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Sustainability is growing as a trend globally which can be seen also in the business sector, 

and there is a need of an implementation of sustainability assessment to the early stages of 

business. However, the execution of sustainability assessment in the early stages of business 

is not directly straightforward as many sustainability assessment tools or methodologies 

often require extensive data or other resources which early-stage businesses do not 

necessarily have. The aim of this Master’s Thesis is firstly to study the importance of 

sustainability in the business field focusing especially on the early stages of business and 

startup business, and secondly to identify criteria based on which sustainability of the 

business could be self-assessed by the entrepreneurial team. The research is done both from 

a theoretical and empirical perspectives through a literature review and an empirical 

workshop study. A simplified sustainability assessment tool was created based on this 

research with which entrepreneurial teams can self-assess their sustainability. In the first 

place the sustainability assessment tool aims to increase the sustainability awareness of the 

entrepreneurial team on a general level, and thus ideally enhance the sustainability of the 

business overall.  
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Kestävyys on globaalisti kasvava trendi, joka näkyy myös liiketoimintakentällä, ja 

kestävyysarvioinnin toteuttamiselle liiketoiminnan alkuvaiheessa on tarvetta. 

Kestävyysarviointi liiketoiminnan alkuvaiheessa ei kuitenkaan ole täysin yksinkertaista, 

sillä monet kestävyysarviointityökalut tai -menetelmät vaativat usein laajaa dataa tai muita 

resursseja, joita alkuvaiheen yrityksillä ei välttämättä ole. Tämän diplomityön tavoitteena on 

ensiksi tutkia kestävyyden merkitystä liiketoimminassa keskittyen erityisesti liiketoiminnan 

alkuvaiheisiin sekä startup-liiketoiminnan alkuvaiheisiin, ja toiseksi tunnistaa kriteerit, 

joiden perusteella yritystiimi voisi itsearvioida yrityksen kestävyyttä. Tutkimus on tehty 

sekä teoreettisesta että empiirisestä näkökulmasta kirjallisuuskatsauksen ja empiirisen 

työpajatutkimuksen kautta. Tämän tutkimuksen pohjalta luotiin yksinkertaistettu 

kestävyysarviointityökalu, jolla yrittäjätiimit voivat itsearvioida kestävyyttään. 

Ensisijaisesti kestävyysarviointityökalulla pyritään lisäämään yrittäjätiimin 

kestävyystietoisuutta yleisellä tasolla ja näin lisäämään yrityksen kestävyyttä 

kokonaisuudessaan.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Businesses are related to many sustainability issues concerning environmental, social as well 

as financial sustainability. The United Nations Brundtland Commission (1987) defines 

sustainability as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs”. It is, however, noted already in the Brundtland report 

that this task is not straightforward to accomplish, since social and economic development 

are not directly in line with environmental ideals (Brundtland Commission 1987). Griffin 

and Heede (2017) present that 100 companies are responsible for 71 % of global greenhouse 

gas emissions. In addition to environmental sustainability issues, social and finance related 

sustainability issues ought to be taken into account as well. Raworth (2017) presents that a 

constant aim for growth in business as well as in the economy in general can feed not only 

from natural resources but also from social and financial inequality and misjustice. It can be 

seen that a change in actions is necessary on a large scale in order to reach sustainability, 

and that businesses play a role in the said change.  

 

Facilitating the change towards sustainability in the business field can benefit from an 

implementation of sustainability already in the foundations of the business. Today’s startup 

businesses can be the future’s largest companies. Considering this, implementing 

sustainability as matter of consideration already to the early stages of business can benefit 

the overall sustainability of the business field on a wider scale in the long run. Therefore, in 

order to enhance the overall sustainability of businesses, the business field as a whole as well 

as possibly the economy at some timeline, sustainability ought to be taken into account 

already in the early stages of business.  

 

This chapter will introduce the study by first discussing the background and context of the 

study, followed by a presentation of the research problem and the significance of the study, 

research objectives and research questions. Then the methodology and limitations for the 

study as well as the research design and overall thesis structure are presented.  
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1.1. Context of the study and research questions  

 

The discussion and research about sustainability issues are becoming increasingly important 

and are visible in various contexts (ISO 14040). Businesses can both create and solve 

sustainability challenges and therefore the sustainability of businesses is worth assessing. 

Especially startup businesses are often focused primarily on tackling the problem central to 

their business. Ries (2011) defines startups as “a human institution designed to deliver a new 

product or a service under conditions of extreme uncertainty”. This means that there is no 

guarantee whether a startup business will succeed and grow as a business. The uncertainty 

of startups is reflected in all the actions done by the startup team, for example through limited 

capacities regarding costs or hiring outside experts, especially in the very early stages of the 

business.  

 

Startup businesses need to present assessments of business feasibility in order to gain 

investor trust. Business Model Canvas created by Alex Osterwalder is commonly used 

framework for startups from the financial point of view (Osterwalder, Euchner 2019). 

Business Model Canvas can be used both as a development method and as a presentation 

tool in pitching for possible investors, since an overview of the outlined business can be 

presented with it (Osterwalder, Euchner 2019). Through increasing awareness of 

sustainability issues investor motivations are also shifting towards sustainability. Therefore, 

on top of feasibility from the financial point of view, the possible investments ought to be 

feasible also from a sustainability point of view. (Haiko et al. 2022.) Thus, in order for the 

investors to make informed decisions, the sustainability of businesses ought to be assessed 

as well in the early stages and then presented to the investors in the pitching phase.  

 

Numerous studies have investigated sustainability assessment methodologies. There are 

many sustainability assessment methodologies that can be utilized for assessing the 

sustainability of businesses. (Singh et al. 2009.) However, the focus on these studies is 
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mainly on methodologies that require exact numerical values or other data, which is likely 

available only when the business is already established. This body of research presents a 

problem for startup businesses, or generally businesses in their early stages, that do not yet 

have that kind of data available. As a result, many of the existing methodologies can be 

viewed as challenging for early-stage businesses. A research gap can be seen regarding 

simplified methodologies for assessing the sustainability and recognizing sustainability 

hotspots of businesses in their early stages which indicates the need for this study.  

