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ABSTRACT  
 
Lappeenranta University of Technology  
School of Business and Management  
Strategy, Innovation and Sustainability  
 
Elina Kariluoto 
Sustainability and Sustainable Entrepreneurial Opportunities - Small and Medium-Sized 
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SMEs are the most common type of business and they have significant impact on the 
economy, society and environment. Sustainable development requires sustainability from 
SMEs. The aim of this study is to create understanding of the role of sustainability in 
SMEs and how SMEs can recognize and exploit sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities 
in Finland.  
 
The qualitative study included 19 semi-structured SME interviews. Findings indicate that 
term sustainable business can be understood many ways. Motivation for sustainable 
business comes often from internal motivation and common benefits of sustainable 
business are business idea, growth enabler, and competitive advantage. Barriers for 
sustainable business practices are mainly resources and regulations. Business idea 
generation is impacted by prior knowledge and often business ideas come from one’s own 
interests, knowledge and experience. Idea exploitation is impacted by collaboration, 
experience, market situation, and most SMEs based their idea assessment to the 
profitability of the business before exploiting the idea. Often new business opportunity 
recognition happens within one’s core business or industry. Stakeholders, especially 
customers, have impact on the new opportunity recognition process. Furthermore, 
sustainable entrepreneurship can provide entrepreneurial opportunities for SMEs and 
sustainable innovation practices were most justified form of sustainable entrepreneurship.  
 
This research’s theoretical contribution adds to the existing research on sustainability in 
SMEs and finds a need for clarification of the term sustainable business. Results also 
support previous studies about motivations, benefits and barriers of SME sustainability. 
Furthermore, prior knowledge is found to be important factor for recognizing opportunities. 
Varied prior knowledge increases the chances of opportunity recognition and knowledge 
of sustainable issues supports recognizing sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities and 
sustainable entrepreneurship. Practical contributions give knowledge of sustainable 
business and different tools that can help SMEs to find sustainable entrepreneurial 
opportunities or explore firm’s opportunities to implement sustainable business practices 
into the firm.  
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Suurin osa yrityksistä on pk-yrityksiä ja niillä on myös suuri vaikutus talouteen, 
yhteiskuntaan ja ympäristöön. Siksi pk-yrityksiä tulisi kannustaa kestävään liiketoimintaan. 
Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on ymmärtää kestävän liiketoiminnan rooli pk-
yrityksissä sekä miten pk-yritykset tunnistavat ja toteuttavat kestävän liiketoiminnan 
mahdollisuuksia.  
Laadullisen tutkimuksen empiirinen osuus koostuu 19 suomalaisen pk-yrityksen 
haastattelusta. Tulokset osoittavat, että kestävä liiketoiminta -käsitteen voi ymmärtää 
monella tavalla. Kestävän liiketoiminnan motivaatio syntyy useimmiten sisäisestä 
motivaatiosta ja yleisiä hyötyjä ovat yrityksen idean synty, kasvun edistäminen ja sen 
luoma kilpailuetu. Esteitä kestävälle liiketoiminnalle aiheuttavat enimmäkseen yrityksen 
resurssit ja poliittiset säädökset. Aiempi tieto vaikuttaa liikeidean tunnistamiseen ja usein 
oma kiinnostus, tieto ja kokemus synnyttävät liikeideoita. Yhteistyö, kokemus ja 
markkinatilanne vaikuttavat liikeidean toteuttamiseen ja monet pk-yritykset arvioivat 
liikeideansa kannattavuutta ennen idean toteuttamista. Usein yritykset tunnistavat uusia 
bisnesmahdollisuuksia yrityksen oman ydinliiketoiminnan alueelta tai toimialaltaan. Lisäksi 
sidosryhmät vaikuttavat uusien mahdollisuuksien tunnistamiseen. Kestävä yrittäjyys on 
keino kestävien mahdollisuuksien löytämiseen ja sen eri muotoja ovat esim. kestävä 
strategia, liiketoimintamalli sekä innovointi ja esimerkiksi näiden avulla yritys voi siirtyä 
harjoittamaan kestävämpää liiketoimintaa. Tuloksien perusteella näistä muodoista eniten 
perusteltu toiminta on kestävä innovointi.  
Tämä tutkimus lisää ymmärrystä jo olemassa olevaan teoriaan kestävästä liiketoiminnasta 
pk-yrityksissä ja tukee kestävän liiketoiminnan termin selkeyttämisen tarvetta. Tutkimus 
tukee aikaisempia tutkimuksia pk-yritysten kestävän liiketoiminnan motivaatioista, 
hyödyistä ja esteistä. Lisäksi monipuolinen hankittu tieto lisää mahdollisuutta tunnistaa 
liikeideoita sekä kestävän liiketoiminnan että kestävän kehityksen tuntemus lisäävät 
mahdollisuuksia kestävien liikeideoiden tunnistamisessa ja mahdollistaa paremmin 
kestävän yrittäjyyden harjoittamisen. Tutkimuksen käytännöllinen merkitys syntyy 
kestävän liiketoiminnan tietoisuuden lisäämisestä sekä mahdollisista työkaluista, joiden 
avulla pk-yritykset voivat tunnistaa kestävän liiketoiminnan mahdollisuuksia tai löytää 
keinoja kestävän liiketoiminnan toimintatapojen implementoimiseen yritykseen. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 

Introduction part of this thesis sets the frame for the research work. It explains the 

background for the study with research gap and aims for the study, and what questions 

the research aims to answer within the topic of sustainability and entrepreneurial 

opportunities in small and medium sized enterprises’ (SME) perspective. Furthermore, this 

introduction lays out the limitations, definitions and structure of the thesis. This part 

explains the importance of the topic and justifies the need for the research of sustainability 

and entrepreneurial opportunities in SME perspective. 

 

1.1. Background 
 

This thesis concentrates studying the role of sustainability within Finnish small and 

medium sized enterprises, especially how sustainability is understood and practiced in 

SMEs, and how SMEs could recognize and exploit sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities.  

 

The reason for SME focused study comes from the fact that SMEs are the most common 

type of business in the European Union (European Commission B) accounting 99% of all 

firms in EU (Airaksinen, Luomaranta, Alajääskö & Roodhuijzen 2015). SMEs employ two-

thirds of the working people in EU, and create 57% of value added in EU. SMEs are said 

to be the backbone of Europe’s economy and they provide most of the new jobs. 

(Airaksinen et al 2015) Entrepreneurship is a way to increase employment and this 

justifies the importance of this research. Based on OECD reporting 37.5 million people 

were unemployed in OECD area in March 2017. This is 4.9 million more than before the 

economic crisis of 2008. Euro area’s unemployment rate has been stable for the resent 

years, presenting 9.5% unemployment level in March 2017. The same statistic in Finland 

is 8.7% with a little lower average than the Euro area but concerning rates come up in the 

youth unemployment rate of 20.1%. (OECD 2017) 

 

The impact of SMEs is very significant on the EU economy, moreover SMEs affect the 

environment and society too. One company might not have big impact but e.g. in Europe 

all the SMEs together create significant amount of industrial pollution, approximately 64% 

(Miller, Neubauer, Varma, & Williams 2011, 7). This high impact of SMEs motivates to 
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study sustainability in SMEs. Reaching sustainability in a firm requires a lot of effort and 

based on Dyllick & Hockerts (2002, 132) a firm needs to integrate a triple-bottom line i.e. 

grow and maintain social, economic and environmental capital with long and short-term 

views to achieve sustainable business.  

 

Environmentally, socially, and economically responsible business actions i.e. sustainable 

business could bring benefits to everyone e.g. decreasing unemployment, preventing 

climate change, and provide profits for the entrepreneur. Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR), often used concept within sustainability discussion, is also noticed within European 

Commission to be beneficial for the firms, EU economy and society. Firms can benefit in 

several ways e.g. risk management, access to capital, innovation capabilities, cost 

savings and HR management. EU economy benefits from sustainability in more innovative 

and sustainable companies creating a more sustainable economy. Society benefits from 

the values that sustainability offers and society’s understanding of sustainability can 

change traditional economic system towards sustainable economic system. (European 

Commission A) 

 

European commission states that the CSR conversation should be led by the companies 

who have heavy impact on the society, and the policymakers should be a supporting 

factor for the firms’ operations (European Commission A). United Nations Industrial 

Development Organization (UNIDO) recognized issues of CSR and these topics should 

be considered in companies’ business practices: “environmental management, eco-

efficiency, responsible sourcing, stakeholder engagement, labour standards and working 

conditions, employee and community relations, social equity, gender balance, human 

rights, good governance, and anti-corruption measures”. (UNIDO).  

 

To emphasise the interest on SME level study, the impact of SMEs to the surrounding 

environment, society and economy is significant. How SMEs can manage these issues of 

sustainability with the resources they have and how SMEs see sustainability are a part to 

of this research to understand. 

 

Secondly, the research tries to understand the entrepreneurial opportunities for SMEs that 

could arise from sustainable business, how SMEs could find these opportunities and how 

firms are looking for new opportunities. As mentioned earlier, sustainable business can be 
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beneficial and SMEs being aware of the opportunities sustainability provides, and learning 

how to discover and exploit these opportunities is interesting to understand.  

 

The next part, research gap and objectives, emphasizes more thoroughly the need to 

study sustainability and entrepreneurial opportunity in SME level. 

 
1.2. Research gap and objectives 
 

Topics of Sustainability and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) have been 

acknowledged since the Brundtland’s report in 1987. For example, there are studies of the 

profitability and benefits of sustainable business, CSR, and eco-friendly business. Most of 

these studies are focusing the research on large multinational companies (Jamali, 

Zanhour & Keshishian 2009, 354). Small and Medium Sized firms are distinguished from 

large companies in many ways (e.g. Preuss and Perschke 2010, 535) and the manner 

how sustainability is conveyed within the companies differs (Perrini, Russo & Tencati 

2007, 296). When researching sustainable business, the concept of CSR comes up and 

the word corporate seems to be rebelling for the smaller firms that don’t think themselves 

as corporate. The fact that SMEs don’t see their business practicing CSR (Jenkins 2006, 

246), can impact the discussion of SMEs CSR and sustainability. Jamali et al (2009) see 

the interest in this topic since SMEs are practicing CSR in a different way and that should 

be recognized and studied further. This study aims to add further knowledge about the 

limited existing knowledge of SME sustainability, see how the firms in Finland understand 

and practice it. 

 

Studies of entrepreneurship concentrate often on the entrepreneurs itself i.e. the 

characteristics of an entrepreneur, not so much the role of entrepreneurial opportunities. 

Eckhardt & Shane (2003) state that the role of opportunity has been overlooked and they 

explored this topic more and concluded potential opportunities as ones that can change 

the terms of economic exchange. Furthermore, it is rather interesting to know how 

opportunities are recognized and exploited in SMEs.  

 

Term Sustainable Entrepreneurship (SE) or Sustainable Corporate Entrepreneurship 

(SCE) comes up when discussing sustainability and entrepreneurial opportunities. 

Understanding the importance of SE can benefit the recognition and exploitation of new 

sustainable opportunities. This is more challenging than recognizing traditional 
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opportunities since knowledge of market changes is not enough, also understanding 

social and environmental issues is needed. (Patzelt & Shepherd 2011, 635-643) Miles et 

al (2009) see the concept Sustainable Corporate Entrepreneurship (SCE), which 

integrates the concepts of CSR and Corporate Entrepreneurship (CE), as an 

entrepreneurial opportunity for firms. As the SCE term itself refers more to larger firm, 

corporations, it is interesting to see how SMEs see the ideas of both SCE and SE to utilize 

sustainable opportunities and the forms of SCE and SE as an entrepreneurial opportunity. 

The forms of SCE and SE that are discussed in this thesis, sustainable strategy, business 

model and innovation, have potential to provide opportunities for SMEs and entrepreneurs 

as well. 

 

The first objective of this research is to understand the way SMEs see sustainability and 

how sustainability is integrated and practiced in SME business. Second objective is to 

focus on SMEs’ opportunity recognition and exploitation process, how SMEs find the 

opportunity for their business and how they recognize new opportunities. The research 

tries to understand the role and the aspects of the opportunity recognition and exploitation 

rather than the personal characteristics behind the decision. Furthermore, understanding 

of the more complex sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity recognition creates important 

knowledge for entrepreneurs and future entrepreneurs.  

 
1.3. Research question 
 
Avram & Kühne (2008) and Preuss & Perschke (2010) state that small firms are different 

from large firms in many ways, hence the need to understand small and medium sized 

firms better in the context of sustainability and how it is possible to implement into SME’s 

business. Understanding the ways of SMEs in their practice and finding the ways to help 

them become more sustainable can impact the environment and social aspects as well as 

the economy in Finland.   

 

Entrepreneurship has been researched mainly in the way that discovers the type of the 

entrepreneur rather than the role of opportunity (e.g. Eckhardt & Shane 2003). What kind 

of opportunities are the best for exploitation and where do the entrepreneurs seek for 

these opportunities? Understanding the role of entrepreneurial opportunity, what attributes 

affect the exploitation can be a helpful insight for the entrepreneurs, scholars, and 

governments. Furthermore, as mentioned before finding sustainable entrepreneurial 
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opportunities can be a changing factor for the societies, economy and the firm (European 

Commission A). Sustainability adds varied aspects to the business when compared with 

traditional business thinking i.e. creating only economic value. Sustainability requires 

value creation in the dimensions of environment and society as well. (Patzelt & Shepherd 

2011) Understanding the process that creates sustainable opportunities for entrepreneurs 

will be beneficial knowledge which could positively impact the capabilities of Finnish 

entrepreneurs and future entrepreneurs. 

 

This study focuses on understanding the role of sustainability in SMEs and the 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities that SMEs can recognize and exploit. The 

research topic can be divided into two main research questions:  

 

1. What is the role of sustainability in Finnish SMEs?   

 

2. How SMEs recognize and exploit sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities in 

Finland? 

 

1.4. Exclusions, limitations and definitions 
 
This research focuses to study SME perspective of the topic sustainability and sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities, leaving out the larger companies in the empirical research. 

SMEs that were part of the research were from different industries which gives a general 

outlook of the research topic and this study doesn’t try to explain any field or industry in 

specific. The empirical part of the research included 19 company interviews from different 

fields, traditional industries and more green industries, e.g. Cleantech were part of the 

study. One interview took approximately half an hour. The analysis method was content 

analysis in which the data is categorized into interesting themes. The data gathered and 

analysed in the empirical part of the research is described in more detail in chapter 4. 

 

The scope of the study focuses on SME sustainability and entrepreneurial opportunities. 

Since sustainability has many terms within the concept, also Corporate Social 

Responsibility and environmental responsibility are often discussed in the study. 

Entrepreneurial opportunity is detected in the form of the role of opportunity rather than 

the characteristics of the entrepreneur. Furthermore, entrepreneurial opportunity is 

discussed also in the view of sustainability, sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity. This 
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topic dives into areas of sustainable entrepreneurship and sustainable-oriented 

innovation, sustainable strategy and sustainable business model as opportunity. Within 

this frame, the study tries to understand SME sustainability and SME’s sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities in Finland. 

 

This study doesn’t aim to explain in detail the SMEs’ sustainable practices and 

performance. Rather it tries to understand how the concept of sustainability is understood 

in SMEs and how it is utilized. In addition, aim is to understand if sustainability can create 

opportunities for SMEs, what kind of opportunities and how these opportunities can be 

discovered and exploited. The topics discussed in this study are SMEs, sustainability, 

entrepreneurial opportunity, sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity and sustainable 

entrepreneurship and these terms are understood as defined below: 

 

SME 

European Commission has defined small and medium sized enterprises with the following 

characteristics: the firm should have less than 250 employees, annual revenue is up to 

EUR 50 million, or the balance sheet is up to EUR 43 million. Over 250 employees in a 

company is considered as large enterprise. (European Commission C) Amadeus 

Database has identified SMEs as less than 150 employees, revenue less than EUR 

10million or total assets less than EUR 20 million. Medium sized firms have more than 

EUR 1 million revenue, over 2 million in assets, or more than 15 employees. Small firms 

have less than 1million in revenue, less than 2 million in assets or less than 15 

employees. (Amadeus 2017) 

 

Sustainability  

Sustainability topic arises from sustainable development which is in short as World 

Commission on Environment and Development (1987) states: “Sustainable development 

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

future generations to meet their own needs.” Sustainability has three dimensions: 

environmental, social and economic dimension. 

 

Entrepreneurial opportunity 
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“Opportunity to create future goods and services…” (Patzelt & Shepherd 2011, 632). 

