate natural resources 

management and public participation (Jörby, 2001). 

 

Based on our empirical data, SMEs seem to work with their social responsibility towards 

sustainable development, but probably not with their environmental and economic sustainability, 

and not to the wide interacted extend needed to achieve sustainability in its three perspectives. 

It‟s obvious that a point where SMEs differs from large companies when it comes to applying 

sustainable development is the strategic approach and the use of formal sustainability concepts. 

Large company take strong initiative and make serious actions such as performing sustainable 

development agenda, and annual company sustainable development report and publish them with 

company annual report  like Volvo, H&M, Coco-cola, etc.  To measure the result, the interval 

sustainable audit has been taken as routine. Those actions indeed benefit those companies 

economically and improve their image and reputation internationally.  
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“The sustainability transition requires a great deal more than clean-up technology and 

environmental consulting; we also need to turn conventional markets, and conventional business 

thinking. Markets depend on new business concepts for their evolution. The „triple bottom line‟ of 

sustainable development will spawn huge numbers of new business concepts, many of them 

successful. But to get to this point we need vigorously to stir the pot of business thinking, 

education and training. Thinking and practices which for the most part remain on the periphery 

of the business mainstream need to be folded firmly into the emerging heartland of 21
st
-century 

business.” (Elkington, 2001, P.37) this can be conclusion as challenges to business leaders. 

6.2 Conclusion & Recommendation 

 

SMEs are characterized by restricted resources and high workload in day-to-day business which 

seems to underlie the current misfit between SMEs sustainable development and its strategic 

objectives. Our paper display broad potential for taking actions towards sustainable development, 

if small-medium sized business management and decision making can be supported by proper 

analytical instruments to capture, perform, measure & control their activities. Tipple Bottom Line 

Thinking with its tactics and tools offer such kinds of instruments to help ensuring effective 

delivery of sustainable development. 

 

Regarding sustainable development, it is important to understand it‟s more as on-going process 

than a fixed plan. To consider Triple Bottom Line Thinking can be helpful to understand how to 

support flexibility and validity in decision making and strategy setting. Never the less, it is crucial 

to realize the importance of long-term perspective, to consider and transfer it to staff and also into 

short-term business tactics, because without skilled staff and appropriate short-term procedures, 

long -term success will never be achieved.  

   

Against to common public understanding that sustainable development is fortune cost 

investment, our paper provides many pragmatic SD approaches which support company 

management toward profit without extra cost, and this is one of benefit that environmental 

accounting approaches bring. Environmental accounting could accurately position company 

within financial green bottom line, manage company‟s goodwill increase assets, sort disburse for 

each management activities to support decision making, etc. These valuable approaches do not 

generate extra cost; social SD approach such as HRM solve the scarce human resource problem 

by acquire employee from PEO, the solution save company long-term expenses, also save the 

work of position training. The interaction of SD three dimensions will increase SMEs power to 

survive. In our paper we presented some possible SD approaches to SMEs, certainly, there are 

many meaningful and useful SD approaches that could be adopted in SMEs that need to be 

explored further. 

 

All in all, we don‟t see any solid barrier for SME to apply SD strategy. Significantly, the factor 

can be the crucial to apply SD approach is related to SME entrepreneur‟s initiative thinking, 



24 

 

which is the shift from traditional financial focus to SD non-financial focus management. To 

enhance our conclusion we have to highlight that sustainable development is heavily rely on 

people‟s interdependence with surrounding world, hence SD initiative of entrepreneur is the key 

to avoid political, ethical, and social crisis (Elkington, 2001, P. 24). 
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Appendix: 

Interview Questions for Companies  

 As a SME what is the most crucial perspectives /issues that concerns you when thinking 

about company‟s survival and development? 

 SD (sustainable development), what does this term means for your company‟s vision, way 

of working, and planning? 

 Do you think that creating a balance /interaction between Economic, Environment, Social 

aspects, will increase productivity /reduce cost? 

 Is your current strategy the most cost-effective one? Are they other effective ways to 

improve regarding cost efficiency? 

 Does your company motivate innovation? What is the idea behind your willing to 

innovate? (social/economic/environment) needs? 

 Do the company applies SD strategy only because the policies or because the managers 

and employees are convinced about the benefits that SD carries? 

 What are the most barriers in your opinion that bind you from develop sustainability?  

 Regarding networking, do you think that it will make it easier to develop sustainable 

when you and the partner company in the same industry applying SD same path? Why 

/why not? 

 What kind of ledger bookkeeper system or cost management are you using for the 

company? For example, Activity-based costing, Quality Costing, product costing, life-

cycle costing, cost projection, strategic costing. Do you using activity-based cost system 

to analysis the benefit related factors such as type of product, customer, market sector and 

distribution channel to support your decision as enhance customer value, and product 

development decision?  

 Do you adopt some actions in your company to minimize the cost? Do you think those 

action are useful and improve your work efficiency? 

 Does your company own relevant big assets? Will management these assets in 

environmental care way will save disposal cost? Is it meaningful for your company? 

 Does environmental project and management increase good will of the company and 

make closer relationship with your customer? 

 For internal management perspective of the company, do you have budget for the usage of 

resources of company?  

 How do you measure company performance, for example, „balanced scorecard‟? Do you 

have stuff work as auditor assign for this tasks? 

 

 