 

Given the lack of methodologies specifically regarding self-assessment of the sustainability 

of startup businesses, the objective of this study to identify a set of criteria usable for 

conducting a sustainability self-assessment in the case of early-stage business as well as to 

create a simplified sustainability assessment tool. The research questions (referred to as RQ1 

and RQ2) for this study are as follows:  

RQ1: Why should sustainability be taken into account in the early stages of business?  

RQ2: What are the appropriate criteria for assessing the sustainability of startup businesses?  

 

These questions are aimed to be answered in this study accompanied with a creation of a 

simplified sustainability assessment tool. The intended use for the said tool is in the early 

stages of business, or already at the ideation phase of the business. The tool can be beneficial 

for investor pitching, as the tool can both act as a guide for the investors to conduct more 

sustainable investments and to the entrepreneurial team themselves to have a view of the 

sustainability aspects of the outlined business. The main idea behind the tool is to bring forth 

different aspects of sustainability related to the business in question, and in the first place 

increase the sustainability awareness of the entrepreneurial team. The process of conducting 

the assessment with the tool aims to show which aspects of the business, or business idea, 

support sustainability and which do not. The factors detrimental to sustainability can be 

recognized and marked for future consideration, and factors recognized as beneficial to 

sustainability can be used as opportunities in business planning.  
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1.2. Methodology and research limitations   

 

The methodology of this study consists of both theoretical and empirical approaches. While 

the theoretical approach of this study relies on existing information from literature, the 

empirical approach is based on workshops, participating observation, and testing drafts of 

the sustainability assessment tool. The empirical part of this research is iterative, and overall 

this study utilizes constructive research methodology. The research and testing are done 

partly simultaneously with each one contributing to the other. Because the aimed result of 

the study is to form a novel sustainability assessment tool for a specified purpose, the 

empirical research method is justified. In the theory part of this study literature review is 

utilized as a review of related researches and studies, and as a tool for forming a conceptual 

framework that lays the foundations for the constructive part of this research. Overall, this 

study is under qualitative design.   

 

The objective of the theory part of this study is to increase understanding concerning 

sustainability and how it can be assessed and measured, as well as understanding relevant to 

the business field. The target of the empirical part of this research is to find out the real-life 

relevance of different aspects of sustainability in startup and business context and to 

determine a suitable and usable way for bringing forth the sustainability perspective for the 

businesses. The present conditions regarding sustainability awareness in the startup and 

business field are profiled, and a practical and utilizable way of implementing sustainability 

assessment as a part of the early stages of the business process are gone through in the 

empirical part based on the seven entrepreneurial teams. The teams are selected so that they 

represent the field as extensively as possible. This is carried out so that each team represents 

a different situation, either by the industry or by the stage of the business.  

 

The research is limited to focus on the sustainability of early-stage businesses, even though 

general business sustainability is also considered. The empirical research is limited to only 

seven entrepreneurial teams, as time and resource limitations for this study have to be taken 

into account. The tool created in this study is very simplified, as simplicity matches the 
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aimed end use of the tool. Overall, this study views sustainability in a broad manner, as the 

field of sustainability is so wide, and the specifics would go over the scope of this study. 

 

1.3. Research design and thesis structure  

 

The research design for this study is presented in Figure 1. Research design means the 

framework under which the research is conducted, and which research methods are used 

(Kiviniemi 2001). Research design ought to be chosen in a way that it is applicable for the 

research in question as well as beneficial in the point of view of the research questions, 

research aim, and research objectives (Kiviniemi 2001). This research consists of a 

theoretical part and an empirical part. The theoretical research consists of literature review 

which forms a conceptual framework, and the empirical part consists of constructive 

research which is carried out through workshops.  

 

 

Figure 1. Illustration of the research design. 
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This study is structured into six main chapters. The first chapter introduces the thesis and its 

background and context in a general manner. The theory part of the thesis starts on the 

second chapter where relevant literature-based theories and concept related to the research 

topic are presented. The third chapter introduces sustainability related frameworks for the 

business context. The conceptual framework formed based on the literature lays the 

foundations for the study. The empirical research, methodology and workshop process as 

well as results are presented in chapter four. The results are discussed on chapter five, 

alongside with validity and reliability analysis, research uncertainties and implications 

against current literature as well as possible applications and possibilities for future research. 

Chapter six concludes the study, and references are presented in the end of the study. The 

physical results of the study, the sustainability assessment tool and an empty template for its 

use, are presented in appendices 1 and 2.  
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2. Literature review and conceptual framework  

 

This chapter forms a conceptual framework for the study in the form of literature review. 

The main theories and methodologies presented are relevant to sustainability in general as 

well as relevant for understanding the importance of sustainability from the environmental, 

social, and financial perspectives. These theories also bring forth a linkage between 

sustainability and the startup field. 

 

2.1. Startups  

 

In order to comprehend the sustainability overall in the business field and especially in the 

startup field, startup business in general need to be understood. The early stages of business 

are in the focus in this research and thus matters regarding the startup process are necessary 

to be gone through.  

 

On top of a feasible business idea, startups rely on investors, and to gain the investors’ trust 

pitching is generally required. Pitching is a crucial event in the early stages of startup 

process. (Haines 2015.) Generally, startup pitches include similar elements even though 

every pitch is different depending on the business in question. Investors deliberately limit 

the amount of time they will hear about one business, so the amount of information that can 

be provided in the pitch is limited. (Maxwell et al. 2011.) Startup pitches need not only to 

give a good impression of the business and the team behind it but also to provide the right 

amount of information about the business. Elements of startup pitches are for example: 

presentation of the vision and value proposition, presentation of the problem the business is 

aiming to solve as well as the solution, target market, opportunity, and competition. The 

startup pitch can include also a presentation of revenue model or business model in general, 

and roadmap, financials in general such as sales forecast, income statement, and cashflow 
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forecast, how the funding is aimed to be used, and presentation of the startup team. On top 

of these key elements for example exit strategy, partnerships, and demonstrations can, in 

some cases, be very important elements. (Cremades 2016.) Pitches can generally last from 

five to twenty minutes including approximately seven to sixteen slides. On average, seven 

minutes – seven slides -pitch is commonly used. Because of the time limitation as well as 

limitation of the number of slides, the information needs to be provided efficiently. (Haiko 

et al. 2022.) General elements of the startup pitch can be viewed from Table 1.  