Entrepreneurial opportunity should have potential to change or alter the terms of 

economic exchange (Eckhardt & Shane 2003). 

 

Sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity 

“Opportunity to create future goods and services that sustain the natural and/or communal 

environment and provide development gain for others” (Patzelt & Shepherd 2011, 632), 

and have the potential to change or alter economic exchange (Eckhardt & Shane 2003). 

 

Sustainable entrepreneurship 

“Sustainable entrepreneurship is the discovery, creation, and exploitation of opportunities 

to create future goods and services that sustain the natural and/or communal environment 

and provide development gain for others.” (Patzelt & Shepherd 2011, 632) 

 
1.5. Structure of the research 
 

The structure of this qualitative research is visualized in the figure 1. This formulates the 

main parts of the research. Introduction lays out the base of the research and literature 

review introduces the theory of the topics discussed in this research. Research framework 

shows how literature and empirical findings combine to answer the research questions. 

Furthermore, research design and methods explains the research and analysis methods, 

data collected, and reliability and validity of the study. Parts from findings to conclusion 

and summary introduce the empirical findings and how it relates to the previous 

knowledge to answer the research questions of the role of sustainability in SMEs and 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and exploitation as well as introduce 

theoretical and practical implications with study’s limits and future research suggestions. 
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Figure 1. Structure of the research 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW  
 

This thesis discusses Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SME), the role of 

sustainability in Finnish SMEs, and entrepreneurial opportunities that arise from the 

concept of sustainability. And respect to that the literature review concentrates to 

introduce the topics of Sustainability, SMEs, the sustainability in SMEs and sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities. This chapter starts with explaining sustainability in general 

including social, environmental and economic dimensions of sustainability. Second part 

contributes to the knowledge of sustainability in SMEs: the terminology used; strategies; 

practices; motivators, benefits, and barriers; and implementing sustainability or CSR in 

SMEs. Third part focuses on entrepreneurial opportunities and especially sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities. These topics lead to discussing sustainable 

entrepreneurship including Sustainable-Oriented Innovation, Sustainable Strategy and 

Sustainable Business Model. 

 

2.1. Sustainability  
 
Corporate social responsibility is a term that is often used for the varied definitions of 

social and environmental responsibility i.e. sustainability. Based on Dahlsrud’s (2008) 

study the often-used definitions are by Commission of the European Communities, World 

Business Council for Sustainable Development and Business for Social Responsibility. 

The starting point for acknowledging CSR and sustainability is often connected to “Our 

Common Future” or the Brundtland’s report published in 1987: 

 

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 

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

contains within it two key concepts: the concept of needs, in particular the 

essential needs of the world's poor, to which overriding priority should be given; 

and the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social 

organization on the environment's ability to meet present and future needs. (World 

Commission on Environment and Development 1987) 

The most often used definitions include the social, environmental and economic 

dimensions of sustainable development. They often emphasize the importance of the 

firm’s stakeholders in the sustainability practices as well as the voluntariness to do more 
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than the law requires. (Dahlsrud 2008, 4) As an example, definition of these dimensions is 

provided by Commission of the European Communities (2001, 6): “A concept whereby 

companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and 

in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis.” Some of the definitions 

have similarities but don’t include all the dimensions e.g. World Business Council for 

Sustainable Development (1999, 3) is not directly mentioning environmental aspects in 

the definition: "Corporate Social Responsibility is the continuing commitment by business 

to contribute to economic development while improving the quality of life of the workforce 

and their families as well as of the community and society at large."  

Business level definition comes from Dyllick and Hockerts (2002, 131), where corporate 

sustainability is integrated into Brundtland’s sustainable development definition and 

business purposes as following:”…meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect 

stakeholders (such as shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, communities 

etc), without compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well.”   

 

Often sustainability or CSR is a separate practice of companies and Porter & Kramer 

(2006) have noticed that businesses are not using CSR as a business practice. Business 

practices require justification and CSR is no exception. The most common justifications 

are reputation, sustainability, licence-to-operate and moral obligation (Porter and Kramer 

2006, 81). Due to the lack of analyses for CSR as business practice, Porter & Kramer 

state that the CSR approach should be tied into strategy and have long and short-term 

initiatives. (Porter & Kramer 2006, 80; Dyllick & Hockerts 2002, 132).  

 

If firms would analyse CSR or sustainability the same way as they analyse other business 

practices, firms would understand that sustainable business is more than a cost or charity. 

CSR can be potential opportunity, create innovation, and become competitive advantage 

for a firm. (Porter and Kramer 2006, 80) For firm to be sustainable, it needs to have 

economic, environmental and social capital. This indicates the need of implementing 

triple-bottom line i.e. implementing aspects of economic, ecological and social into 

business. (Dyllick & Hockerts 2002, 132)  
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2.2. Sustainability and SMEs 
 

In CSR research within SME perspective Vazquez-Carrasco and Lopez-Perez have 

identified major themes: CSR & business dimensions’ relationship, terminology and 

language, debate within theoretical framework: Social Capital Theory and Stakeholder 

Theory, and drivers and barriers of CSR in SMEs. (Vazquez-Carrasco & Lopez-Perez 

2013, 2309) CSR studies are often based on Multinational Enterprises’ (MNEs’) point of 

view (Jamali, Zanhour & Keshishian 2009, 354), even the name corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) emphasizes the larger companies and that is why the discussion of 

CSR and SME should be brought closer together as Jenkins (2004) puts it: ‘‘SMEs are 

frequently seen as a problem within the CSR debate because of their failure to engage 

with it. An alternative interpretation is that it is the CSR debate that is the problem, 

because of its failure to engage SMEs.’’ (Jenkins 2004 ix, sit. Jamali et al 2009, 356) 

 

Jamali et al (2009) note that there is increasing interest in the role of SMEs in CSR due to 

the empirical evidence that points out the differences of SMEs in relation to CSR. (Jamali 

et al 2009, 371) For example Fuller and Tian (2006, 295) reason that SMEs tend to act 

responsibly due to their tight, personal and direct impact to their local community, and 

stakeholders such as suppliers, employees and customers. Personalized management 

style and stakeholder relationships make SMEs different from larger firms (Jamali et al 

2009, 357). Table 1 introduces Jamali et al’s findings of the differences between SMEs 

and MNCs by theoretical models.  

 

Table 1. Main differences between SMEs and MNEs (Jamali et al 2009, 369). 

Theoretical 

model 

SMEs MNCs 

Carrol 1991 Philanthropic & discretionary 

view of CSR 

Holistic conception of CSR, focus 

on the economic dimension 

Wood 1991 Motivators of CSR: managerial 

discretion and legitimacy 

Motivators of CSR: public 

responsibility and legitimacy  

Freeman 1984 Customers, employees, 

shareholders, suppliers, 

community, environment 

Customers, employees, 

shareholders, suppliers, 

environment, community 

Waddock et al Strong inspiration,  Weak inspiration,  
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2002 weak integration,  

moderate innovation 

strong integration,  

weak innovation 

Hemingway & 

Macdagan 2004 

Motivation: Altruistic 

Responsibility: individual  

Motivation: Strategic  

Responsibility: corporate  

Windsor 2006 Ethical conception:  

impartial moral and 

stewardship  

Instrumental citizenship 

orientation with focus on the 

economic/ strategic and costs/ 

benefits of CSR 

 

Furthermore, SMEs differentiate from large companies by their structural, functional, and 

social characteristics as Spence and Schmidpeter (2003, 96) explain the difference and 

Lepoutre and Heene (2006, 258) add that market share and ownership can be different 

from the large companies (ix, sit. Avram & Kühne 2008, 464). Preuss and Perschke 

(2010, 535) support the importance of acknowledging the differences that size brings 

since the firms differ in ownership type and capital markets, external stakeholders have 

different roles, management has different expertise, organisations are formed differently, 

and market types are different.  

 

2.2.1. Terminology for SMEs 
 
CSR has many definitions that can create confusion among companies and people. 

Jenkins (2006, 245) has concluded CSR as: ‘‘…all embracing idea that concerns having 

an awareness of the impacts of the business, and wanting to have a positive impact on a 

wide range of stakeholders through the business decisions that are made”. McWilliams 

and Siegel (2001, 117) state CSR as actions beyond the company’s own interests and law 

requirements to create some social good. Porter and Kramer (2006, 92) would like 

corporate social responsibility to be formed to corporate social integration. With this the 

authors try to emphasize that by creating shared value, the company enables productive 

solution that can work without subsidies from private or governmental actors. They see 

that a company can be a powerful solution to solve societal problems and gain a 

competitive benefit from it. “When well-run business applies its vast resources, expertise, 

and management talent to problems that it understands and in which it has a stake, it can 

have a greater impact on social good than any other institution or philanthropic 

organization” (Porter and Kramer 2006, 92). 
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CSR already in its name addresses the idea of corporate i.e. large companies rather than 

small and medium sized firms. Researchers have noticed that the concept of CSR should 

be brought closer to SMEs perspective (e.g. Murillo & Lozano 2006). Also, European 

Commission has noticed that the term CSR is not always known or used by SMEs. But 

SMEs close relations with the local community, business partners, and employees give 

them often an obvious responsible manner to approach business. (European Commission 

B) Table 2 introduces few suggested CSR terminology alternatives from Vazquez-

Carrasco & Lopez-Perez’s (2013, 3212-3213) research e.g. responsible 

competition/competitiveness that could be closer to the SMEs who have interest in 

integrating social issues to their business and improve firm competitiveness (Murillo & 

Lozano 2006, 237). 

 

Table 2. Suggested CSR alternatives (Vazquez-Carrasco & Lopez-Perez 2013, 3212-

3213). 

Term Author 

Responsible competition Murillo & Lonzano 2006 

Small company social responsibility Lepoutre & Heene 2006 

Responsible business behaviour Ortiz & Kühne 2008 

Business social responsibility Jamali et al. 2009 

 

2.2.2. Sustainability in SME strategy 
 
SMEs are approaching CSR but with a different manner than large companies. The 

differences are seen in many stakeholder categories. This implies that there are specific 

CSR strategies in SMEs. (Perrini et al 2007, 296) CSR in SME’s strategy can be a pursue 

of efficiency, effectiveness, or cost reduction (Santos 2011). Avram and Kühne (2008) 

emphasize SMEs need to be aware of three things: own position in the industry, what is 

their position in the value chain, and what is the SME’s strategic focus. With these in mind 

the firm has a better opportunity to recognize social and environmental issues and use 

them in strategic positioning or enable growth of the business. Also, strategically focusing 

on consumer needs or changing customer behaviour in premium sectors can lead the 

firm’s actions toward more sustainable business practices. (Avram & Kühne 2008, 472) 

 

Responsible business behaviour or sustainable business tries to show that a firm can do 

well by doing good. The issues within firm’s society and environment can create a 
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competitive advantage. (Avram & Kühne 2008, 472) Moreover, SMEs have internal and 

external characteristics that can be beneficial in sustainable development and sustainable 

business. Still sustainable business case is not same for every SME, rather SMEs need to 

figure out environmental and social issues that can be solved within their business. 

(Loucks, Martens & Cho 2010, 183&187) SMEs might struggle with the resources 

available for sustainable business practices and that is why governments and other 

organisation are important factors in increasing the awareness of shared responsibility. 

(Avram & Kühne 2008, 473)  

 

2.2.3. Sustainable Practices in SMEs 
 
As stated earlier in terminology part, SMEs might not consider themselves practicing CSR 

or talking about CSR even though the practices are counted as CSR practices. SME’s 

CSR practices are mostly internal practices i.e. business and internal social dimension 

(Santos 2011, 491). External practices in SMEs are less common and mainly related to 

funding sports events, health, culture, and wellbeing activities (Observatory of European 

SMEs 2004 ix, sit Santos 2011, 491).  

 

SMEs who have committed to CSR usually integrate CSR or sustainability to managerial 

functions by principles and processes that are rather informal and intuitive (Murillo and 

Lozano 2006, 237; European Commission B). That is why the reporting and informing the 

public about the practices is not often the actions of SMEs. Furthermore, the resources of 

SMEs affect the documentation of CSR practices. The resources are probably rather used 

to improve relationships with the key stakeholders and communicating the CSR activities 

to them rather than the public. (Murillo and Lozano 2006, 236; Baumann-Pauly et al 2013, 

701-702). Table 3 concludes Murillo & Lozanos’ (2006) findings of internal and external 

communications of CSR in SMEs.  

 

Table 3. CSR communication in SMEs (Murillo & Lozano 2006, 236). 

Internal communication External communication 

Meetings Web Page 

Newsletters Aiming for media impact  

Internal magazine Through firm’s foundation 

Welcome package for new co-workers Via own organisations 
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Announcing awards  

 

Santos (2011) has gathered the most common business, internal and external social, and 

environmental CSR practices of SMEs. Table 4 introduces the practices, and as 

mentioned the internal factors seem to be the biggest area of the practices. 

 

Table 4. Most common CSR practices (Santos 2011, 494-497). 

Target Common CSR practices Area of CSR practice 

Clients Product or service adapted to 

customer need  

Business  

System for handling complaints 

Products or services Utilization information 

Safety, reliability and service of 

product  

Commercial suppliers or 

clients 

Guarantee of payment, agreed 

payment deadlines 

HR management Equal opportunity Internal Social  

Attribution of objectives and 

responsibilities 

Workplace Health, 

Safety and Hygiene 

Workplace healthcare 

provision 

Lighting, ventilation, 

temperature and noise levels 

Employability Training plan 

Identified training needs 

Information and 

communication 

Internal meetings 

Information panels, bulletins, 

newsletters 

Social services Canteen, common room 

Complementary social security 

plans 

Change management Employee input in 

reorganization of working 

processes 
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Participation, consultation and 

information on change 

processes 

Sponsorship and 

donations 

Donations External social  

Sponsorship  

Social employment Internships and study grants 

Partnerships and 

collaboration 

Partnership with other 

organization 

Social cohesion Participation in education, 

training, employment, 

environmental and urban 

renovation activities 

Voluntary activities 

Environmental system Employee awareness Environmental  

Temperature control system 

Pollution and waste Recycling 

Separation of waste 

 
The assessment of CSR practices entails that CSR is legitimized by internal factors and 

just as second criteria comes the relationships with external stakeholders. Companies 

assess their social practices by their contributions to society and this way they are 

creating better conditions for competing. (Murillo & Lozano 2006, 235) Figure 2 introduces 

the SME CSR Assessment by Murillo and Lozano. 

 
Figure 2. SME CSR Assessment (Murillo & Lozano 2006, 236). 
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2.2.4. Motivation, benefits and barriers 
 
One of the most significant motivators of sustainable business in SMEs is an internal 

champion, a person who drives the values in the company and implements it into all 

practices. Usually this person is the owner-manager of the company and SME’s CSR or 

sustainable practices are often dependent on the owner-manager’s motivation. (Jenkins 

2006, 250; Santos 2011, 492) Murillo and Lozano (2006) studied exemplar CSR practice 

of SMEs and found that the social practices are identified in the firm’s social profile since 

CSR or sustainable practices link to the company culture and model. Especially the 

character and values of founder or owner-manager impact in the CSR embeddedness and 

the leadership is linked to the CSR development of an SME. (Murillo & Lozano 2006, 233-

234). Also, Williams & Schaefer (2012, 180-181) found in their study that personal values, 

ecological responsibility driver, impacted the pro-environmental engagement of the 

company. The table 5 lists other significant motivators of CSR in SMEs. 

 

Table 5. Sustainable business motivations for SMEs (Murillo & Lozano 2006, 234; Santos 

2011, 498).  

Motivation for sustainable business 

Owner-manager related Strategy related People related Regulation 

related 

Character and values of 

the owner 

 

Manager’s social-

economic model  

Competitive impact 

 

Vision and mission 

 

Differentiation 

 

Innovation 

 

Customer loyalty 

 

Employee 

satisfaction 

Legal 

regulation 

 

Furthermore, the study of pro-environmental companies adds the following driver 

combinations: competitive drivers (business strategy/ win-win situation), legitimation 

drivers (external business environment & regulations), and ecological responsibility drivers 

(personal values and engagement) (Williams & Schaefer 2012, 180-181). Competitive 

drivers include competitive advantage, new business opportunity, cost control, business 

size as strategic freedom, and advantages in attracting potential people. Legitimation 
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drivers constitute of permit requirements, external information, government policy 

initiatives, new legislation, funding agreements, tendering requirements, and external 

support and advice. Ecological responsibility holds the manager’s commitment to 

environment, one’s own, teams’ and life partner’s environmental commitment, working 

with similar valued businesses, community-responsibility in firm’s culture, long-term 

investment perspective, outside organisation idea sharing, and integration of own values 

and business opportunities. (Williams & Schaefer 2012, 181) 

 

The reasons for CSR practices can be evaluated by the benefits of the practices. Loucks, 

Martens & Cho (2010, 187) remind that some of the benefits may come in short-term but 

some might require longer time. Jenkins (2006, 249) finds in her study that some of the 

benefits were measurable but most were intangible benefits and hard to measure. 