 

Table 1. General elements of a startup pitch. 

Vision & value proposition 

Problem & solution 

Target market & competition 

Opportunity 

Roadmap 

Financial statements  

Revenue model / business model  

Team  

 

Startup pitch is a critical event in the startup journey. Startup pitch is most likely the first 

situation where a possible investor or investors note the startup company. The pitch can 

define whether the startup company gets funding or not. Actually, the investors can decide, 

based on the pitch, whether to continue to explore the startup business in question. The pitch 

is only the first step, from which follows more thorough investigation of the business. Pitch, 

however, defines whether these following steps are to be taken, and many startup businesses 

do not get to these steps. (Wallin et al. 2016.) 

 

Only a part of the startup businesses seeking funding actually success in the process. On the 

investors point of view early-stage investment can ideally make it possible to receive 

considerable profits from successful choices, but there is also a risk of failure. This is why 

many of the new ventures are discarded in the pitching phase. Generally, investors aim for, 

at least somewhat, safe investments; ventures that would do just little more than for the 
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investor to lose all capital. (Huang, Pearce 2015.) In the early stages the businesses have 

very low odds of being able to continue the discussions with the investors, let alone receiving 

the funding. The function of the business pitch is generally to gain the interest of the 

investors and to motivate the investors to have more substantial discussions and possibly 

move on to the next steps to investigate the business. (Maxwell et al. 2011.)  

 

While the startup pitch is crucial from the entrepreneur’s point of view, it is also an important 

event for the investor. As presented by Maxwell et al. (2011), pitch is an event which 

contributes to the investor’s decision making on which businesses to invest. Different 

investors have different ideals for the businesses, generally in addition to the business being 

financially feasible. Sustainability is a rising aspect also among investors, and it is something 

that is being considered more and more. (Haiko et al. 2022.) Some approaches include 

sustainability to the investing process, and thus guide the process towards sustainable 

direction. 

 

2.2. Environmental, social, and governance investing 

 

Environmental, social, and governance investing (referred to as ESG investing) is an 

investing approach where sustainability is considered (Syed 2017). ESG investing is relevant 

to look at in this study, as it directly relates to the investor perspective of the early stages of 

business. ESG investing also shows how sustainability can be incorporated to the investing 

process.  

 

A rapid rise of ESG investing can be seen through media and it indicates the rise of the 

sustainability trend, even becoming a mega trend if not already. Bloomberg intelligence 

finds that ESG assets are rising up to $50 trillion by 2025 which could reshape over $140 

trillion of global assets under management (referred to as AUM) (Henze, Boyd 2021). AUM 

refer to the total market value of assets held by a fund. Global AUM consist of assets held 

by different parties such as asset management firms, pension funds, hedge funds as well as 
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private equity funds. AUM includes the returns a fund has made on its investments and the 

free capital for new investments. (Aravind, Pattanaik 2009.) 

 

ESG investing is built on top of three factors: environmental, social and governance factor. 

These are the primary issues that are on the focus while measuring sustainability and societal 

impacts of investments. (Kurittu 2021.) ESG factors are of interest especially for parties 

conducting socially responsible investment (referred to as SRI). SRI investors, in general, 

incorporate their values and concerns into their selection of investments instead of only 

considering the profitability potential or risks presented by an investment opportunity. (CFI 

Education Inc. 2022.) ESG investing, or SRI may also be referred to as sustainable investing, 

impact investing and missions-related investing in some researches (Syed 2017).   

 

2.2.1. Environmental criteria of ESG  

 

Environmental criteria for ESG investing include aspects considering environmental 

sustainability from different viewpoints. It includes energy and material related aspects as 

well as ones related to pollution and emissions. The key energy related aspect is the business’ 

use of renewable energy sources. Material related aspects include raw material sourcing and 

waste management issues. Environmental criteria also focuses on potential problems of air 

or water pollution resulting from operations of the business. On top of these there are also 

other environmental aspects such as deforestation and biodiversity aspects, as well as other 

possible environmental issues that can be related to the operations of the business. Attitude 

and actions around climate change are also part of the criteria. (Syed 2017.) 

 

2.2.2. Social criteria of ESG  
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Social criteria for ESG investing consider both internal and external actions of the business. 

The criteria include a vast range of potential issues that are related to employer rights, 

workplace ethics as well as mission statements of the business. (Syed 2017.) 

 

One focus area of the social criteria of ESG investing is compensation for work. In the 

criteria it is considered that is the pay the employee is receiving fair and comparable to other 

similar positions throughout the industry, and would the employer receive any other benefits 

on top of basic salary. Retirement plans and employer contributions to those are also 

considered. Sufficient employee training and education programs are considered as well as 

working hours and working times, as well as employee turnover. (Syed 2017.) 

 

Workplace ethics also ought to be considered in the social criteria of ESG investing. 

Especially policies regarding diversity, inclusion and prevention of sexual harassment are in 

focus. Business mission and employee engagement are also parts of the social criteria of 

ESG investing, and they consider, for example, how much input do employees have in 

determining operational procedures within their respective departments. The mission 

statement is also considered in a way whether it is relevant or beneficial to the society. 

Generally social ESG criteria consider also attitude and public or political stance on human 

rights, or actions such as donations to charitable causes. (Syed 2017.) 

 

2.2.3. Governance related criteria of ESG 

 

In ESG context governance is essentially about how a business is managed. Governance 

covers the executive management and the board of directors’ abilities to answer to the 

interests of stakeholders of the business, such as employers, suppliers, and customers. It also 

considers how the business gives back to the community where it is located. (Syed 2017.) 

Governance means a wide range of actions on top of only straight management work. 

Governance also covers diversity and independence of the business’s board of directors, it 
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covers ethical principles, long-term and short-term goal strategic optimization, as well as 

taking care of correct measuring and reporting actions. (Kurittu 2021.) 

 

Financial transparency and transparency in reporting is also a part of governance criteria of 

ESG investing, since full and honest financial reporting is considered a key element of 

corporate governance. This includes the avoidance of conflicts of interest as well, but also 

the aim to diversity and inclusivity among business executives. (Syed 2017.)  