Examples of these unmeasurable benefits are image and reduced employee absenteeism 

which causality is hard to prove. These soft, intangible benefits create a problem for CSR 

in SMEs because they are so hard to prove. (Jenkins 2006, 249) This makes justification 

of sustainable business or CSR practices harder as well. Benefits of CSR practices like 

satisfaction, motivation and self-realization are emphasized the most for SMEs (Vazquez-

Carrasco & Lopez-Perez 2013, 3214). Loucks et al (2010) express that most benefits rely 

within stakeholders and business practices, e.g. increased customer satisfaction and 

financial performance. There are varied benefits within the literature of sustainability and 

the table 6 introduces the benefits for the SMEs from three different studies.  

 

Table 6. Benefits of CSR practices in SMEs (Jenkins 2006, 249; Vazquez-Carrasco & 

Lopez-Perez 2013, 3214-3215; Santos 2011, 498).  

Markets Social  Growth & profitability 

Improves image and 

reputation  

Enhancing trust and 

understanding 

Increase business volume 

Better position in the 

markets 

Employee motivation  Encouraging innovation 

activities and increases 

firm’s chances to find 

growth opportunities 

Ease of differentiation and 

increase visibility 

Increased attractiveness to 

potential candidates 

Greater scope 

Enhancing supplier–client Benefits company culture Cost savings and 
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relations and enabling 

access to certain markets 

 increased efficiency 

 

Risk management/ Quality Profits 

 
Time, resources and employee involvement are the biggest challenges often for all 

companies in CSR or sustainable business. Other challenges are the creation of CSR 

culture within the firm, assessing the CSR benefits, integrating the community to firm 

practices, managing activities, and lack of support, financial resources, time and 

information. (Jenkins 2006, 249; Santos 2011, 498) Also the implementation costs, 

financial and human resources, lacking knowledge of CSR and its tools, weak bargaining 

power in the industry, and lack of appropriate tools for SMEs are part of the barriers for 

implementing CSR in SMEs (Weltzien Høivik & Shankar 2011, 184-185). One challenge is 

the measurement of the benefits and the impact of CSR practices. More organized 

approach to CSR requires quantifying the practices. (Jenkins 2006, 249)  

 

Williams and Schaefer (2012) found barriers for the same themes as in drivers. In pro-

environmental companies the ‘competitive barriers’ are long return on investment, energy 

price decrease’s impact on reduced financial incentives, economic crisis’s negative impact 

on production efficiency, high cost of new technology. ‘Legitimation barriers’ include 

inconsistent policies and regulations, recycling expenses, and complex time-consuming 

incentive process. ‘Ecological responsibility barriers’ are preparedness of owner-manager 

for risk taking, lack of knowledge of incentives, change reluctant, and internal politics. 

(Williams & Schaefer 2012, 181) Loucks et al (2010, 193) add to the list with risks and 

challenges e.g. high investment on production changes, lack of information of changes in 

the business environment, and threats from non-profit organizations or other non-

governmental groups.  

 

2.2.5. Implementing sustainability  
 
Implementing CSR or sustainability into a firm’s strategy and practices depends on factors 

such as drivers, stakeholders, experience and management capabilities, organizational 

structure, market type, advantages and disadvantages of the practice, and conceptual 

framework. (Preuss & Perschke 2010, 548; Vazquez-Carrasco & Lopez-Perez 2013, 

3215) Implementing sustainability into SME starts with developing an understanding of 

sustainability within the company. This requires often the top-management’s support and 
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usually SMEs have founder or owner as a manager in lead. (Jenkins 2006, 251) Owner-

manager’s knowhow and values impact the firm and the practices in SME (Vazquez-

Carrasco & Lopez-Perez 2013, 3215; Jenkins 2006, 251). Jenkins (2006, 251) states that 

the company’s vision and principles should be set by the owner-manager and the 

understanding of CSR or sustainability should be in alignment with these, since CSR is 

the practical implementation of the firm’s atmosphere. Graafland et al (2003, 46) mention 

responsible operation requiring all employees and managers’ actions to follow some set of 

values and norms.  

 

Often SMEs have different level of relationships with their stakeholders in their community 

when compared to large firms (Vazquez-Carrasco & Lopez-Perez 2013, 3215). When 

creating the understanding of sustainability, SMEs should look for key practices for their 

company by detecting their stakeholders. This can help to develop strategic relationships 

with the key stakeholders and find the focus of CSR for the company itself. (Jenkins 2006, 

251) 

 

Second step is to target CSR or sustainability activities appropriately. Even though often 

the internal motivation and owner-manager are the drivers for SME sustainability practices 

(Jenkins 2006, 250; Vazquez-Carrasco & Lopez-Perez 2013, 3215), employees must be 

on board as well. Jenkins (2006) points out employee buy-in is found difficult in SMEs and 

as an example to overcome the challenge is to set the employee to act as a mediator for 

these activities or making the activities relevant to working life i.e. use one’s job-related 

competence to solve social or environmental issues. Often SMEs’ CSR activities’ starting 

point is to look for the greatest impact the business could create and hope to make a 

positive change with their CSR effort in that specific area. (Jenkins 2006, 251-252) Use 

the firm’s competencies to solve environmental or social issues. 

 

Every business practice faces challenges and barriers, as mentioned above in barriers 

section, and to overcome them is the third step. Sustainability needs to be integrated in all 

business operations and it cannot be just a cost and external matter. (Jenkins 2006, 252) 

It needs to be acknowledged and assessed as any other business practice (Porter and 

Kramer 2006, 80). Employees find CSR more interesting if they have more say in the 

ideas directly related to their work tasks and had the chance to get training and 

development. (Jenkins 2006, 252) The table 7 introduces the characteristics that help in 

the adaptation of CSR practices in an SME.  
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Santos (2011) sees that this is not just issue on firm-level and in addition to the ways to 

address the issues of overcoming the challenges. CSR should be promoted for SMEs. 

Promotion requires four layers of promotion activity: “1. information, increasing 

awareness, education; 2. tools, support instruments, monitoring and assessment; 3. 

government action; and 4. inter-institutional cooperation.” (Santos 2011, 502) 

 

Table 7. Characteristics enabling adaption of CSR (Jenkins 2006, 252-253) 

Characteristic Impact 

Flexible and adaptable Quick respond to changes 

 

Creative and innovative Innovative approaches 

Owner–manager  Influences company values and culture → 

internal influencer of CSR 

Ease of communications Rapid information flow and 

embeddedness within the organisation 

Less hierarchical structure Ease of involving all employees in CSR 

activities  

Undertaking any CSR action Benefits realized faster especially 

personal satisfaction and motivation 

 

The last step is to realise the benefits that these activities can bring for the company. 

Vazquez-Carrasco & Lopez-Perez (2013, 3215) see that SMEs’ advantages are their 

ability for flexibility and benefiting easier in short term, when compared to large firms. 

Jenkins’s (2006) study found that most of the benefits are intangible and some had had 

huge cost savings but some firms don’t even try to measure or assess the potential 

benefits the practices could enable. But the reasons for taking CSR practices into 

considerations often need the quantification of the benefits (Jenkins 2006, 253) and it 

seems that there should be better ways to measure the benefits. Vazquez-Carrasco & 

Lopez-Perez (2013, 3215) add that SMEs financial limitations and measuring CSR 

performance have negative impact on implementing CSR to a firm. 

 

Encouraging SMEs to implement CSR or sustainability should start with making a 

common understanding of the terminology that also takes into account SMEs perspective. 

Improving the awareness of the topic and establishing environment which supports 
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sustainability, implementing new practices and pointing out the possible benefits from 

other exemplar firms can motivate the implementation. Efforts should be invested into 

such sustainable practices that are valuable for the firm e.g. creates competitive 

advantage. (Murillo & Lozano 2006, 238) Also utilizing the incentives and tax breaks are 

found as a support system for CSR practices (Santos 2011, 498). 

 

2.3. Sustainable Entrepreneurial opportunities 
 

This chapter discusses literature of entrepreneurial opportunity, sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunity and sustainable entrepreneurship. Furthermore, sustainable 

strategy, business model changes and sustainable innovation are introduced as tools for 

recognizing sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity.  

 

2.3.1. Entrepreneurial opportunity  
 

Entrepreneurship research is often divided into three different schools that have different 

ideas of the process of entrepreneurship: equilibrium theories, psychological theories, and 

Austrian theories. (Shane 2000, 449). Table 8 below identifies the different approaches to 

entrepreneurship. 

 

Table 8. Schools of entrepreneurship research (Shane 2000, 449-450). 

Equilibrium theories - everyone able to recognize all entrepreneurial opportunities 

- person’s attributes define who becomes an entrepreneur  

Psychological 

theories 

- person’s attributes define who becomes an entrepreneur  

- person’s ability and willingness to act impact the process  

Austrian theories - not everyone can recognize all entrepreneurial opportunities 

- information about opportunities defines who becomes an 

entrepreneur 

- person's ability and willingness to act do not impact the 

process  

 

Ardichvili, Cardozob & Ray (2003, 113) list the major factors which impact entrepreneur’s 

identification and development of entrepreneurial opportunity: “1. entrepreneurial 

alertness; 2. information asymmetry and prior knowledge; 3. discovery versus purposeful 

search; 4. social networks; 5. personality traits, including risk-taking, optimism and self-
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efficacy, and creativity”. Shane in his study concluded that not all people are able to see 

the same entrepreneurial opportunities that for example a technological change enables. 

Recognition is the way to discover these opportunities rather than searching for them. 

Discovering entrepreneurial opportunity is impacted by person’s prior knowledge. (Shane 

2000, 465) Furthermore, a person with knowledge gained from education and work 

experience is likely to discover these opportunities (Venkataraman 1997 ix sit Shane 

2000, 465). Shane concludes that a person is more likely to discover opportunities within 

his own sector that one knows rather than what is popular among other entrepreneurs i.e. 

the needed knowledge of a sector is needed before a certain sector becomes popular 

(Shane 2000, 466-467).  

 

Three factors impact entrepreneurial opportunity recognition: Prior knowledge, 

entrepreneurial alertness and entrepreneurial learning. Prior knowledge enable 

entrepreneurs discover opportunities and the more diverse the prior knowledge is the 

chances of discovering opportunities increases. Prior knowledge is truly significant in the 

opportunity recognition process. (Hajizadeh & Zali 2016, 70) The relationship between 

prior knowledge and opportunity recognition is mediated by entrepreneurial learning and 

alertness. Furthermore, prior knowledge impacts alertness and learning. (Hajizadeh & Zali 

2016, 79-80) This process is visualized in figure 3 below. 

 

 
Figure 3. Relationships for opportunity recognition (Hajizadeh & Zali 2016, 79-80). 
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Existing knowledge, skills and abilities (KSA) impact entrepreneur’s assessments of 

opportunities and when the opportunity relates to their KSA it is found more attractive. 

Some factors impact the attractiveness of opportunities that are not consistent with the 

prior KSA but perceived as valuable opportunities: a rare opportunity, competitions limited 

exploitation, and age of the firm. Any of these conditions encourage entrepreneur go 

beyond existing competencies and learn new competencies. (Haynie, Shepherd & 

McMullen 2009, 353) And developing one’s prior knowledge, entrepreneur can increase 

entrepreneurial learning and alertness which leads to more developed skills for 

opportunity recognition (Hajizadeh & Zali 2016, 78). 

 

2.3.2. Sustainability and entrepreneurial opportunities 
 

For decades, the main theories of entrepreneurship have tried to explain the people type 

of entrepreneur, Eckhardt & Shane see that the role of opportunity has been overlooked. 

The entrepreneurial opportunities must have the potential to change or alter the terms of 

economic exchange. (Eckhardt & Shane 2003, 334-336) The categories of opportunities 

listed by Eckhardt and Shane (2003) are illustrated in table 9. 

 

Table 9. Opportunity categories (Eckhardt & Shane 2003, 340-345).    

Locus of change Sources of opportunities Initiator of the change 

- new product,  

- new service,  

- new market,  

- new raw material  

- new production method 

 

- information asymmetry   

- exogenous shocks,  

- supply and demand side 

changes, 

- productivity-enhancing 

and rent-seeking 

opportunities. 

- Actor initiating the 

change 

 

Cohen & Winn listed the enablers for especially sustainable-oriented opportunities that 

can be utilized by entrepreneurs. Adding to Eckhardt and Shane’s (2003) opportunity 

types, market imperfections create opportunities, firstly the inefficiency of firms can be 

turned into an opportunity since the companies and consumers are not utilizing a perfect 

efficiency of resources. When an opportunity of more efficient resource allocation is 

identified and exploited, the entrepreneurs can bring markets closer to balance. There is a 
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business need for more sustainable operations that increase natural resources 

productivity as well as improve markets. The concept of cyclical economy with recycled 

and recovered resources, and biomimicry are example of sustainability related 

entrepreneurial opportunities. (Cohen & Winn 2007, 38-39) 

 

Another opportunity enabler comes from the assumption of exclusivity i.e. a company’s 

actions are not impacting the wellbeing of others. This assumption is incorrect since one 

firm can pollute the air or harm the community it operates in. For innovative firms this 

creates an opportunity in sustainability oriented manner for example by reducing the air 

pollution or enhancing the community’s living conditions and profiting from these actions. 

(Cohen & Winn 2007, 41) 

 

Third opportunity arises from flawed pricing mechanism that is not considering the true 

price of non-renewable resources. Once non-renewables’ true prices are reflected in the 

market, other innovations might be needed and anticipating these needs early on enables 

opportunity exploitation. (Cohen & Winn 2007, 42) Fourth opportunity enabler recognized 

by Cohen & Winn is imperfect distribution of information, as listed in Eckhardt and 

Shane’s (2003) sources of opportunity. Opportunity can be discovered due to different 

individuals’ information about markets, resources and opportunities. (Cohen & Winn 2007, 

43) 

 

Discussion about opportunities within sustainable development brings up a concept of 

sustainable entrepreneurship. Patzelt & Shepherd (2011, 632) have defined it as such: 

“Sustainable entrepreneurship is the discovery, creation, and exploitation of opportunities 

to create future goods and services that sustain the natural and/or communal environment 

and provide development gain for others.” Prior knowledge of environmental and social 

problems is required for recognizing sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities that aim for 

sustainable development. The knowledge of market changes is not enough, only a part of 

recognizing sustainable development opportunities. (Patzelt & Shepherd 2011, 635-643)  

 

Belz and Binder (2017) find that person’s previous experience is a fruitful starting point for 

recognising social or ecological problems. Next point is to recognise a solution that solves 

the problem and has a market opportunity, the solution needs to appeal to the customer 

while doing good. This requires business plan that can solve social or environmental issue 

and benefit customer. (Belz & Binder 2017, 7) Patzelt & Shepherd created a model for 
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recognizing sustainable development opportunities that suggest individuals identifying 

opportunities by making connections between trends or events. Figuring out connections 

between different types of changes in the environment, eg. knowledge of natural, social or 

economic changes, can be helpful for recognizing sustainable development opportunities. 

(Patzelt & Shepherd 2011, 643) The study concludes that connections among factors of 

entrepreneurial knowledge, environmental and social knowledge, own moral and personal 

threat impact the recognition of sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities. That is why 

recognizing sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities is more complex than recognizing 

traditional opportunities since traditional entrepreneurs only aim for economic benefit. 

(Patzelt & Shepherd 2011, 646) Since the recognition of sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunity is complex, a firm could first create a double bottom line solution and add 

triple bottom line solution later. As Belz and Binder mention the third dimension is often 

developed after not at the same time with the first two dimensions. (Belz & Binder 2017, 8) 

 

Gray et al (2014) have introduced additional aspects to the process of sustainable 

opportunity recognition. They have created the path from recognition to exploitation via 

sustainable business model usage to performance. The performance gives the firm 

feedback and creates learning in the organization that impacts the prior knowledge and 

motivations towards sustainable business. (Gray, Duncan, Kirkwood & Walton 2014, 408) 

Figure 4 illustrates simplified version of Gray et al’s model.  
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Figure 4. The process of sustainable opportunity recognition and performance (Gray et al 

2014, 408). 