 

Governance is a key element on top of environmental and social aspects, since in order to 

success in environmental and social areas the business need to be run. Responsible actions 

require responsible and advised decision-making that can happen through correctly 

conducted governance. Responsible governance has risen to be an agenda of both corporate 

management and governments. (Kurittu 2021.) Main points of ESG investing are presented 

in Figure 2.  

 

 

Figure 2. Environmental, social, and governance investing. 

 

To summarize the above, ESG investing criteria considers sustainability from different 

perspectives. The environmental and social aspects of sustainability are accompanied with 
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governance related criteria, based on which the investors ought to consider the overall 

sustainability in regard to the business in question. This, however, raises a question of how 

the sustainability of the business could be assessed by the entrepreneurial team in order to 

present an overview to the investor during the pitch.  

 

2.3. Sustainability assessment in business 

 

There are many sustainability assessment methodologies and measurement tools that can be 

utilized for assessing the sustainability of businesses in general, or parts of the business. The 

methodologies presented in this chapter are chosen so that they act as examples of both 

simple approaches and more thorough approaches.  

 

Sustainability measurements can be based on a scorecard approach, or they can be process 

based. Scorecard approach means that different dimensions relevant for the sustainability 

impact are scored. As the business is conducting the assessment their current performance is 

to be scored based on what has been achieved so far. For startups or businesses in early 

stages in general this may be difficult since it is likely that there are close to no achievements 

yet. Although, in some cases scorecard methods can be used in a way that the business’ 

potential, regarding possible choices such as business models, scenarios or strategies that 

could be used in the business later on, are evaluated and scored. (Baldassarre et al. 2020.) In 

this way, scorecard methods can also be suitable for businesses in early stages.   

 

In process-based approaches the focus is on finding causal links between activities and their 

impacts (Baldassarre et al. 2020). Rolfe (2019) discusses about theory of change, which is a 

process-based theory that aims to answer why and how a desired change could happen in a 

particular context. The theory of change is focused, in particular, on mapping out the 

unknown route between a change initiative, its actions, and desired goals. The theory of 

change is based on identifying and clarifying goals in the long term and then working back 

from these to identify the conditions necessary for achieving the goals. This approach assists 
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understanding linkages between activities and goals, or end results, in a long term, which 

can then guide decision making and business planning. (Rolfe 2019.) Theory of change is a 

complex approach and conducting it requires time and effort. Nevertheless, theory of change 

approach is still quite popular in the developing field of impact investing. (Baldassarre et al. 

2020.)  

 

An impact compass has been developed in Stanford Graduate School of Business for 

simplified sustainability assessment for early-stage business. The impact compass is suitable 

for businesses in their early stages as it is very simple, web-based, and thus quickly usable. 

On top of businesses, the impact compass can be used in assessing the sustainability of new 

projects in general, investment opportunities or strategic decisions, either in a current 

situation or in a potential situation for the future. The impact compass has six dimensions, 

value to society, efficacy, impact magnitude, scalability, mission alignment, and ESG based 

on which the website draws a graph that shows sustainability impacts relevant to the 

dimensions. (Malhotra et al. 2019.) An example picture of the impact compass graph is 

presented in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3. Impact compass  (Malhotra et al. 2019). 

 

As presented in Figure 3 the impact compass is divided into six branches each of which 

represent a different dimension of sustainability. Then again, these branches are scaled so 

that the closer the middle the lower the impact, and as farther the branch goes the higher the 

impact. In the case of impact compass, a high impact means that it is good for sustainability  

(Malhotra et al. 2019). Impact compass does not provide exact information as it is based on 

scorecard self-evaluation of each dimension. Even though the dimensions of the impact 

compass are explained, they are still fairly abstract and overall wide concepts, which may 

be challenging to comprehend as whole while making the assessment.  

 

The Borderstep Institute and GreenUp Invest have created a manual for the sustainability 

assessment of startups. This manual includes a lot of information, and it covers categories 
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such as business context, startup team, business concept, as well products and services. The 

manual is scorecard based, and it allows creating an overall score upon completion. 

(Trautwein et al. 2018.)  Even though the manual is, in theory, flexible and adaptable to the 

needs of the user, it is still fairly heavy to use and neither straightforward nor instantly easy 

or accessible to use.  

 

While there are rather imprecise, though because of that suitable for early-stage businesses, 

ways of assessing sustainability, sustainability can also be assessed more precisely. In order 

to achieve exact results, numerical data is required. Life cycle assessment (LCA) is a 

standardized method for assessing the potential environmental impact of a product, service, 

or a process throughout its lifetime (ISO 14040 2006). LCA gives information about the 

subject’s environmental performance at various points in its life cycle. Generally, LCA is 

also a tool that can assist in informing decision-making processes for example in strategic 

planning or marketing purposes. (ISO 14040 2006.) All in all, LCA can be utilized in 

identifying opportunities as well as in identifying potential drawbacks from environmental 

point of view and therefore LCA study results are typically valuable information for 

businesses. LCA is based on quantifying the recognized energy and materials required 

throughout the life cycle of the product. In LCA studies data is collected into or drawn from 

life cycle inventory databases, which requires knowledge about the processes of the business 

that are aimed to be conducted. (Soukka et al. 2020.) LCA as a methodology is especially 

suitable for businesses that already have data to be utilized. Also, businesses that produce 

physical products can gain lots of valuable information through LCA, since generally LCA 

considers especially material aspect from raw material acquisition, through production 

phases and distribution to use and end-of-life phase. Possible life cycle stages that can be 

considered in LCA study are presented in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4. Life cycle stages for a LCA study  (adopted from Soukka et al. 2020). 

 

LCA methodology provides a lot of information about sustainability in the environmental 

point of view, but the social aspects of sustainability are generally not considered as much. 

Although, according to Jørgensen (2013) methods for social LCA are constantly evolving. 

Assessing the impacts of a product, service, or a process through LCA requires a lot of data 

and information for the assessment to be complete. It is necessary to have numerical 

background information about the subject, for example regarding material use, energy 

demand, mode of transportation and distances as well as other unit processes relevant to the 

product, service, or process. Therefore, LCA is not necessarily suitable for situations where 

this kind of information is not yet available, such as in the case of early-stage businesses. 