 

Choi and Shepherd found factors that impact entrepreneur’s idea exploitation. Factors 

include entrepreneur’s knowledge of customer demand, firm has good managerial 

capability, proven technology and stakeholder support enable full scale operations. (Choi 

& Shepherd 2004, 390) 

 

2.3.3. Sustainable entrepreneurship as entrepreneurial opportunity 
 

Sustainability is core business of sustainable entrepreneur since the economic gains are 

connected to the sustainable performance and their main business motivation comes from 

solving environmental and social issues profitably (Schaltegger & Wagner 2011, 224). 

Sustainable entrepreneurship has six phases based on Belz et al (2017) study. These 

phases include recognising social or environmental problem and recognizing the 

opportunity that comes with it. Developing a double bottom line and adding triple bottom 

line solution later. After these four phases is time for starting a sustainable firm and enter 

sustainable market. (Belz et al 2017, 6) Sustainable entrepreneurship can create 

opportunities especially for the first movers, transforming to responsible business can 

provide additional opportunities for firms. Sustainable entrepreneurship is not only 

important for the firm itself but the opportunity might impact the business world’s transition 

to more sustainable. When sustainable entrepreneurs realize the economic benefits, other 

firms see the possible benefits and start going green. (Schaper 2002, 27)  

 

Provasnek et al (2017, 527) propose that sustainable corporate entrepreneurship (SCE) is 

created from corporate entrepreneurship and corporate sustainability and the aim of the 

SCE activities is to create new values both internal and external as well as to enable 

business opportunities’ exploitation. Furthermore, the study concluded that firms with SCE 

are ready to exploit new business opportunities and promote sustainable innovations to 

enhance their old routines, strategies and business model. Firms survival in long term 

requires the firm to be both entrepreneurial and sustainability oriented. SCE requires 

business capabilities and deeper knowledge of entrepreneurship, corporate sustainability 

and their combination, which explains why often firms have problems in the 

implementation. (Provasnek et al 2017, 530-531)  
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Sustainable corporate entrepreneurship is a way to practice sustainably for existing firms 

and sustainable entrepreneurship can be also utilized in start-ups (Provasnek et al 2017, 

524). SCE has five different forms that Miles et al (2009) have recognized in their study. 

The forms include ‘Sustainable product or market regeneration’, ‘Process rejuvenation’, 

‘Changing the game by redefining strategy to reflect environmental sustainability’, 

‘Changing the core or shifting the domain of the business’, and ‘Business model 

reconstruction’. (Miles et al 2009, 72) Similar aspects can be utilized with sustainable 

entrepreneurs as Schaper (2002, 27) agrees that becoming more sustainable, 

ecopreneur, it requires developing new offering, products, new marketing methods, 

changing business models and firm’s practices, and improving efficiency for existing 

companies.  

 

The introduced forms of sustainable corporate entrepreneurship and sustainable 

entrepreneurship can create opportunities for SMEs. SCE is motivated by demand side or 

supply side conditions. Sustainable corporate entrepreneurship can be a trigger for new 

opportunities, and make managers to question assumptions which is an important factor 

of entrepreneurship and innovation.  (Miles et al 2009, 74-75) Furthermore, Miles et al 

(2009) introduce the most common form of sustainable corporate entrepreneurship, 

product innovation, which concentrates to design sustainable products. This entails that 

lifecycle cost of the products has been considered in the designing. Organizational 

rejuvenation focuses on process innovation. The innovated processes should enhance 

industrial eco-system’s sustainability. Strategic renewal means redefining strategy of the 

firm to exploit sustainability, e.g. create better economic performance with decreased 

harm to environment and society. Firm’s domain redefinition can be conveyed via SCE 

innovation. Aim is to create new opportunities that provide sustainability related 

competitive advantage for the firm. Business model changes often requires revaluating 

firm’s capabilities and value creation in order to exploit economically, environmentally and 

socially feasible business opportunities. (Miles et al 2009, 73) 

 

After presenting the ways to obtain sustainable opportunities, the forms of sustainable 

innovation, strategy change and sustainable business model are explained in more detail 

in the following chapters. This widens the understanding of opportunity aspect that 

sustainability and sustainable development can provide for SMEs, introducing ways to 

recognize and exploit these opportunities.  
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Sustainable innovation as opportunity 
 

Sustainable innovation or sustainable-oriented innovation (SOI) includes sustainable 

product, process, and organizational innovation. Varadarajan (2017, 17) introduces 

sustainable innovation as “… a new product, process or practice, or modification of an 

existing one that significantly decreases the firm’s activities impact on natural 

environment”. Sustainable product innovation is a new or modification of a product and it 

has notably lower impact on environment than already existing product has. (Varadarajan 

2017, 17) Boons, Montalvo, Quist & Wagner (2013, 2) build on the environmental aspect 

and suggest that sustainable innovation could be innovation that impacts positively 

sustainable performance including ecological, economic and social aspects of 

performance. Sustainable innovation differentiates from conventional innovation with the 

long-term focus, transforming impact and multidimensional value creation (Bos-Brouwers 

2010, 431). 

 

For example, with the practices of environmental management and cleaner production 

firms can create new environmentally sustainable products. Severo et al (2017) found that 

cleaner production and environmental management have impact on sustainable product 

innovation. In addition, their study indicates environmentally sustainable product 

innovation is impacting factor and mediator for financial performance. Sustainable 

innovations can create economic benefits, even though the study can’t conclude that 

sustainable innovations will always result in economic success. (Severo et al 2017, 94-95) 

Miles et al (2009, 72) explain differentiation with environmental or social activities build the 

competitive advantage of sustainable product innovation and charging a premium price for 

the firm’s new valuable solution creates profits.  

 

Cleaner production and environmental management support environmental responsibility 

culture in the firm and the culture of a company is an important factor for innovation. 

Culture of environmental sustainability impacts positively sustainable product innovation 

processes. (Severo et al 2017, 94-95) In addition to the impacting factors of sustainable 

innovation, SMEs have characteristics that are beneficial for sustainable innovation such 

as leadership style, flexibility and motivated staff (Bos-Brouwer 2010, 431). Medeiros, 

Ribeiro & Cortimiglia (2014) analysed the environmentally sustainable product innovation 

literature and found four factors which directly relate to success of environmentally 

sustainable product innovation. These factors are knowledge of market, law and 
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regulation; innovation-oriented learning, investment on R&D, and collaboration among 

firm’s functions. (Medeiros et al 2014, 80) 

 

Based on Varadarajan, there are three sustainable innovation types: ‘resource use 

reduction’ or ‘efficiency innovations’, ‘resource use elimination innovations’, and ‘resource 

use substitution innovations’. Furthermore, there are five major opportunity stages for 

sustainable innovation: ‘upstream supply chain’, ‘production, ‘downstream supply chain’, 

‘use or consumption’, and ‘post-use or post-consumption’. (Varadarajan 2017, 20-21) 

Table 10 introduces the varied sustainable product innovations within these sustainable 

innovation types. Adding and complementing Varadarajan’s listing Klewitz & Hansen 

(2014, 65) have introduced subthemes for sustainable product innovations which include 

eco-design, life-cycle-analysis, ecolabels, life-cycle-costing, reducing materials or 

replacing to sustainable materials, packaging, Fair-trade and organic products.  

 

Table 10. The sustainable product innovation types (Varadarajan 2017, 23-24).  

Resource Use Reduction/ 
Efficiency Innovation 

Resource Use Elimination 
Innovation 

Resource Use 
Substitution Innovation 

Product Technology 

Innovation 

Ingredient Product 

Elimination Innovation 

Substitution of:  

(a) Non-renewable 

resource ingredients with 

renewable resource 

ingredients.  

(b) Scarce non-renewable 

resource ingredients with 

relatively more abundant 

non-renewable resource 

ingredients.  

(c) Ecologically more 

harmful resource 

ingredients with 

ecologically less harmful 

resource ingredients 

Product Miniaturization 

Innovation 

Complementary Product 

Elimination Innovation 

Product Convergence 

Innovation 

Complementary Product 

Carryover Innovation 

Product Versatility 

Innovation 

Packaging Innovation Product Digitization 

Innovation: 
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Complementary Product 

Use Amount Reduction 

Innovation 

a) Digitization of 

Information Products 

b) Digitization of 

Information Attributes of 

Non-information Products 

Variable Use Amount 

Innovation 

Product Substitution 

Innovation 

Packaging Innovation 

Product Upgrade through 

Module Replacement 

versus Full Replacement 

Reverse Innovation 

Packaging Innovation 

 

Production of eco-efficiency or eco-effectiveness enhancing products and services is 

related to sustainable process innovations and often these are differentiated to end-of-

pipe solutions and cleaner production technology. (Huber, 2008 & Rennings et al. 2006 ix 

sit. Klewitz & Hansen 2014, 58) Process level sustainable-oriented innovation aims to 

redesign processes to minimize value chain’s impact on environment and enhance 

production eco-efficiency e.g. less resources. Examples of process SOI subthemes are 

cleaner production, eco-efficiency, waste handling and logistics. (Klewitz & Hansen 2014, 

64-65) 

 

Sustainable organizational innovations target to change routines and structures to more 

sustainable (Klewitz & Hansen 2014, 58). Listed subthemes of SOI organizational 

innovations include implementing environmental management system for example ISO 

14001 or EMAS, environmental policies and accounting, creating innovation process, 

supply chain management, stakeholder management, changing organizational structure, 

creating sustainability vision and code of conduct, investing in employee development and 

training as well as employee engagement in sustainability, and managing health and 

safety at work. (Klewitz & Hansen 2014, 65) 

 
Strategy change as opportunity 
 

Changes in firm’s operating environment can require making changes in the organization 

and its strategy. The market changes can cause firm to look for potential opportunities 
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with new strategies and figuring out a new competitive advantage. (Walsh 2005, 113-114) 

Changes in the environment encourage firms to seek for new strategies to address the 

opportunities risen from the market. Walsh explains that understanding of firm 

performance can be achieved with using different tools such as PESTEL analysis, internal 

resource analysis and scenarios. Scenarios try to see the different possible outcomes of 

firm and how different strategies would result. (Walsh 2005, 120) 

 

Baumgarter and Ebner (2010) research explains the sustainability profiles and maturity 

levels of strategies. First, they start with ‘Introverted’ that is a risk mitigation strategy, 

which aims to avoid risk by focusing on social and environmental legal and other 

standards. Next level, ‘Extroverted’, is legitimation strategy concentrating on external 

relationships and wanting a license to operate. Third level consist of ‘Conservative’ 

strategy, efficiency strategy, focusing on eco-efficiency and cleaner production. Fourth 

level is ‘Visionary’, sustainability strategy, addressing all issues of sustainability within 

entire business. Visionary strategy gains the competitive advantage from differentiation 

and innovation. (Baumgartner & Ebner 2010, 78) Miles et al (2009, 72) also propose 

competitive advantage of strategy change to sustainable come from differentiation due to 

environmental practices or social responsibility, and profits can be created with charging 

premium price. 

 
Sustainable business models as opportunity 
 

Sustainable business model can be a way to realize sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities. Business model reconstruction creates both differentiation and cost-related 

competitive advantage. Creation of a sustainable business model changes the value 

proposition of the firm to more sustainable. With this form of sustainable corporate 

entrepreneurship, the profits can be created from the new market creation. (Miles et al 

2009, 72)  

 

Schaltegger, Hansen & Lüdeke-Freund (2016) have identified sustainable business model 

as next described:  

A business model for sustainability helps describing, analyzing, managing, and 

communicating (i) a company’s sustainable value proposition to its customers, and 

all other stakeholders, (ii) how it creates and delivers this value, (iii) and how it 
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captures economic value while maintaining or regenerating natural, social, and 

economic capital beyond its organizational boundaries. (Schaltegger et al 2016, 6) 

 

Bocken et al (2014) introduce eight archetypes of sustainable business model: 

1. Maximize material and energy efficiency,  

2. Create value from waste,  

3. Substitute with renewables and natural processes,  

4. Deliver functionality rather than ownership,  

5. Adopt a stewardship role,  

6. Encourage sufficiency,  

7. Re-purpose the business for society/environment, and  

8. Develop scale-up solutions. (Bocken et al 2014, 55) 

 

All eight archetypes aim to integrate sustainability into business processes and purpose. 

These can impact positively the increase of innovation creation, innovation introduction 

and decrease risk of implementing innovation. Business model archetypes are assisting 

companies to explore how they can create and deliver sustainable value. The architypes 

work as a transformation tools for a company and they can be useful in developing the 

business model structure of a company and help realize new opportunities. (Bocken et al 

2014, 54) 

 

The figure 5 visualizes the eight architypes, their groupings technological, social, 

organizational, and gives examples of business models within the grouping and architype.   



  
 
   

  
 
 

41 

 
Figure 5. Sustainable business model groupings, architypes and examples (Bocken et al 

2014, 48). 

 

Business model experimentation for sustainability can create new and develop 

sustainable value proposition opportunities for incumbents. This approach can be a 

confidence boost for the firm and accelerate the change for more sustainable business 

models and triple bottom line business. Also, start-ups can use business model 

experimentation to find potential business model. (Bocken et al 2016, 304) In addition to 

the above introduced architypes, Joyce & Paquin (2016) introduced triple layer business 

model canvas (TLBMC) that can be a helpful tool to integrate triple bottom line into the 

business since the economic, environmental and social layers are gathered into the 

business model canvas tool. This tool can also support perspective on sustainable-

oriented business model innovation (Joyce et al 2016, 1484).  
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3. RESEARCH FRAMEWORK  
 

This chapter introduces the research framework of the study. It visualizes the concepts of 

sustainability in SMEs and sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities and empirical part’s, 

interviews, importance to conclude the role of sustainability in Finnish SMEs and how 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities can be recognized and utilized.  

 

  
 

Figure 6. Research Framework 

 

Research framework consist of the theory related to sustainability in small and medium 

sized firms and what entrepreneurial opportunities sustainability creates for firms. The first 

part of the literature review focused on explaining the sustainability mainly in using CSR 

and sustainability related literature, and how SMEs utilize sustainability. Second part of 

the literature focuses on entrepreneurial opportunities and in more specific sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities.  

 

Sustainability in SMEs literature review discusses the topics as illustrated in the figure 5. 

Often sustainability topic reflects CSR, social and environmental related literature and in 

the literature review these topics are combined to understand the role of sustainability in 

SMEs. The difference of SMEs and large firms is addressed to provide understanding of 

the need for further knowledge of sustainability in SMEs. Furthermore, literature points out 
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terminology of CSR in SME perspective and what possible other terms could be used to 

include SMEs in the topic of sustainability. Strategies part shows the aspects to consider 

when SME is taking up sustainability or CSR strategies. Practices introduce the common 

practices that come up in the literature. Lastly, motivations, benefits and barriers topics 

discuss combination of CSR, sustainability and pro-environmental literatures to illustrate 

the SME view more thoroughly within all sustainability dimensions.  

 

Entrepreneurial opportunity literature first explains the topic in general and then adds the 

sustainability aspect to the discussion. First introducing how sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunity can be discovered or recognized, what impacts the idea generation and idea 

exploitation. Furthermore, literature review introduces sustainable entrepreneurship and 

the forms of sustainable corporate entrepreneurship or sustainable entrepreneurship 

which includes forms of opportunities of sustainable-oriented innovation, sustainable 

strategy and sustainable business models. Within all these opportunity forms the main 

concepts or tools are introduced e.g. innovation types and business model architypes.  

 

Due to the lack of more detailed research in the topic of SMEs and sustainability, the 

interviews conducted in this research hold important role in understanding the role of 

sustainability in Finnish SMEs and entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and 

exploitation. Since it is mentioned that SMEs are not small big firms, the 19 SME 

interviews bring much needed information of sustainability in SMEs and how SMEs find 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities in Finland. 
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4. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
 

This chapter introduces the research design, data collection and analysis methods. This 

aims to explain the collected data and used literature in the research with justifications. 

Furthermore, this chapter introduces the validity and reliability of the research.  

 

4.1. Research context  
 

This research is a qualitative research that aims to seek answers to research questions 

about the role of sustainability and sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities in SME 

perspective. Qualitative study aims to explore the individuals’ experiences rather than 

evaluate performance. This is conducted via research questions that encourage insights 

and reflections. (Lapan, Quartaroli & Riemer 2011, 9) Empirical part of the study was 

conducted via interviews which focused on sustainability and entrepreneurial opportunity 

topics to understand the situation of sustainable business and sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities in Finland more thoroughly via insights from varied SMEs. 

 

The interviewees were from different small and medium sized firms in Finland. The 

companies were selected based on their own willingness to participate in the study. 

Moreover, the companies contacted were found from different online platforms such as 

Cleantech Invest, Cleantech Finland, ‘The most interesting companies in the circular 

economy in Finland’, and entrepreneurial websites of The Federation of Finnish 

Enterprises. Few of the companies were contacted due to already established 

connections. In the following paragraph the company profiles are introduced in general. 

 

This study focuses on SMEs and 11 of the interviewed SMEs were small firms and 8 were 

medium sized firms based on Amadeus database. 7 companies were found on the 

Cleantech Finland website. Two from Cleantech Invest website. One from Interesting 

Circular Economy business website and rest from Entrepreneurial society websites or 

from other contacts. In total 10 out of 19 were found from green related platforms. The 

table 12 illustrates the sample SMEs company profiles that are based on Amadeus 

Database information. 
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Table 11. Company profiles (Amadeus Database). 

Company 
profile 

Size  Industry  Category Staff 

Air filtration 
solutions 

Medium Heating, Plumbing and air-
conditioning design 

Cleantech Invest 10 

Electric car 
rental 

Small Renting and leasing cars and 
light motor vehicles 

The Federation of 
Finnish 
Enterprises 

1 

cells and 
stacks 
provider 

Medium Manufacture of batteries and 
accumulators 

Via contact 5 

Property 
energy 
management 

Small Other construction activities Cleantech Finland 5 

Child 
Mattress 
manufacturer 

Small Manufacture of mattresses Via contact 2 

Energy 
Saving 
Solutions 

Small Agents involved in the sale of 
machinery, industrial 
equipment, ships and aircraft 

Cleantech Finland 2 

Powder 
handling 
provider 

Medium Other architectural and 
engineering activities and 
related technical consultancy 

The Federation of 
Finnish 
Enterprises 

6 

Smart 
building 
control & 
maintenance 
service 

Medium Combined facilities support 
activities  

Cleantech Finland - 

Restaurant Small Restaurants www - 
Natural 
products for 
cleaning and 
body care  

Small Manufacture of 
pharmaceutical preparations  

The Federation of 
Finnish 
Enterprises 

3 

Industrial 
dust removal 

Medium Manufacture of other general-
purpose machinery 

Via contact 14 

Textiles Small Manufacture of other textiles 
etc 

The most 
interesting 
companies in the 
circular economy 
in Finland 

- 
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Forestry 
machinery 

Small Manufacture of Agricultural 
and forestry machinery 

Cleantech Finland 1 

Water 
treatment 

Small Town and city planning Cleantech Finland - 

Retail saler 
of products 
in hydraulics 
and 
pneumatics 

Medium Other retail sale of hardware, 
plumbing, and building 
materials 

The Federation of 
Finnish 
Enterprises 

10 

Online store Small Computer consultancy 
activities 

www 2 

Electric car 
charging 

Medium Distribution of electricity Cleantech Finland 8 

Consulting 
services 

Medium Other professional, scientific 
and technical activities   

Cleantech Finland - 

Manufacture 
of turbines 

Small Manufacture of engines and 
turbines, except aircraft, 
vehicle and cycle engines 

Cleantech invest 3 

 

4.2. Data collection methods 
 
The data collection started after literature review, after understanding what is already 

known about the topic, which theories are used, what kind of concepts are used, to learn 

the debates and controversial issues in the field, what is not yet studied or answered 

(Flick 2006, 59). The data used in this research is primary data collected from semi-

structured interviews, mainly phone interviews. Semi-structured interviews are used to 

understand in detail the individual’s behaviour and the meaning. Individual level data 

collection aims to have varied individual experience, practices, norms and beliefs to 

identify similarities and variance among the sample. (Lapan et al 2011, 60 & 90). The 

interview questions have been concluded out of the literature review’s statements and 

context to answer the research questions. 

 

The sample size was 19 firms and interview was divided into three main topics within 

sustainable business and entrepreneurial opportunity, as introduced in Appendix 1. Lapan 

et al (2011, 90-94) explain that semi-structured interviews are used to sample size of 12-

15 but less than ninety individuals to identify the similarities and differences among the 

individuals on one or more topics. The purpose of the interviews was to see how SME’s 

understand the topics of sustainable business, entrepreneurial opportunities and 
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sustainable entrepreneurship i.e. the role of sustainability in SMEs and how SMEs see 

sustainability as entrepreneurial opportunity.  

 

Most of the interviewees had a good understanding of business and entrepreneurship 

which was valuable to the understanding of SMEs’ views on sustainable business and 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities. Since complex stock of person’s knowledge 

includes immediate and explicit assumptions i.e. answering to an open question 

instinctively can be done. But to reach the implicit assumptions, further actions such as 

methodological aids i.e. different types of questions are used. (Flick 2006, 155-156). The 

interview had 14 questions within the topics to gain deeper insights from the interviewed 

SMEs. 

 

4.3. Data analysis methods 
 
The data for this thesis is primary data from 19 SME interviews. Data from the interviews 

was transcribed in order to analyse the data in text form. The analysis method was 

thematic content analysis. (Lapan et al 2011, 98) Content analysis is often used in 

qualitative research to explain the form or content of written or spoken language. This 

form of analysis focuses on describing the content, structure or both. The analysis tries to 

illustrate the content in systematic and thorough manner. The data is often categorized 

and the categories for the content can come from the content itself, theory or both. 

(Seitamaa-Hakkarainen 2014) Thematic content analysis starts with coding, classifying 

elements in text data into useful study related categories. Interesting points are 

categorized under selected theme that can be then analysed i.e. compared and integrated 

into patterns. (Lapan et al 2011, 98) In this thesis the content analysis focuses on the 

content itself and categories came from the combination of literature and interviews’ 

content. The categories developed during the analysis process when looking for 

similarities and comparing differences of the interview answers’ contents, see appendix 2. 

 

The interview had three main topics within the theme of sustainable business and 

entrepreneurial opportunity i.e. sustainable business, entrepreneurial opportunity and 

sustainable entrepreneurship. The data analysis was conducted also within these topics. 

The firms’ views within a topic were coded, similarities and differences were categorized 

under interesting themes that stood out from all the text data. Findings are presented in 

these three main topics in chapter 5. Furthermore, the findings part of the study discusses 
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these themes with interesting examples from the interviews to illustrate the findings in 

more detail.  

 

4.4. Validity & Reliability 
 

Qualitative research questions often focus on processes i.e. meanings, interpretations of 

behaviours, events and activities. Due to this validity is more in concern in qualitative 

study compered to quantitative study which often is more aiming for generalizability. 

Validity as a degree of validity of data and interpretations’ fit for the situation, i.e. (Keegan 

2009, 15) meaningful data. Whereas generalizability refers to degree of generalisability of 

results to broader population. (Lapan et al 2012, 84)  

 

As this thesis studies the role of sustainability and sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities in Finland from SME perspective, valid sample of interviewees are SMEs in 

Finland. All the persons interviewed have knowledge of business life due to their position 

in SME and more specifically they have knowledge of SME business and business 

practices. This gives a valuable insight of the process of sustainable business and 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities in SMEs.  

 

Sample size of 19 SMEs creates better view of the topics researched. Also, the 

interviewed SMEs are from different industries or fields, sample includes traditional and 

more green firms, which creates more general view of the topic but these do not make the 

research generalizable.  

 

What comes to reliability of the research, collected data’s repeatability (Keegan 2009, 15), 

whether the used questions will bring same results when used again for different sample. 

In this case, the answers most likely will vary depending on the SMEs interviewed and 

their characteristics, view and knowledge of sustainability and sustainable 

entrepreneurship. To increase reliability the interviews were audio recorded and 

transcribed into text before analysis (Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka). 
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5. FINDINGS  

 
This chapter introduces the findings of empirical research from interviews conducted with 

19 SMEs. The findings aim to introduce the role of sustainability in SMEs and the 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities for SMEs. This chapter is in three parts: 

sustainability in SMEs, entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and exploitation, and 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities. All parts have the categorization or themes that 

come up in the interviews with related examples from firms.  

 

5.1. Sustainability in SMEs 

 
First part of the interview focused on sustainable business, the definition of sustainable 

business in SME perspective, practices, benefits, motivations and barriers for SMEs’ 

sustainable business. 

 
17 out of 19 interviewees had an answer what sustainable business would be. Two 

interviewees either had no idea how to define it or find it irrelevant to define it. Less than 

half of the interviewees mentioned both social and environmental aspects when defining 

sustainable business. Less than third of the interviewees mentioned only environmental 

aspect of sustainable business in their definition. Two interviewees mentioned only social 

aspect of sustainable business in their definition. Some of the interviewees state either 

values or culture to be relevant in sustainable business in their definition. 

 

The main themes that come up in the interviews about the concept of sustainable 

business were themes of economic, environmental, social and value related topics. 

Economic aspect includes the importance of being profitable, the business must run by 

itself profitably. Environmental topics related to natural environment, ecological 

sustainability, energy and resource usage and waste reduction, the businesses’ impact on 

environment and the environmental values of business. Social topics related to co-

workers, organization’s and stakeholder’s wellbeing. The business should be in balance 

with the surrounding world and impact people and society in positive way. Values were 

mentioned few times and especially ecological and ethical values. Also, sustainable 

development was the base for a firm’s values and creating partnerships with parties of 

similar values was seen important in one interviewed SME. 
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On top of the main themes, some other themes were mentioned such as sustainable 

business is long-term business and it requires perseverance. Also, image of the firm and 

the need of disrupting traditional ways comes up in a sustainable business description.  

 

Sustainable development has different impact on businesses and in this study, most see a 

positive impact in the ways of new customers and even more potential customers when 

the awareness of sustainable development increases. Some firms see it as a cost and a 

need to invest and focus on sustainability in their work since the awareness among 

people, potential customers, increases. Sustainability creates trust and customers have to 

trust the company and its products. The impact of sustainable development on a firm can 

also be the base for the business or business idea, e.g. some firms in this study offered 

solutions with a positive environmental impact such as reducing emissions and energy 

usage.  

 

When discussing the sustainable practices within the firm, most of the firms tell they have 

some environmental related practices. And over half mentioned having some social 

related practices in their company. Some firms imply they have no specified practices 

since they are so small firm, there is no need for them, at least not yet. Many of the firms 

are producing a solution that promotes environmental sustainability hence the product or 

solution itself is the sustainable practice.  

 

Furthermore, environmental practices gathered from interviews can be divided into 

production, product development and other general practices. Production related practices 

included e.g. environmental production, efficiency, traceability, material choices and 

certified materials. Product development related practices are thinking of the lifecycle of 

the product especially recycling after use, no rare raw materials, and other production 

technical issues to be environmentally positive. Other general practices included 

supporting employees’ public transportation usage, recycling, renewable energy usage, 

minimalistic offices.  

 

Social practices that were mentioned in the interviews related to employees, local society, 

organizations, and firm culture. Employee related practices included employees’ 

education, wellbeing, and satisfaction. Some firms supported local organizations with 

donations, employ disabled people and one even influenced school system. Some firms 

were part of campaigns with sustainability promoting organizations. Low hierarchy and 
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open organization were explained to be a firm’s way to have satisfied employees. Other 

factors influencing employee satisfaction is to pay well and give them a purposeful job. 

Also, social practice of partnerships and collaboration with customers to create needed 

products was mentioned in one SME. 

 

Motivations behind sustainable business practices comes from own internal motivation, 

own mind-set, a thought of doing things right way and the awareness of the state of the 

planet. Furthermore, sustainability can be a competitive advantage and important for 

current or future stakeholders. Motivation can be economical, image or long-term view of 

business. Also, employees’ wellbeing and satisfaction is mentioned to be a motivator for 

sustainable business practices. 

 

The benefits of sustainable business come in different forms. The business itself benefits 

from sustainable business, it enables growth, it is a selling point and creates competitive 

advantage for some firms. It is the base or backbone of the firm. One firm describes it as a 

necessity since resource efficiency is economically profitable, satisfied people stay in the 

firm and create better results and it develops a positive cycle bringing money in that can 

be invested to improve sustainability. Another firm explains benefit as that sustainable 

business will bring long-term success: cost efficiency, environmental friendliness and 

energy efficiency are part of everyday work. Also, economic benefits and savings are a 

benefit that is recognized by some firms and some see the potential benefit will be in the 

future e.g. when customers appreciate sustainable business more. Image and 

transparency are mentioned as benefits too. Transparency gives the firm ease of 

communication and marketing since nothing needs to be hidden.  

 

Barriers for sustainable business practices brought up the political side of business:  

regulations, political decisions, laws and taxation. Money, resources and economic issues 

were part of the barriers too, the cost of practices and the issue if there is no economic 

benefit, the practice is not justified. Some mentioned that the view on business and how 

business is evaluated only in money in short term 3-4 months’ periods doesn’t support 

sustainable business practices. People can be barriers, especially if the owner or 

manager doesn’t value sustainability. Also, an opinion came up that there are no barriers, 

only problems that can be overcome plus excuses of time, bureaucracy, money and 

resources.   
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5.2. Entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and exploitation 
 

Second part of the interview focused on the entrepreneurial opportunity recognition, 

exploitation and assessment. In addition, sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity is 

addressed. In this part of findings, the view of SMEs in idea and opportunity recognition, 

assessment and exploitation is explained in the themes that generated from the topics.  

 

When starting the business, most often the reasons for idea and getting started were 

related to the person's competence. Some interviewees mentioned the interest in the field 

itself was the reason to start the business and some had an own need for the product or 

solution. Most of the interviewees say they had noticed a market or a customer need for 

their business idea. Interviewees mention ways how markets helped with idea recognition: 

change in the markets, no similar solutions, conventional industry, pricing, problems in an 

industry and targeting early adopters. Some other ways that were mentioned for idea 

recognition included environmental reasons e.g. water reduction and climate change, and 

wide research project. 

 

The reasons behind exploiting a business idea comes with themes of collaboration, own 

experience and personal reasons, people and markets. Collaboration was needed for 

some of the firms to exploit their idea. The collaboration could be with universities, 

accelerators, start-up training providers, funding and research institutions. Own 

experience, interest, dreams, need for the product and need to accomplish something 

have impact on exploiting business idea. Right people and diverse knowledge can be a 

supporting factor for idea exploitation as well. Furthermore, seeing the market for the 

solution as growing or potential was also another factor for starting business.  

 

Exploiting a business idea can change the concept of the idea and when discussing this 

with the interviewees most of them said the idea had stayed the same but some 

improvements were done to the product, practices and some parts of business were left 

out to have better focus on the main business. Those who had made changes explained 

that customers and inexperience as entrepreneur teach a lot and point out the 

improvement areas. One firm explained that their idea was created while business was 

already running and after feedback it formed into a solid idea.  
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Almost every one of the interviewees had estimated the profitability of business idea some 

way. Most of them had had financial calculations to estimate the profitability. Most could 

mention the period of this estimation time. The time used to assess the business idea 

seemed to vary from months to years and some say they are still assessing the idea. The 

ways to assess were varied as well. For example, the interviewees mentioned market 

research, estimations of demand, pricing, global potential, sales, analyses of competitors, 

risk and assessment of profitability, cost calculations and business plan. 

 

Most of the interviewees say that they are looking for new business opportunities. Over 

half mention that they are looking for opportunities within their core business or industry. 

Almost half mention that they look for opportunities with the help of stakeholders. Some 

firms are mainly looking for new customers or markets for the current business. Those 

who are looking for new business opportunities say they try to find those within their 

current core business, looking to grow the business, enter new markets, 

internationalization or try to improve current offering. New business ideas often come from 

the stakeholders, networks, potential partners but most often customers were mentioned 

as where new ideas come from. Those who were not looking for new business ideas 

explained that they have a strict concept to focus on and another firm explained that if 

something interesting comes along, they will assess the idea and see if it fits their firm, but 

they are not actively searching for new opportunities. 

 

One of the questions in the interview was to share examples of recognizing business 

opportunity and what impacted the exploitation. Themes that came up from the examples 

were collaboration, regulations, market opportunity for the firm, own need and disruption. 

Collaboration with institutes, partners, contacts from seminars and larger firms had 

important role in the idea recognition. Changes in regulations, laws, politics, and subsidies 

can be a way to recognize business opportunities. Some firms gave examples of new 

channels in the market and bringing new product to the market or taking the product to a 

new market. Own need pressures to find new opportunities and for example one firm in 

seasonal business needed to secure income during the off-season, and another firm saw 

the lack of skilled workers as a business opportunity. Data usage and automation are 

opportunities for companies wanting to disrupt the conventional ways of their industry. 