Conducting LCA also often requires external consultation and due the costs of that, it may 

not be always a possibility for businesses in early stages.  

 

Environmental, as well as social, sustainability assessment and action are necessary. As 

sustainability has grown as a trend in the recent years, the interest for assessing sustainability 

has grown as well. There are several sustainability assessment methods from different 

viewpoints that are suitable for different situation. However, when considering the 

sustainability assessment of early-stage businesses, the specific information requirements of 

the methodologies can hinder the process. Or, on the contrary to this, general sustainability 

self-assessments without much background information may not provide sufficient 

information for the entrepreneurial team. That said, it can be contemplated which issues are 

noteworthy to consider regarding sustainability overall, and why sustainability ought to be 

considered in general in business context.  
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2.4. Planetary boundaries  

 

Planetary boundaries can act as a background for why sustainability should be considered in 

general. Clear components that are of importance in regard to sustainability can be 

recognized in the planetary boundaries framework. Planetary boundaries framework is 

widely noted in academic research as well as in policy recommendations (Biermann, 

Rakhyun 2020). According to Steffen et al. (2015) 

“The planetary boundaries framework lays the groundwork for a shifting 

approach to governance and management, away from the essentially sectoral 

analyses of limits to growth aimed at minimizing negative externalities, toward 

the estimation of the safe space for human development.” 

 

Planetary boundaries concept was created in 2009 in collaboration with a range of 

academics. The aimed outcome of the research was to identify essential planetary life 

support systems for maintaining the current geological state, Holocene. (Steffen et al. 2015.) 

Holocene began after the last glacial period, and it is the only geological epoch to which 

human activity has had an impact. The human impact has been of significance in 

lithospheric, hydrospheric, and atmospheric context. Lithospheric evidence can be seen in 

land use which is, because of human activities, far from its original state. Both hydrospheric 

and atmospheric impacts are caused by, for example, different emissions to water and air, 

either directly or indirectly. (Wanner et al. 2008.) It is noted in researches that Holocene, 

also known as the epoch of stability, might now be threatened and turning into Anthropocene 

because of the gravity of the environmental impacts caused by humans (Rockström et al. 

2009). This shows the gravity of human impact to the planet, and thus brings forth the 

importance of considering the planetary boundaries in all actions also in the business field.  

 

Planetary boundaries diagram is a concept that shows perturbations that are caused by 

humans to different Earth systems (Raworth 2017). Planetary boundaries framework is 

divided into nine segments each illustrating one necessary Earth system. As presented in 
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Figure 5, these segments are climate change, biosphere integrity including genetic and 

functional diversity, land-system change, freshwater use, biochemical flows, ocean 

acidification, atmospheric aerosol loading and novel entities. Two of the latter not being 

agreeably quantified yet. (Steffen et al. 2015.)  

 

 

Figure 5. Planetary boundaries framework (Steffen et al. 2015). 

 

Planetary boundaries can act as a guide on how to continue actions without compromising 

the planet, or how to minimize the impacts caused by the actions (Steffen et al. 2015). The 

effects of business practices in the planetary boundaries context ought to be considered as, 

depending on the business in question, the actions related to the business may have an effect 

on some planetary boundary in some form, either directly or indirectly. For example, 

physical production can cause emissions which can contribute to climate change. It would 

be more likely to have the initiative to minimize or avoid the emissions if the planetary 

boundary, such as climate change by a way of example, was taken into account.  
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Some of the planetary boundaries are already exceeded. It is investigated in multiple 

researches what the consequences would be if a boundary was exceeded. Though every 

consequence is not necessarily direct, but indirect consequences are likely as well. 

Nevertheless, if planetary boundaries were exceeded, it would be a threat to Earth’s 

biophysical systems, even in irreversible nature. The planetary boundaries of climate change, 

biodiversity loss, land system change as well as biochemical flows are either on the zone of 

uncertainty or already beyond the zone. (Steffen et al. 2015.) Rockström et al. (2009) present 

that planetary boundaries are interlinked, and thus exceeding one can result in indirect 

consequences on top of direct consequences. Steffen et al. (2015) also present that all of the 

nine planetary boundaries are in interaction, even though some of the boundaries are 

recognized to be more critical. Notably climate change and biodiversity integrity are defined 

as core boundaries by Steffen at al. (2015) due to their central importance to the interactions 

within the planetary boundaries framework, as both climate and biodiversity significantly 

represent the overall conditions of the planet. Breaching a boundary can go over a tipping 

point which can result in irreversible changes in the Earth system in question. Tipping point 

is a threshold beyond which even minor changes can alter the circumstances of the system.  

(Lenton et al. 2008.) Lenton et al. (2008) present that critical tipping points have been 

discovered, and pinpoint especially Arctic sea-ice and Greenland ice sheet melting as critical 

examples when it comes to tipping, since the aftereffects would be grave. These observations 

illustrate how significant the issue of potentially exceeding planetary boundaries is.  

 

Steffen et al. (2018) bring forth the Paris Agreement of setting the global warming limit to 

two degrees higher compared to the pre-industrial temperatures. These agreements aim 

shape actions in a multinational scale, in order to reduce impacts caused by humans. 

However, even if human-caused impacts and emissions were cut down, there could still be 

a likelihood to a scenario where the warming would not stop but continue itself due to climate 

feedbacks their self-reinforcing nature (Steffen et al. 2018). Climate feedback is a process 

where a change in one quantity causes changes in other quantities and vice versa, and this 

can either amplify or diminish climate effects. Positive climate feedback indicates that the 

process increases initial warming, while negative climate feedback suggests that the initial 

warming is reduced by the effect. Thus, climate feedbacks can be used for assessing climate 
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sensitivity. (Boulder 2003.) Acknowledging the possibility for climate feedbacks can be seen 

as an important issue concerning the understanding of the gravity of environment related 

sustainability issues in general. This matter ought to be considered also in the business field, 

and hence, implementing sustainability thinking already in the early stages of business could 

support the fact.  