 

The firms see that opportunities would come from political changes, regulation and 

subsidy related changes. Especially SMEs that are in the ‘green’ related sector see 
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changes in these areas as opportunities. Another theme was the energy industry and its 

pricing. Urbanizations, automation, robotization, Internet of Things (IoT), open data, trends 

of lifestyle, Finland and Scandinavia booms were mentioned in the discussions. On top of 

that generational change, awareness of climate change and general economic growth in 

the area are bringing opportunities for the firms.  

 

Discussion about sustainable business opportunities recognition unveils three categories 

which include all opportunities are based on sustainability, own offering is already 

sustainable and not really recognized sustainable business opportunities. Often the 

interviewees mention they have not recognized sustainable business opportunities. 

Reasons behind this are varied, e.g. no knowledge what could be sustainable opportunity 

for the firm, customers are not demanding sustainability, need to focus on developing own 

offering or technology. One firm said that maybe in the future there could be some 

opportunities. 

 

Some firms already have sustainability as a base for the firm and that is why their biggest 

opportunities are related to developing their offering further and finding new markets for 

the solution. One interviewee comments that sustainability must be integrated into 

business and into all opportunities otherwise it is just greenwashing. 

 

5.3. Sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities 
 

Third part of the interview tried to see the sustainable entrepreneur view of SMEs. How 

sustainability impacts strategy, business models and innovation. The questions in the 

interview focused on the changes to more sustainable business by discussing changing 

strategy or business models into more sustainable, and innovating more sustainable 

products, services or processes. Innovation seemed to be the most popular way to be 

more sustainable. Some firms had changed strategy or business model into more 

sustainable.  

  

Only a few have or is planning to change strategy to more sustainable. Reasons behind 

for not changing strategy were ‘no need to change’, ‘no idea how to be even more 

sustainable’ and ‘only need if the customers demand for sustainability’.  Some of the firms 

have started their business with sustainability in the core of business and some firms’ 
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customers don’t see the value in sustainability which can explain the low amount for 

strategy change. 

 

Those who have changed or are planning to change strategy to more sustainable see the 

reason for change to differentiate or focus on the core competence of the firm. For 

example, a firm had changed their strategy to focus only on energy saving solutions, and 

differentiate with the solutions in the markets leaving out other activities that are not within 

the core scope. Second example comes from a firm who focuses on finding new 

industries to use their core solutions, replicate the solutions in different fields. Couple firms 

see that strategy development is ongoing and requires firm to figure out future needs and 

to become better strategy requires adjustment and development all the time. 

 

When discussing the topic of business model changes to more sustainable some firms 

have the reasons for changes in the value proposition to customers. Creating better value 

through better solutions and offering. This value proposition improvement could happen 

by developing business model with the customer, trying the business model in the 

markets and developing based on feedback. And a few SMEs thought they need to clarify 

more the value for customer. One firm explained image being the need for sustainable 

business model change.  

 

Second aspect that stands out from the interviews is that ‘maybe in the future’. One 

interviewee stated that they want to find better ways to enable consumers’ possibilities to 

act more sustainable. Another firm describes the need to understand the markets now and 

in the future and this requires finding new business models as well. Third example from a 

SME described business model innovating as seeing the bigger picture and then clarifying 

own role in the big picture. These firms have used sustainable business model as a tool to 

understand market needs in the future or as a way to enable their business in the future. 

 

As in changing the strategy to more sustainable, the reason to not change to more 

sustainable business model comes from the lack of customers demand for it. Also, a firm 

mentioned that they started with varied sustainable business models for different reasons 

that there was no need to change to more sustainable.  

 

Most of the interviewees had or are planning to innovate more sustainable product, 

services or processes. Often was mentioned the need to improve products or firms 
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offering. Business reasoning is behind as a motivator for innovating practices. Improving a 

product or creating new offering are the way to serve customers’ needs better. Also, a firm 

mentions reducing materials in production resulting in economic benefits and 

simultaneously reducing environmental impact of the firm. Business reasons are also 

behind the need to innovate. Topics of differentiation, increased profitability and efficiency, 

sustaining competitive advantage, must for growth are mentioned when discussing 

sustainable innovation with the interviewees. An example from a firm illustrates that first 

innovate a basic solution to gain customers, and then it is developed to be more 

sustainable and better. This same firm tells that their job is to figure out the customer need 

few years ahead. Another firm finds that profits should come from actions that support 

environmental and social sustainability not fight against it, and this should be considered 

when innovating sustainable solutions. One interviewee mentions that sustainability 

creates opportunities and is even the precedent for new business opportunities, especially 

in long-term view 5-10 year goals require sustainability as a fundament of a firm or 

business. 

 

5.4. Summary of findings 
 

As a conclusion of the findings most interviewees had an idea of the term sustainable 

business but it can be understood differently. Sustainable development has had mainly 

positive impact on the studied SMEs e.g. new customers and base for business idea. The 

benefits of sustainable business practices were often the idea for business, it enables 

growth, and creates competitive advantage.  Motivation for sustainable business lie in the 

person’s own motivations, mind-set and awareness of the Earth’s state was mentioned in 

the interviews. Barriers for sustainable business practices were mainly economic, political, 

regulation, or resource related. 

 

Idea generation often related to person’s own competence, knowledge and interest in the 

topic. Exploitation was influenced mainly by collaboration, own experience, personal 

reasons and market situation. Assessment of the idea was conducted with assessing 

profitability and most had used some financial calculations to support assessment and 

exploitation decision. Assessment period varied from months to couple years. Most of the 

firms are looking for new opportunities and often SMEs look for opportunities that are 

related to their own core business or industry. Stakeholders are significant in the new 

opportunity process. Sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities were harder to get 
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examples of, some already started off with sustainable offering and some explained that 

all their opportunities have to be sustainable.  

 

Discussions about sustainable entrepreneurship and the three forms of sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities strategy change, business model change, and sustainable 

innovation entail that sustainable innovation is the most common way to be more 

sustainable within the interviewees. SMEs want to improve offering and differentiation, 

increase profitability and efficiency, and sustaining competitive advantage impact the 

innovation activities. Only a few SMEs had considered strategy change to more 

sustainable and those who did do this reasoned change with differentiation and need to 

focus on core competence. Also, not that many had changes in business models and one 

reason was the lack of customer demand for sustainability. Those who had or considered 

changing business model to more sustainable wanted to impact their value proposition for 

the customer. 
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6. DISCUSSION  

This chapter integrates the literature review and findings, discusses how theory of 

sustainability in SMEs, entrepreneurial opportunities and sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities relates to the findings from semi-structured interviews with 19 SMEs. This 

chapter is divided into three main topics to illustrate the discussion in more detail as 

sustainability in SMEs, entrepreneurial opportunities recognition and exploitation, and 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities. 

 

6.1. Sustainability in SMEs 
 

As the empirical part of the research shows, the first interview question how to define 

sustainable business implies that the concept is difficult to explain. Even though almost all 

interviewees had a definition in mind for sustainable business only less than half 

mentioned both social and environmental aspects as a part of sustainable business. 

Researchers agree that the concept of CSR and sustainable business needs to be 

integrated better to SME perspective. As mentioned in the theory part, chapter 2.2.1. 

Lozano and Vazquez-Carrasco & Lopez-Perez have listed other alternatives for CSR or 

sustainable business, e.g. responsible competition that Murillo & Lozano (2006, 237) find 

to be closer to SMEs understanding of CSR. 

 

Motivation has important role in sustainable business and one of the important motivators 

or drivers for sustainability is a person who conveys the sustainable values, i.e. internal 

champion. Often for SMEs this person is the owner-manager of the firm. (Jenkins 2006, 

250; Santos 2011, 492) As findings indicate the entrepreneurs or managers own 

motivations or employees’ motivations are important. For example, own internal 

motivation, own mind-set, a thought of doing things right way and the awareness of the 

state of the planet come up in the interviews. Moreover, company culture and values are 

relevant motivators for sustainable business practices in some SMEs. Murillo & Lozano 

(2006), Santos (2011) and William & Schaefer (2012) all agree that values of the owner-

manager are significant motivation for sustainable business in SMEs, this person is able 

to implement sustainable values to the firm’s activities. Sustainable business can also be 

a benefit for the company culture (Jenkins 2006, 249; Vazquez-Carrasco& Lopez-Perez 

2013, 3214-3215; Santos 2011, 498) and create a positive cycle that enhances 
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sustainable business practices. So, firm culture is antecedent for sustainable business 

practices and also firm culture benefits from it.  

 

William and Schaefer (2012) have introduced a driver of ‘ecological responsibility’ that 

entails personal values and engagement as motivations in an environmentally friendly 

firm, and a driver of ‘competitiveness’ which includes e.g. competitive advantage and 

business opportunity. Empirical results indicate that a motivation behind the sustainable 

practices can come from the awareness of the state of the planet. Furthermore, interviews 

imply that sustainable business practice can be a competitive advantage and the future 

stakeholders might even require sustainability. Also, employee satisfaction, wellbeing and 

image came up in the interviews as motivators for sustainable business. Literature review 

explains these as benefits, see table 6, indicating that potential benefits can act as 

motivators for sustainable business.  

 

The benefits of sustainable business practices are hard to measure and especially 

intangible benefits are hard to prove and Jenkins (2006) explains that proving the benefits 

is very difficult for SMEs. Empirical research brought up benefits of sustainable business 

that are more related to the business idea generation e.g. sustainability is the base for the 

business or the business idea itself it is the backbone of the firm. SMEs also see 

competitive benefits of sustainable business practices such as competitive advantage and 

growth enabler which are also recognized in theory e.g. among other sustainable 

business benefits table 6 introduces the ease of differentiation and increased chance of 

finding growth opportunities. 

 

As Murillo & Lozano (2006, 235) explained that often sustainable business practices are 

assessed with something that is easy to measure e.g. in staff turnover, training costs, 

productivity, waste reduction. One interviewed SME explained resource efficiency and 

employee satisfaction as benefiting since it is profitable and results in a positive circle that 

enables more investments to improve sustainability. From this example, the resource 

efficiency and profits are easier to measure than employee satisfaction as it is one of the 

benefits that are more difficult to prove but it is according to Vazquez-Carrasco & Lopez-

Perez (2013, 3214) one of the biggest benefits of sustainable business for SMEs among 

motivation and self-realization even though causality can be sometimes hard to measure 

(Jenkins 2006, 249).  
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Loucks et al (2010) explain that benefits are often related to stakeholders or business 

practices like customer satisfaction and financial performance. Some SMEs did see 

economic benefits and cost savings as benefit of sustainable business practices and 

some see the potential in the future when customers appreciate sustainable business 

more. Similarly, Loucks et al (2010, 187) explain that some benefits of sustainable 

business may come in short-term but some might take longer time. And some SMEs 

explain that they see the benefit relying in the future e.g. an SMEs benefit is the long-term 

success which will be realized by everyday cost efficiency, environmental friendliness and 

energy efficiency.  

 

As in table 6 Benefits of CSR practices in SMEs, benefit of improved image and reputation 

is also found as benefit for some firms in this study. Example from a firm explains the 

benefit of sustainable business practices as it creates transparency for the firm, nothing 

needs to be hidden and this enables ease of communication and marketing for the firm 

and its products.  

 

The following barriers come up in the empirical part of the research: resources and 

political side of business e.g. regulations, political decisions, laws and taxation. Williams 

and Schaefer (2012, 181) see these political side barriers as ‘legitimation barriers’ that 

might be hindering SMEs sustainable business practices. Money and economic issues 

were part of the barriers too, especially interesting issue is if there is no economic benefit 

for the firm then the practice is not justified. As mentioned earlier some practices are hard 

to measure or prove due to the intangible aspect of the benefit and benefit the company in 

indirect ways.   

 

Another interesting barrier comes up in an interview, the evaluation of business in money 

over short term i.e. 3-4 months’ periods, is not supporting sustainable business practices. 

This hinders some businesses’ sustainability goals and William & Schaefer (2012, 181) 

admit that the long payback time of investments is a barrier for sustainable business 

practices and realizing benefits might take time too. But as Schaper explains, sustainable 

entrepreneurship can be a way to impact business world’s transition to become more 

sustainable. It requires first bringing the benefits of it to competitors’ awareness, which 

impacts others’ actions to become more sustainable (Schaper 2002, 27) and this can be a 

changing factor how business world is functioning in the future. 
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Jenkins (2006, 249) and Santos (2011, 498) state that often time, resources and 

employee involvement are challenging in sustainable business practices. In findings 

people were seen as a barrier, especially if the owner or manager doesn’t value 

sustainability, because the owner/manager’s values are significant factor in sustainable 

business in SMEs. Interviews brought up also the opinion that there are no barriers, only 

problems that can be overcome, and some even found time, bureaucracy, money and 

resources as excuses. Even though resources can hinder implementing sustainable 

business into SME, some characteristics of SMEs can be beneficial for sustainable 

business practices and realizing the benefits e.g. flexibility and adaptability enables quick 

respond to changes. (Jenkins 2006, 252-253) It can motivate the SMEs to implement 

sustainability if they have the knowledge of the possible practices and the benefits that 

can be achieved utilizing SME’s beneficial characteristics. 

 

6.2. Entrepreneurial opportunities recognition and exploitation 
 

Ardichvili (2003, 113) explains that e.g. person’s prior knowledge impact how one 

identifies and develops opportunities. Shane (2000) implies that prior knowledge impacts 

the exploitation of business opportunities as Venkataraman (1997 ix sit Shane 2000) adds 

education, work experience, social relationships, daily life i.e. one’s personal knowledge 

impact the discovery of opportunities. The answers from interviews complement the 

theory. When starting the business, most often the reasons for business idea and starting 

up business were related to the person's competence. Some interviewees mentioned the 

interest in the field itself was the reason to start the business and some had an own need 

for the solution. Hajizadeh & Zali (2016, 70) state that prior knowledge enables 

discovering opportunities and the more diverse prior knowledge the chance of opportunity 

discovering increase. 

 

Entrepreneurial business opportunity can arise from acknowledging the demand for a 

service or product i.e. supply vs. demand side change as Eckhardt & Shane (2003, 340-

345) categorized the source of opportunity. Most of the interviewees say they had noticed 

a market or a customer need for their business idea. Other Shane’s opportunity types and 

Cohen & Winns’ (2007, 38-43) enablers of sustainable business opportunities came up in 

the interviews in the forms of change in the markets, no similar solutions, conventional 

industry, pricing, problems in an industry, early adopters, environmental changes e.g. 

water reduction and climate change, and wide research project. Entrepreneurs can utilize 
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these types and enablers within their area of prior knowledge and motivation to discover 

business opportunities. Furthermore, sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities can be 

enabled and discovered within these opportunity types. 

 

Idea recognition is not enough but entrepreneur needs to exploit the idea which requires 

the understanding of customer demand and supportive stakeholders as Choi & Shepherd 

(2004, 390) explain. Empirical results agree with Choi and Shepherd and illustrate the 

importance of collaboration in exploitation of an opportunity. The collaboration can occur 

with different actors e.g. universities, accelerators, start-up training providers, funding and 

research institutions. Also, having right people in the right place at the right time had 

impact for business idea development to exploitation. Other exploitation supporting factors 

were similar as in the idea generation i.e. own experience, interest, dreams, need for the 

product and need to accomplish something. As Choi & Shepherd mention the customer 

demand as impacting factor for exploitation so does the interview results. SMEs also think 

the knowledge of a market as growing or as potential for the solution they provide gives 

the support to start to make business idea into reality.   

 

Most of the interviewees say that they are looking for new business opportunities. Often 

opportunities are attractive to a person when they reflect the skills, knowledge and abilities 

of a person. Some opportunities are extremely appealing that they motivate entrepreneur 

to gather new knowledge, skills and abilities to be able to realize the opportunity. (Haynie 

et al 2009, 353). The connection of person’s prior knowledge and opportunity attraction 

also reflects the interview results. The findings state that over half of the SMEs looking for 

new opportunities mention that they are looking for opportunities within their core business 

or industry or looking for new customers for the existing solution i.e. within area of their 

prior knowledge.  

 

Furthermore, new business ideas often come from the stakeholders, networks, potential 

partners but most often customers play important role in idea generation. Stakeholder 

support and understanding customer demand also act as indicators for idea exploitation 

(Choi & Shepherd 2004, 390). This adds confidence to exploit new ideas, since there is 

known demand for the solution. Changes in the market might require discovering new 

opportunities e.g. with the help of stakeholders, and a firm needs to create new 

competitive advantages and new strategies (Walsh 2005 113-114) and sustainability can 

be a firm’s new competitive advantage, opportunity or innovation (Porter & Kramer 2006, 
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80).  For example, this study’s findings include changes in politics and regulations, 

increased awareness of environmental issues, and generational change that can provide 

opportunities for the firms and possibly require discovering new competitive advantage.  