 

Even though the discussion about sustainability issues has grown rapidly recently, 

sustainability issues have been recognized already in the previous decades. In a report about 

the predicament of mankind, Meadows (1972) presents the idea that there are, in fact, critical 

limits to the burden Earth can take. In the study by Meadows (1972) it can be seen that 

exponential growth cannot last endlessly but there will be a limit to be hit at some point. 

Exponential nature of industrialization has led to increased pollution and resource depletion 

(Allen 2009). This is necessary to take into account in the business context, as according to 

Elkington and Rowlands (1999) businesses are in a key position when it comes to both 

pollution and using the Earth’s resources. 

 

All in all, planetary boundaries construct the basic outlines for all human action, as they 

create the critical limits beyond which human actions are to be carried out. The planetary 

boundaries framework considers environmental sustainability as a whole and for the 

purposes of this research, it is seen as a key theory considering the basis of environmental 

sustainability. However, in addition to environmental sustainability, there are other aspects 

of sustainability to be considered too, as well as their linkages to each other.  

 

2.5. Weak and strong sustainability  

 

Weak and strong sustainability are partly opposing theories to each other, but they both show 

a view of a linkage between different areas of sustainability. In order to understand 

sustainability overall, and to aim for the implementation of it as a part of the early stages of 

business, it is necessary to acknowledge the basic three-fold idea behind many sustainability 
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theories and approaches. Especially the strong sustainability view can act as base for, for 

example, corporate social responsibility, as presented by Pedersen (2015), and thus in order 

to understand the concept of corporate social responsibility, it is necessary understand the 

underlying concept of strong sustainability. Therefore, the three pillars of sustainability 

considering environmental, social, and financial sustainability, are viewed through a 

presentation of weak and strong sustainability theories.  

 

Some theories based on traditional views suggest that human capital can substitute natural 

capital. This can be viewed as weak sustainability. Contrastively to this, strong sustainability 

view suggests that human capital and natural capital are, in fact, complementary but not 

interchangeable. Human capital refers to both physical things affected by humans, such as 

infrastructure, and more abstract things incorporated by humans, such as knowledge and 

labour. Then again natural capital refers to resources that are not directly in the hands of 

humans from the beginning. These cover environmental assets as a whole including both 

physical and not directly physical aspects, such as fossil fuels, biodiversity, as well as other 

functions necessary for ecosystem services. (Cabeza Gutés 1996.) 

 

In weak sustainability human capital and natural capital remain constant overtime (Cabeza 

Gutés 1996). According to Cabeza Gutés (1996) this means that natural capital may decline, 

as long as human capital increases, and the constant remains. Strong sustainability turns the 

idea of constants the other way around. In strong sustainability the environment is viewed 

as the surrounding line of every action including society and within society there is the 

economy. Strong sustainability indicates the relationship between the three pillars of 

sustainability, environmental, social, and financial, in a way that the environmental pillar 

constrains the other two instead of all three being equal and independent. (Scott Cato 2012.) 

An illustration of strong sustainability theory is presented in Figure 6, and an illustration of 

weak sustainability theory is presented in Figure 7.  
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Figure 6. Strong sustainability (adopted from Scott Cato 2012). 

 

 

Figure 7. Weak sustainability (adopted from Brundtland Commission 1987). 
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Strong sustainability claims that human capital and natural capital are complementary but 

not interchangeable. Strong sustainability prioritizes ecological resources over economic 

growth, which is contradictory to weak sustainability. It is accepted in strong sustainability 

that there are certain ecological functions that are unduplicable by humans, and thus natural 

capital must be emphasized. For example, ozone layer is an ecosystem service that is, at least 

at this point, close to impossible to duplicate by human. (Davies 2013.)  

 

While strong sustainability emphasizes ecological resources, in weak sustainability 

constants are in focus which may raise problems while measuring sustainability. It is noted 

in data research by Martínez-Alier (1995) that measuring weak sustainability can lead to 

ambiguities as well as misleading results. Weak sustainability measurements suggest that 

most of the Northern industrialized countries are sustainable, and also that the world 

economy as a whole is sustainable as well, as it is in a stable state (Martínez-Alier 1995). 

This point of view is deemed flawed by Martínez-Alier (1995), since even though the 

world’s economy would stay fairly stable the world is arguably not sustainable as a whole. 

If the resource intensity rate and pollution rate would be the same as in generally 

industrialized countries, it is likely that the world would not be sustainable. This said, even 

though industrialization and technological development can help solving sustainability 

issues, it is noteworthy that industrialization does not directly equate sustainability. 

(Martínez-Alier 1995.)  

 

Strong sustainability supports a less destructive economic system which does not make 

allowance for the substitution of Earth’s resources to the thrive of human capital. This means 

that according to the strong sustainability view, neither human made infrastructure, products, 

nor thriving economy are not able to replace natural capital found in ecosystems, such as 

land, water, or biodiversity. Shift from the current fairly destructive economic system to a 

more sustainable one requires adaptation and resilience. (Markandya et al. 2003.) 

 

Weak and strong sustainability theories show the interlinkage between the key areas of 

sustainability, which act as a basis for other sustainability related theories and approaches. 
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As it is emphasized in strong sustainability, the environment ought to be viewed as the 

outmost layer within which the society and economy can fit. This, however, is not always 

the point of view in all theories especially in regard to the business field as well as to the 

economy in general, since according to Meyer (2010) economics as discipline is majorly 

centred around the thought of growth. This view may also be reflected in businesses, as the 

surrounding economy can partly steer and affect business planning and strategies. In order 

to understand sustainability in the business context as a whole, an overview of the economy 

in general as well as the business field is necessary to be gone through. Understanding the 

current state of the economy and the business field regarding sustainability as well as the 

possible sustainability related challenges and improvement possibilities is necessary in order 

to recognize aspects of importance considering the implementation of sustainability 

assessment in the early stages of business.   

 

2.6. Interaction between the business field and the surrounding economy  

 

For the purposes of this research it is necessary to consider the current state of the economy 

and business field which can shed light to the financial side of sustainability and how it ought 

to be considered regarding the implementation of assessing sustainability in the early stages 

of business. In addition, controversies between economic ideals and sustainability are gone 

through, as well as novel approaches to traditional economic and business theories which 

would support sustainability.  