 

Traditional business opportunities can be motivated by only economic gains. Sustainable 

business opportunities are more difficult to recognize due to their more complex nature. 

(Patzelt & Shepherd 2011, 646) Also, many of the interviewees mention they haven’t 

recognized sustainable business opportunities. As Patzelt & Shepherd (2011) explain, the 

complexity of sustainable opportunity is because firm has to gain among all dimensions: 

economic, social and environmental. Impacting factors to the interview findings of 

sustainable business opportunity recognition are lack of knowledge, no customer demand 

for sustainability or firm’s need to focus on developing own offering right now. Those 

SMEs which had sustainability as a base for the firm recognized sustainable business 

opportunities in improving their offerings and growing, expanding to new markets with 

their existing offering.  

 

6.3. Sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities 
 

Some of the firms have started their business with sustainability in the core of business 

and how to be even more sustainable is a challenge. Over half of the firms interviewed 

had relations to some green related platform, e.g. Cleantech Finland, and a reason for the 

low number of strategy change to more sustainable might be due to the lack of knowledge 

how to make the company’s strategy even more sustainable or there is no need for it yet. 

Baumgartner and Ebner (2010, 78) introduced the different maturity levels of strategies 

and sustainability profiles: Risk mitigation, Extroverted, Conservative, and Visionary. 

Understanding the firm’s maturity level could be a starting point for finding the possible 

next steps for firm’s sustainability strategy formulation.  

 

Lack of knowledge how to become more sustainable, the resources of SMEs or no need 

to change the strategy were explanation for low sustainable strategy changes in the 

interviewed SMEs. As explained in literature review, the processes of sustainable 

entrepreneurship are often hard to implement since it requires deeper knowledge of 

entrepreneurship and business capabilities, sustainability and how to integrate these 

concepts (Provasnek et al 2017, 531) which also requires resources. One way to start 

sustainable entrepreneurship process is to use Belz & Binders’ (2017, 8) six phases and 
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find double-bottom line first i.e. developing solution for two dimensions of sustainability 

and after implement third dimension and enter sustainable markets. 

 

Those who had changed or are planning to change strategy to more sustainable see the 

reason for change to differentiate or focus on the core competence of the firm. Supporting 

Walsh’s (2005, 113-114) idea of need to respond to new opportunities and create a new 

competitive advantage and as Porter & Kramer (2006, 80) explain that sustainability can 

be competitive advantage and an opportunity for firms when it is treated as a business 

practice. Also, differentiation is sustainable strategy changes competitive advantage and 

enabling firm to charge premium from the customer e.g. in niche markets (Miles et al 

2009).  

 

A few more of SMEs had or are planning to turn their business model to more sustainable 

compared to results of strategy change. This is one of the ways to realize sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities (Miles et al 2009). Bocken et al (2014) explain that business 

model archetypes can be helpful for companies wanting to find out how to create and 

provide sustainable value and obtain new opportunities. Findings introduced value 

proposition for customers as one of the themes, e.g. creating better value through better 

solutions and offering is one often mentioned practice for customer value creation. 

Examples for business model change from the SMEs include ways such as developing 

the business model with the customer, trying out the business model in the markets and 

developing based on market feedback. And a few firms mention their need to clarify more 

their value proposition for customer. One SME saw the importance of valuating different 

sustainable business models to understand the best one for the firm itself. Furthermore, 

sustainable business model change can create cost or differentiation competitive 

advantage for the SME (Miles et al 2009). 

 

Avram & Kühne (2008, 472) mention that focusing on customer needs and changing 

customer behaviour SMEs business might change to more sustainable. Findings imply 

that the reason for some SMEs to change must come from the customer’s side, if there is 

no demand for more sustainable way there is no reason for the firm to change. As 

mentioned in the literature review, the change in the firm’s environment often triggers the 

firm’s change process (Walsh 2005, 113-114). Changing customer behaviours is not seen 

as an opportunity within some SMEs, rather the change must come from the customer 

side first.  



  
 
   

  
 
 

65 

 

Most of the interviewees had or are planning to innovate more sustainable product, 

services or processes. Product innovation is one of the most common form of sustainable 

entrepreneurship (Miles et al 2009, 73). It conveys from the interviews as well, since often 

need to improve products or firms offering was brought up. Business reasoning works as 

a motivator behind innovating practices within the SMEs. Improving a product or creating 

new offering are the ways to serve customer needs better, increasing customer 

satisfaction. Also, one SME mentions reduction of materials in production resulting in 

economic benefits and simultaneously as an added bonus reducing environmental impact 

of the firm.  

 

Miles et al (2009, 72) find that differentiation is the competitive advantage of sustainable 

product innovation. Empirical findings indicate that topics of differentiation, increased 

profitability and efficiency, sustaining competitive advantage, must for growth have impact 

on SMEs’ sustainable innovation practices. Moreover, improving the offering increases 

customer satisfaction and material reduction has cost benefits as well as positive 

environmental impact which are feasible reasons for innovating in SMEs. 

 

The figure 7 combines the topics with the help of Gray et al (2014) model of sustainable 

opportunity recognition and performance process with simplified structure concentrating 

on the sustainable business and sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and 

exploitation. This figure implies that the knowledge of sustainable business, the concept, 

motivations, benefits and barriers add to the entrepreneur’s prior knowledge creating 

better chances to recognize sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities that arise from 

different opportunity categories or enablers. Sustainable entrepreneurship can be a way to 

opportunity recognition and the forms of sustainable entrepreneurship or sustainable 

corporate entrepreneurship give tools of sustainable innovation, sustainable strategy and 

sustainable business model that can provide support for recognition and exploitation 

processes. From recognition to exploitation, results and literature show the importance of 

support from stakeholders, collaboration and understanding customer need, findings add 

that seeing market potential or growing supports the exploitation as well. 
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Figure 7. Model of sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and exploitation 

(Gray et al 2014) in SMEs’ sustainability and sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity 

perspective.  
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND SUMMARY 

 
This chapter concludes and summarizes the study. The study started with introduction to 

the research, the topics and their importance, research questions, exclusions, research 

gap and illustrating the structure of the study. The aims of the study were to understand 

SME view on sustainability and how it is practiced, and how sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities can be recognized and exploited. This is conveyed by answering research 

questions about the role of sustainability in Finnish SMEs and how SMEs recognize and 

exploit sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities. Following chapters explained the topics 

of the study in form of literature review, including sustainability and sustainable business 

in SMEs, entrepreneurial opportunity, and sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity with 

forms of sustainable entrepreneurship. 

 

After the literature review, research framework was introduced. Visualizing how the 

literature review and empirical part come together to answer the research questions. 

Chapter 4, identified the research methods, data and analysis methods. In this qualitative 

research, the primary data was collected from 19 SMEs in semi-structured interviews and 

content analysis was used to analyse the interviews’ contents by categorizing answers 

into themes. 

 

In the chapter 5, findings from the empirical part i.e. interviews are presented within the 

topics of sustainable business, entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and exploitation, 

and sustainable entrepreneurship, as was the interview structure. Main findings indicate 

that term sustainable business can be understood many ways. Furthermore, the 

motivation for sustainability is often internal motivation, benefits are e.g. idea for the 

business, competitive advantage, and growth enabler. Barriers for sustainable business 

are often resources and regulations. Own interest, competence and knowledge impact the 

idea generation, and collaboration, experience, personal reasons and market situation 

influence the exploitation of a business idea. New opportunity recognition often happens 

within the firm’s core business or industry, and stakeholders are important in the 

opportunity recognition process. Innovating is the most utilized form of sustainable 

entrepreneurship and SMEs want to improve their offering, differentiate, increase 

profitability and efficiency, and sustain competitive advantage with the innovation 

activities.  
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Chapter 6 is discussing the findings and related literature. The discussion points out that 

knowledge of sustainable business, the concept, motivations, benefits and barriers add to 

the entrepreneur’s prior knowledge creating better chances to recognize sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities. There are different enablers and opportunity types that can 

provide sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities and this study also introduced different 

tools for sustainable entrepreneurial opportunity from previous literature, e.g. sustainable 

innovation and sustainable business models.  

 

This last chapter concludes the topic and clarifies the research and its findings, explaining 

the theoretical and practical contributions with its limitation and future research 

suggestions of the role of sustainability in SMEs and sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities for SMEs. 

 

7.1. Theoretical contributions 
 

This study contributes to earlier research on sustainability in SMEs. Lots of sustainability 

studies are involving large companies and leaving SMEs out of the discussion, thus the 

need to have more research focusing on SMEs. Also, the terms related to sustainable 

business need clarification. Concept of sustainability in the business world is still not clear 

and especially not supporting SMEs to fully understand sustainable business and its 

benefits. Clarifying the term could be beneficial for the goals of sustainable development.  

 

SMEs have significant impact on economy, environment and society (Airaksinen et al 

2015; Miller 2011, 7) and when SMEs are able to do business in sustainable manner, the 

significant impact would be more positive and beneficial for the firms, economy and 

society (European Commission A). The characteristics of SMEs are helpful in integrating 

sustainable business practices (Jenkins 2006), and increasing awareness of the practices, 

benefits and overcoming possible barriers could act as motivators for SMEs to become 

more sustainable and find new opportunities. This might require promoting sustainability 

or shared responsibility for SMEs even in governmental level (Santos 2011, 502; Avram & 

Kühne 2008, 473).  

 

Answering the research question of what is the role of sustainability in Finnish SMEs is 

the combination of results from questions regarding sustainable business, terms, 

motivations, benefits and barriers. The answer differs on the firm level from sustainability 
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as a core of the business to not justifiable part of business. Most had an idea of what 

sustainable business is for them. As mentioned earlier the concept needs more 

clarification to enable better understanding of sustainable business in SMEs. When the 

understanding is in more deeper level, SMEs can recognize sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities easier.   

 

Key motivation for sustainable business practices is internal, importance of owner-

manager’s motivation and values are significant. (e.g. Vazquez-Carrasco & Lopez-Perez 

2013; Murillo & Lozano 2006; Jenkins 2006; Williams & Schaefer 2012) As findings 

explain and support literature review the internal factors such as own mind-set, doing 

things right way or awareness of the state of the planet motivates for sustainability.  

 

Benefits of sustainable business practices are used to evaluate the practices (Jenkins 

2006). Findings implicate that business benefits are varied, e.g. competitive advantage, 

base of the firm, cost savings, image. Measuring is hard for some benefits, since many of 

the benefits are intangible (Jenkins 2006). This is also a barrier for sustainable business 

practices (Jenkins 2006), if there is no economic benefit it can be hard to justify the 

business practice. Time, resources, employee involvement come up as key barriers in the 

literature (Jenkins 2006) and competitive, legitimation and ecological responsibility 

barriers are recognised especially for pro-environmental firms (William & Schaefer 2012). 

The interviews explain economic issues, resources and political side barriers as the main 

barriers and these can hinder SMEs sustainable business practices.  

 

SMEs might not consider that they are practicing sustainability even though the practices 

are part of sustainability. Sustainable business practices can be divided into areas of 

environmental, social and business. (Santos 2011) Often the practices are not made 

public or reported, since SMEs possibly use their resources to other practices rather than 

reporting (Murillo & Lozano 2006, 236; Baumann-Pauly et al 2013, 701-702). Santos listed 

environmental system and pollution & waste as most common targets of environmental 

practices. Interviews indicate that environmental practices were often related to production 

and product development and other more general practices in the office. Social practices 

can be internal or external (Santos 2011) and interviews find internal practices as 

employee related e.g. wellbeing, and external practices are related to creating 

partnerships and collaborations with customers or local organisations.  

 



  
 
   

  
 
 

70 

Addressing the second research question, how SMEs can recognize and exploit 

sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities. This starts with understanding the opportunity 

recognition process and what usually impacts the exploitation, then adding the complexity 

of recognizing opportunities that include all dimensions of sustainability: environmental, 

social and economic. Literature review points out prior knowledge as significant factor in 

entrepreneurial opportunity recognition (Hajizadeh & Zali 2016) and this is supported in 

this study. Since prior knowledge acts a big role in recognizing opportunities, the 

knowledge of sustainability should bring further sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities 

for entrepreneurs. Especially increasing awareness of sustainability and sustainable 

business could act as motivator to gain more knowledge of it and its possible 

opportunities.  

 

Different factors impact exploitation such as knowledge of customer demand, managerial 

capabilities and stakeholder support (Choi & Shepherd 2004) which are also mentioned in 

the interviews e.g. own knowledge and interest, collaboration, and market knowledge. 

Exploitation of the opportunity leads to performance which can be then evaluated and new 

learnings impact the prior knowledge and motivations of an entrepreneur or firm (Gray et 

al 2014). Some of the interviewed SMEs used performance feedback to improve their 

business idea after the exploitation.  

 

Moreover, sustainable entrepreneurship can create opportunities (Schaper 2002) thus 

prior knowledge of environmental and social issues is required for recognizing sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities (Patzelt & Shepherd 2011). Belz and Binder (2017) 

introduce sustainable entrepreneurship’s six phases that imply prior knowledge as 

important starting point to sustainable entrepreneur. They note that usually sustainable 

entrepreneurs find connection between two dimensions, creating a double bottom line, 

and then implement third dimension to the solution to become sustainable in all 

dimensions. In addition, this study introduced Miles et al’s (2009) three of the forms of 

sustainable corporate entrepreneurship: sustainable innovation, sustainable strategy 

change and sustainable business model. Innovation is most common form of sustainable 

entrepreneurship and form of opportunity (Miles et al 2009). This study results find 

innovating being most often justified practice. Justifications include differentiation, 

improving offering, sustaining competitive advantage, increase profitability and efficiency. 
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Other forms of sustainable corporate entrepreneurship, strategy change and sustainable 

business model, were not that commonly used by the interviewed SMEs. Strategy change 

can be beneficial when market changes require a firm to find new competitive advantage 

and literature states that sustainable strategy can be a competitive advantage for SME in 

terms of differentiation (Walsh 2005; Baumgartner & Ebner 2010; Miles et al 2009). 

Interviewed SMEs who had changed strategy had intentions to differentiate or focus on 

core competence. Business model changes in sample SMEs aimed for enhancing 

customer value proposition, moreover Bocken et al (2016) state that business model 

experimentation can be used to realize sustainable value proposition opportunities for 

SMEs. These tools can provide competitive advantage for SMEs and assist in sustainable 

opportunity recognition. 

 

7.2. Practical implications 
 

Practical implications for SMEs provided in the study come from the awareness of the 

concept sustainable business, what benefits, motivations and barriers there are, how 

sustainability can be an entrepreneurial opportunity, and how sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunity can be recognized. Furthermore, what kind of different ways there are to 

discover or recognize opportunities. As Loucks et al (2010) explain, sustainable business 

case is different for every SME, meaning that firm should figure out environmental or 

social issue that the firm can solve. SMEs can gain knowledge by reflecting this study’s 

findings in their own business and see how they are practicing and what could be 

beneficial for their business and take sustainability as a business practice as other 

business practices are.  

 

Firstly, understanding the concept of sustainable business and its dimensions SME can 

have the base for practicing more sustainably. This study has introduced many common 

CSR and sustainability related practices from previous literature and motivations of 

sustainable business practices that can be useful for SMEs. Also, increasing knowledge of 

the SMEs’ benefits and barriers of sustainable business and their measurement, can SME 

prepare for sustainable business practice implementation. Even though resources can 

hinder implementation, sometimes SME characteristics are beneficial in realizing 

sustainable business benefits, especially flexibility allows quicker responses to changing 

environment (Jenkins 2006). 
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One important factor for sustainable business is internal motivator, often the owner or 

manager of the firm. Without this motivation, the implementation can be difficult since 

leadership is linked to development of sustainable practices in a SME. (Murillo & Lozano 

2006, 233-234) Entrepreneurs or manager’s own motivation for sustainability has great 

impact on the implementation. Nevertheless, entrepreneur’s motivation is often not 

enough but requires same motivations from employees and their buy-in in the practices 

(Jenkins 2006). Other motivators are e.g. competitive motivators, legitimation driver and 

ecological responsibility (Williams & Schaefer 2012). This implies that company culture 

should be built to support sustainable business, which on the other hand can be beneficial 

for the company culture.  

 

SMEs can have benefits from sustainable business practices e.g. market-related benefits, 

social and employee related benefits and it can enable growth and enhance profitability 

(Jenkins 2006; Vasquez-Carrasco & Lopez-Perez 2013; Santos 2011). Some of the 

benefits are hard to measure due to their intangibility (Jenkins 2006, 249) and the 

justifications for sustainable practices might be indirect benefits to firm’s profitability, e.g. 

increase in employee satisfaction can impact profitability via efficiency but proving this 

might be tricky. There are also barriers hindering the implementation of sustainable 

business practices. Literature points out e.g. lack of resources, time and employee 

involvement as key hinders for SMEs. Interviews often state resources and regulations as 

barriers for sustainable business practices. Barriers can be overcome, understanding of 

sustainability and targeting correct practices are the base for overcoming recognized 

challenges and enabling the benefits for SME (Jenkins 2006). 

 

Secondly, understanding impact of own prior knowledge, one can find new entrepreneurial 

opportunities and when seeing the value of diverse prior knowledge, one can increase 

diversity by learning new knowledge or valuing collaboration to gain pool of varied prior 

knowledge. Often the business idea comes from one’s own experience or interests. 

Opportunities can be recognized different ways, interviews explain that e.g. customer 

need, change in the market, conventional industry, pricing, and problems in an industry 

were different impacting factors for their business idea generation. Prior knowledge also 

affects search of new business opportunities, as interviews explain often SMEs are 

looking or recognizing opportunities only in their own core business area or industry. Often 

stakeholders impact the new opportunity recognition, e.g. customer need is fulfilled with 

new solutions. Business idea exploitation also is impacted by one’s own experience, 
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knowledge and interest. Furthermore, interviews state collaboration as one of the reasons 

for business idea exploitation. This implies that most opportunities can be recognized 

within one’s known area of business and sometimes entrepreneur needs to increase one’s 

own knowledge to be able to recognize and exploit new tempting business ideas (Haynie, 

et al 2009). Moreover, stakeholders are an important part of opportunity recognition, 

especially customers can be valuable in new opportunity recognition process.  

 

Also, prior knowledge is impacting the sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities e.g. 

person’s previous experience or knowledge about the issues within social or ecological 

environment can create opportunities (Belz & Binder 2017, 7). Recognizing sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities requires knowledge of environmental and social issues. In 

addition, one needs to make connections between environmental, social and economic 

changes to recognize sustainable opportunities. (Patzelt & Shepherd 2011, 643) 

Sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities can be recognized from market imperfections 

like resource inefficiency, exclusivity, flawed pricing of non-renewable, and imperfect 

information distribution (Cohen & Winn 2007, 41). Often finding connections in two of the 

dimensions, environmental-economic-social, is part of the process becoming a 

sustainable entrepreneur. Later the third dimension can be added to the solution. (Belz & 

Binder 2017, 8) This can help SMEs who are struggling how to increase sustainable 

practices in their business to first start with two and then adding the third dimension to 

SME business to become sustainable in all dimensions. 

 

The forms of sustainable entrepreneurship can help to look for new opportunities by 

innovating, changing to more sustainable strategy or business models. At least the 

knowledge of the available tools for more sustainable opportunities are introduced and 

interviews give input how the SMEs are utilizing these tools, e.g. innovation is the most 

common way to be more sustainable. Varadarajan (2017) has listed product innovations 

for environmental sustainability that are either reducing resource use, eliminating resource 

use or substituting resources. Innovations can also be in process level e.g. eco-efficiency 

and in organizational level e.g. environmental management system (Klewitz & Hansen 

2014, 64-65). Competitive advantage of sustainable innovation comes from differentiation 

(Miles et al 2009) and Medeiros et al (2014, 80) explain success of the innovation 

depending on factors such as knowledge of market, law and regulations, innovation-

oriented learning, R&D, and diverse collaboration i.e. prior knowledge, firm culture and 

collaboration have influence upon the innovation success. 
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Literature explains that competitive advantage of strategy change for more sustainable 

comes from differentiation as in sustainable product innovation (Miles et al 2009, 72). 

Market changes can require firms to change their strategies and finding a new competitive 

advantage (Walsh 2005, 223-224) for example customers demand for sustainability can 

change traditional business to more sustainable and strategy change to more sustainable 

can be utilized to achieve new competitive advantage. And a firm can utilize the 

Baumgarter and Ebners’ (2010) sustainability profile and strategy maturity levels to 

understand their starting point of sustainability, and find business case from risk mitigation 

level to visionary level in which sustainability is integrated in all aspects of business.   

 

Sustainable business model is one way to realize sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities. Competitive advantages that can be created with sustainable business 

model are cost-based and differentiation (Miles et al 2009). Bocken et al (2014) 

introduced eight architypes that can help integrating sustainability to the firm. These 

architypes can help firms to recognize the value creation and sustainable value they can 

create with their firm, and impact the opportunity recognition.  

 

As a conclusion, practical implications start from understanding the concept of sustainable 

business and finding the benefits and ways to overcome barriers to profitably solve 

environmental or social issues that can be solved with the competence of the firm. Find 

the competitive advantage and take sustainability as a business practice rather than a 

separate task outside business. When looking for business ideas, one should know the 

importance of prior knowledge, especially sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities rely 

on more complex understanding of social, environmental and economic changes. Most 

important factors in idea exploitation are stakeholder support i.e. collaboration and 

understanding customer/market need. Different sources can create opportunities for 

SMEs and tools such as sustainable innovation, sustainable strategy and business model 

changes can be ways to find new competitive advantage, e.g. differentiate and/or lower 

cost. 

 

7.3. Limitations and future directions 
 

This study focused on the SME perspective of sustainable business and sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities. Literature review introduces the topics of sustainability as 



  
 
   

  
 
 

75 

well in SME perspective. Sustainability is often studied in large firm perspective, implying 

that the SME level studies are not as established yet. Also, the terms used within 

sustainability topic are varied and there are many versions of definitions for terms e.g. 

sustainability, sustainable business, and CSR. 

 

19 SMEs were included into the empirical study to have varied understanding of the topic. 

This is still low number to allow generalization of the research results. One interview took 

around half an hour to discuss the topics through which can also hinder the generalization 

of the results. The interviewed SMEs were from varied industries in Finland, some are 

more sustainable businesses and some more traditional businesses to gain varied 

understanding of the topic, hence generalizability of certain field can’t be distinguished.   

 

Future research topics could provide more generalization when the study is repeated in 

other countries or with bigger sample of SMEs. Other interesting view would be to study 

only traditional SMEs to understand their views and input on the topic and compare 

results to all “green” SMEs results. 

 

This thesis didn’t study the performance of sustainable practices which could be other 

area of study for the future. Getting best practices out there would be a motivator for other 

SMEs to take sustainability as business practice. When the benefits can be proven, it will 

help the SMEs change to more sustainable business.  

 

Since proving or justifying sustainable practice is often difficult, more research of the tools 

how to measure and justify sustainability in business is necessary. Creation of efficient 

tools for assessing sustainable practices would have positive impact on justifying 

practices and realising benefits of sustainable business. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix. 1 Interview questions. 
 

Sustainability in SMEs 

1. How do you understand 

sustainability in business 

/sustainable business? 

Miten ymmärrät käsitteen kestävä 

liiketoiminta? / Miten määrittelisit kestävän 

liiketoiminnan? 

2. How do you think sustainability 

influences your firm and its 

business? 

Miten kestävä kehitys vaikuttaa/ vaikuttaisi 

liiketoimintaasi ja yritykseesi? 

3. What sustainability related practices 

do you have in your firm?  

(What benefits these have brought?) 

Mitä kestävään liiketoimintaan liittyviä 

toimintatapoja teillä on yrityksessä? 

 (Mitä hyötyä näistä on ollut?) 

4. What benefits sustainability (could) 

bring(s) to your firm? 

Mitä hyötyä kestävä liiketoiminta voisi tuoda/ 

tuo yrityksellesi? 

5. What are/would be the motivators to 

implement sustainability in your 

business?  

Mitkä tekijät motivoivat/ motivoisivat 

implementoimaan kestäviä toimintatapoja 

yritykseesi/ liiketoimintaasi?  

6. What are / might be the barriers on 

implementing sustainability into your 

firm? 

Mitkä tekijät ovat/voisivat olla esteitä 

kestävän liiketoiminnan implementoinnissa 

yritykseesi? 

  
Entrepreneurial opportunities- recognition and exploitation 

7. How did you find/recognize your 

current business opportunity?  

Miten nykyisen yrityksesi idea syntyi? Miten 

tunnistit mahdollisuuden? 

8. What impacted the exploitation? 

Why did you choose to exploit the 

idea? Did it come together as you 

planned first or did it change during 

the assessing process? If changed, 

how? 

Mitkä tekijät vaikuttivat yritysidean 

toteuttamiseen? Miksi lopulta päätit lähteä 

toteuttamaan ideaa? Toteutuiko alkuperäisen 

idean mukaan vai muuttuiko konsepti 

pohdinnan aikana? Jos muuttui niin miten? 

9. How did you assess the business 

opportunity, what things did you 

consider before exploiting the 

Miten arvioit mahdollisuuden 

kannattavuuden? Miten arvioit 

bisnesmahdollisuutta, mitä asioita otit 
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idea? How long did you assess the 

idea? 

huomioon kun pohdit idean toteuttamista? 

Kauanko arviointivaihe kesti? 

10. Do you actively look for new 

entrepreneurial opportunities? 

How? If no, why? 

Etsikö aktiivisesti uusia 

yritysmahdollisuuksia? Miten? Jos ei niin 

miksi? 

11. What changes in the industry could 

create opportunities for your firm? 

Mitkä muutokset toimialallasi voisivat luoda 

yrityksellesi uusia mahdollisuuksia? 

12. Do you have examples of 

opportunity recognition within your 

current business? How did you 

recognize it? Did you exploit the 

opportunities? If no, why? 

Onko sinulla esimerkkejä mahdollisuuksien 

tunnistamisesta nykyisen yrityksen toiminnan 

aikana ja miten tunnistit ne? Jos on, niin 

lähditkö toteuttamaan vai et? Jos et niin miksi 

et? 

13. How have you recognized 

sustainable entrepreneurial 

opportunities for your firm? And, 

what kind of opportunities? 

Oletko tunnistanut kestävän liiketoiminnan 

mahdollisuuksia yrityksellesi? Miten, millaisia 

mahdollisuuksia? 

 

Sustainable entrepreneurship as opportunity 

14. Have you changed/ planned to … Oletko muuttanut/ suunnitellut 

muuttavasi… 

A Change the strategy towards more 

sustainable?  Why, why not? 

yrityksesi strategiaa kohti kestävämpää 

liiketoimintaa? Miksi, miksi ei? 

B Change business model(s) towards 

more sustainable? Why, why not? 

Tai liiketoimintamallin muuttamista 

kestävämmäksi? Miksi, miksi ei?  

C Innovate more sustainable products/ 

services/ processes? Why, why not? 

tuotteita/ palveluita/ prosesseja 

kestävämmäksi innovoimalla? Miksi, miksi 

ei? 
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Appendix 2. Categories  
 

Topic Themes Examples from interviews 

Concept of 

Sustainable 

business 

Economic Profitability 

Environmental Natural environment, ecological sustainability, 

energy and resource usage, waste reduction, the 

businesses’ impact on environment, environmental 

values of business.  

Social Co-workers, organization’s and stakeholder’s 

wellbeing, positive impact on people and society  

Values Ecological and ethical values, sustainability is a base 

for values, importance of similar valued business 

partners 

Other  Long-term business, perseverance, image, disruption 

Impact of 

sustainable 

development 

Base for 

business 

Business idea e.g. energy usage reduction, 

ecological & ethically sustainable business 

Positive impact New customers, increase in awareness of 

sustainability increases number of customers 

Negative 

impact 

Cost, increase in awareness of sustainability 

increases costs  

Practices Environmental Environmental production, efficiency, traceability, 

material choices and certified materials, product’s 

lifecycle, recycling, no rare raw materials, production 

technical issues to be environmentally positive, 

public transportation usage, renewable energy 

usage, minimalistic offices 

Social Employees’ education, wellbeing, and satisfaction, 

supporting local organizations with donations, 

employ disabled people, impacting school system, 

campaigns with sustainability promoting 

organizations, low hierarchy and open organization, 

salary, purposeful job, partnerships and collaboration 

with customers. 

Business Solutions aim to sustainability 
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Benefits Business Enables growth, a selling point, competitive 

advantage 

Economic Cost savings, economic benefit, resource efficiency 

Future Future customers, future benefits 

Image Image, transparency 

Base for 

business 

Back bone, core of business, only way to do 

business, long-term success  

Motivations Internal Internal motivation, own mind-set, doing things right 

way, awareness of the state of the planet, 

employees’ wellbeing and satisfaction 

Business Competitive advantage, important for stakeholders, 

economic, image, long-term view of business 

Barriers Political  Regulations, political decisions, laws and taxation  

Economic & 

resources 

Money, resources, no economic benefit to justify the 

practice, economic system  

People Owner manager's value 

No barriers No barriers, excuses 

Other Available packaging solutions, solution compromises 

and communicating about them 

Idea 

generation 

Competence, 

interest, own 

need 

Interest in the field, own need for the product, own 

experience in the field 

Market need Change in the markets, no similar solutions, 

conventional industry, pricing, problems in an 

industry and early adopters  

Other  Environmental reasons, research project 

Idea 

exploitation 

Collaboration Universities, accelerators, start-up training providers, 

funding and research institutions 

Own 

experience 

Own experience, interest, dreams, need for the 

product and need to accomplish something  

People Right people and diverse knowledge  

Markets Growing or potential markets 

Concept 

changes of 

No change Only minor product and practice improvements, 

focus on the main business  
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the business 

idea 

Changed Customers, inexperience as entrepreneur, small 

changes in practice 

Assessment Time Months to years, assessment still ongoing 

Market Market research, estimations of demand, pricing, 

potential, global potential, market changes, sales, 

competitors 

Business Business plan, risk analyses, start-up money 

requirements, cost calculations, profitability, ROI, 

time estimations 

New 

opportunities 

Looking for 

new 

opportunities 

Within core business, looking to grow the business, 

enter new markets, internationalization and improve 

current offering  

Not looking for 

new 

opportunities 

Strict concept to focus, if something interesting 

comes along 

Sources of new 

opportunity 

recognition 

Stakeholders, networks, potential partners, 

customers  

Changes as 

opportunities 

Political  Regulations, subsidies, political changes 

Energy Energy industry, energy prices 

Trends Urbanizations, automation, robotization, Internet of 

Things (IoT), open data, lifestyle, Finland and 

Scandinavia booms 

Other  Generational change, awareness of climate change 

and general economic growth  

Examples of 

opportunity 

recognition 

Collaboration Collaboration with institutes, partners, contacts from 

seminars and larger firms 

Regulations  Changes in regulations, laws, politics, and subsidies  

Market 

opportunity for 

the firm  

New channels in the market, introducing new product 

to the market, expanding to a new market  

Own need  Secure income during the off-season, lack of skilled 

workers as a business opportunity  
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Disruption Data usage and automation, disrupt conventional 

ways 

Examples of 

sustainable 

opportunity 

recognition 

All 

opportunities 

are based on 

sustainability 

Sustainability integrated into business and into all 

opportunities 

Own offering is 

already 

sustainable  

Developing offering further and finding new markets 

for the sustainable solution. 

Not really 

recognized 

sustainable 

business 

opportunities 

Lack of knowledge, customers are not demanding 

sustainability, need to focus on developing own 

offering or technology. Maybe in the future. 

Strategy 

changes 

No No need to change, no idea how to become even 

more sustainable, only need if the customers 

demand for sustainability  

All the time Strategy development to adjust to the markets now 

and in future, improving all the time  

Future Maybe in the future, and change if necessary  

Differentiation, 

focus 

Focus on core competence/ competitive advantage, 

differentiate towards own vision, grow the business 

Business 

model 

changes 

No No need, no customer demand 

Creating value 

for customer 

Developing business model with the customer, 

developing the business model with market 

feedback, clarify value for customer, image 

Future Better ways to enable consumers’ possibilities to act 

more sustainable, understand the markets now and 

in the future, seeing the bigger picture and clarifying 

own role in the big picture 

Innovating Product & 

offering 

Improve products or firms offering, reduce material, 

energy efficient solutions, packaging improvements, 

efficiency 

Business Differentiation, increased profitability and efficiency, 
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related sustaining competitive advantage, must for growth  

 