 

Theories regarding the success of businesses as well as economics in general as a discipline 

are often revolved around growth (Meyer 2010). According to Giannetti et al. (2015) it is 

often disregarded that it is possible that economic growth actually profits from not only 

natural capital but also social and human capital. Raworth (2017) considers the relation 

between economic growth and planetary wellbeing. According to Raworth (2017, 21) 

instead of pursuing everlasting and ever-increasing growth, “it is time to discover how to 

thrive on balance”. Even though this balance is an ideal state, it is not necessarily 

straightforward to achieve in an era of rapidly developing and competitive economic 
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environment. Nevertheless, it can be assumed that it is no longer adequate to state that 

growth is the only possibility as the only and primary goal in the business context. Therefore, 

it could be noteworthy to think, already in the early stages of business, that could the business 

have other goals instead of growth only.  

 

Primary aim for growth in the business context can feed the thought of unlimited resources, 

as the drive for profit, and growth, can fog up the reality of the limitations of resources 

(Meyer 2010.). Since linear growth is not possible, it is necessary to think what comes next. 

It is often presented that the aim is growth, but it is not clear, what happens after that. Unlike 

theoretical views, in reality, the growth has to stop at some point due to reaching an 

ecological stress limit. (Raworth 2017.) 

 

Gwartney at al. (2002) present the economy as a closed system in which banks, trade, and 

governments intermediate income flows between businesses and households. This is a fairly 

traditional way of viewing economy, and many economic theories are based on this kind of 

presentation. That said, there are also differing views. Raworth (2017) argues that the 

economy is not truly a closed system since it is dependent on the Earth’s resources. 

According to Raworth (2017) the market is not the only economic sector that creates value. 

States provide many services and labour as well as shared resources such as public land for 

recreational use, for example. On top of the states, individual households are also worth 

taking into account. Individual households provide labour that is necessary in order for the 

market to thrive, since the basic actions in households lay the foundation for being able to 

conduct business, and thus contribute to the economy even though it does not directly show 

in the market. (Raworth 2017.) Therefore, in the business context, already in the early stages 

of business, other areas of value creation could be sensible to consider as well as their 

relation to the business in question and its actions. 

 

Daly (2005) presents the economy as an open subsystem of the Earth’s closed system. There 

would not be possibilities for the economy to thrive without the materials and energy from 

the Earth system overall. The theory presented by Daly (2005) is based on a view of an 

empty world versus a full world. This view is presented on Figure 8.  
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Figure 8. Full world versus empty world (adopted from Daly 2005). 

 

In an empty world there is space for the economy and the ecological surroundings to 

fluctuate, but if the economy takes too much without considering ecological limitations, it 

can result in a full world. This means that there will be little to no space for the fluctuations 

or adaptations of the ecosystem, which will burden the ecosystem. (Daly 2005.) According 

to Daly (2005) it is likely that at this point the situation is globally shifted towards the 

scenario of the full world, since the Earth cannot replenish resources as quickly as they are 

depleted. Even though Daly (2005) presents the economy as a subsystem of the Earth system, 

it can also be noted that in reality economy itself is a complex network of interrelated systems 

as presented by Raworth (2017). Economy ought to be seen as systems and variables 

(Raworth 2017). As businesses and the economy in general are in interaction, the state of 

the economy is relevant to take into account when conducting business. The theory of the 

empty and full worlds presented by Daly (2005), could be considered and applied also in the 

business context as a background, since businesses are actors in the economy and thus partly 

affect whether the course is towards empty or full world. Since empty world is the optimal 

state from sustainability point of view, actions towards it ought to be conducted (Daly 2005). 

Raworth (2017) presents a novel approach to economics which emphasizes the 

sustainability.  
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2.7. Doughnut economics  

 

Raworth (2017) combines traditional economics with planetary boundary thinking in a 

theory called doughnut economics. The main idea behind doughnut economics is the 

unsustainability of endless growth (Raworth 2017.). Raworth (2017) argues that there are 

basic assumptions in economics and business that are flawed, such as the constant aim for 

growth. The doughnut economics theory sheds light to not only environmental sustainability 

but also financial and social sustainability and their interlinkages both on a theoretical level 

and on a more practical level. For the purposes of this research it is essential to understand 

sustainability on a wide scale.  

 

The doughnut economics model is made up of two circles, of which the inner represents a 

social foundation, and the outer represents an ecological ceiling. Raworth (2017) defines the 

space in between as “a safe and just home for humanity”. This means that when stayed in 

this area, it is possible to meet social needs without overburdening the planet. The doughnut 

economics model is presented in Figure 9.  
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Figure 9. Doughnut economics model (Raworth 2017). 

 

The social foundation for humanity is based on more than just vital needs, such as clean 

water and food, but more abstract social aspects as well. These more abstract aspects to the 

matter are, for example, community and equality. The ecological ceiling sets limits for social 

actions, since they are to be respected in order for the planet to thrive. The ecological ceiling 

of doughnut economics is based on the planetary boundaries framework. (Raworth 2017.) 

 

Raworth (2017) brings forth societal issues and how they are related to the economy. 

Economic growth is often based on inequality of some sort, occasionally referred to as 
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economic pain. This, however, is not how it ought to be since inequality should not be 

precondition of growth. (Raworth 2017.) Businesses have an effect on the social foundation, 

and it is notable to consider already in the early stages of business whether the effects of the 

business actions are positive or negative in a longer period of time. For example, does the 

business support equality or fair income? As businesses can be considered as actors in the 

economy their role is central in either supporting or contradicting social sustainability, such 

in the form of equality.   

 

Raworth (2017) presents five things noteworthy for the sake of sustainability: population, 

distribution of income and wealth, technology, governance, and people’s aspirations. 

Population affects how much resources are required to meet the needs of people. Extreme 

differences in wealth, in turn, can push humanity beyond the boundaries of the doughnut. 

For example, 10 % of the world's most emitting population is responsible for almost half of 

the world's emissions. People’s goals and the associated lifestyle have an impact on the 

pressure on the limits of the ecological carrying capacity. For example, globally, the middle 

class is constantly growing, and thus people travel for leisure more, utilize more services, 

and purchase more products, in other words, people consume more. Technology also very 

much affects the humanity, as technological developments can aid, for example, replacing 

more environmentally, or socially, burdening modes of action in less burdening ones. 

Governance plays an important role as well, not only locally but also globally. It is important 

to design governance systems that raise political issues and challenge, for example, the long-

term goals and expectations of countries and large companies. (Raworth 2017.) These 

matters may be necessary to take into account in the context of early-stage business as, 

according to Geissdoerfer et al. (2018), business models, strategies and modes of operation 

are generally affected by the surrounding economy and business environment, though they 

also form and rewrite it in a long run. As Raworth (2017) presents, the economy as it is 

currently, is not sustainable altogether. This raises a question of what could be a possible 

solution for improving the sustainability of the business field, and through that the economy 

as whole in some timescale. In other words, how early-stage businesses could affect the shift 

towards sustainability of the economy.  

 



39 

 

 

2.7.1. Circular economy as a solution  

 

According to Geissdoerfer et al. (2018) circular economy can be seen as a solution to 

improve the implementation of sustainability in general in the business context. However, 

this requires shifts in mindsets since the foundation for conducting business should be 

circular instead of endlessly growing and linear (Raworth 2017.). This viewpoint is critical 

considering business model planning in the early stages of business, as the chosen business 

model lays the foundation for the business overall. Linear and growth-based view can steer 

the business away from sustainability. On the contrary, having circularity as the base of the 

business likely supports sustainability, as presented by Geissdoerfer et al. (2018). Thus, 

circular economy can act as a part of the solution in transition from traditional, possibly 

unsustainable, business models and economy towards sustainability in the field. However, 

in order to work circular thinking ought to be implemented so that it is taken into account 

throughout the business in all of the actions as well as reflected in the mission, vision and 

strategy. (Geissdoerfer et al. 2018.) Circular economy as a base for business actions is 

illustrated in Figure 10.  

 

 

Figure 10. Circular economy as a base for business actions.  
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As stated in the Brundtland Commission report (1987) sustainable development aims to 

satisfy present needs without endangering the future needs. However, Meadows et al. (1972) 

add to this that sustainable development additionally ought to consider the limitations of the 

Earth’s resources despite human development, to which Elkington and Rowlands (1999) add 

again that synergies as well as trade-offs between not only environmental goals but also 

social and economic goals are to be considered as well. This is where circular economy, as 

well as nexus thinking come to importance, since a system that optimizes the use of resources 

in order to generate waste, emissions and energy leakage as little as possible is likely 

supportive in terms of sustainability (Geissdoerfer et al. 2017). Nexus thinking focuses on 

finding the interlinkages in actions as well as seeing the bigger picture which can then help 

with minimizing trade-offs (Brouwer et al. 2018). It can be said that business models and 

views behind strategies affect the overall business sustainability majorly and thus they are 

noteworthy to consider already in the early stages of business, not only from the business 

feasibility point of view but also from a sustainability point of view. Geissdoerfer et al. 

(2018) state that ideally circular economy could put businesses into service of the transition 

towards a more sustainable business field and economy.   

 

2.8. Sustainable value creation  

 

Value creation is a key concept in business. Value creation means the process of turning 

knowledge, labor, or other resources into something that meets the needs of others. Without 

creating value, the business would not be able to run, let alone be successful, since without 

creating value, the business would likely neither have a customer base nor would it be 

profitable. Sustainable value creation emphasizes communicating with stakeholders in order 

to recognize their needs and thus create value to them. (Evans et al. 2017.) For the purposes 

of this research is it necessary to consider value creation because as said, it is a key concept 

in business. However, there are other points to it as well. Value creation affects the actions 

of the business and in terms of sustainability it is relevant to recognize all the possible actions 

actually creating value for example through stakeholder communication. 
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Sustainable value creation consists of more than only creating value for the sake of profit for 

the business. Usable goods or services for the customers are of course one aspect of value 

creation, which is ideally followed by a profitable business. However, sustainable value 

creation includes also more abstract features such as creating social capital and supporting 

environmental prosperity. (Salvioni, Gennari 2017.) Even though business models are often 

in principle developed to create value, traditionally the value is seen as something that 

directly brings profits to the business. While most business frameworks still focus on profit 

as the key aspect in value creation, sustainability and circularity are possible to implement 

in the business especially in the early stages. (Freudenreich et al. 2020.) 

 

Freudenreich et al. (2020) propose a change in angle from business models driven only by 

financially profitable value creation to business models that promote relationships with 

stakeholders as well as correspond in value exchange. This change in mindset supports the 

transition towards sustainability in the business field and can lay foundation to more 

sustainable economic system overall (Freudenreich et al. 2020.).   

 

2.9. Overview of the presented theories  

 

The relation between business and sustainability was gone through in this chapter, as well 

as the points of improvement in the business field as well as in the economic system in 

general. These matters lay the foundation for recognizing key aspects regarding the 

implementation of sustainability assessment in the early stages of business. Figure 11 

summarizes the theories and their relations presented in this chapter. Comprehensive theory 

background enables the creation of a sustainability assessment tool. Although, in order to 

make it practically utilizable, empirical research is also necessary.  
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Figure 11. Theories presented in this research and their linkages. 

 

The theories and concepts presented in this chapter are linked to each other as well as to the 

following chapter concerning sustainability frameworks and reporting practices in business. 

When the conceptual framework and literature review is approached from the perspective of 

early-stage businesses and startups, theories can be divided into why- and how-categories as 

shown in Figure 11. The category of how answers to the question of how sustainability could 

be considered in business through a presentation of examples of current sustainability 

approaches and methodologies. These are necessary to be gone through as the understanding 

of current tools can essentially benefit the creation of a new tool.  

 

The second category answers to the question of why sustainability should be considered? 

This is a central question considering the general justification of sustainability assessments 

in business. This category is again divided into two: business point of view, and 

sustainability point of view and background. From the business point of view considering 

sustainability is necessary because of environmental, social, and governance investing, for 

example, since investor actions are critical in the early stages of business. Then again, the 

sustainability point of view and background bring forth two widescale theories which act as 

a basis for many other sustainability theories and approaches, planetary boundaries, and 
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weak and strong sustainability. Sustainability point of view and business point of view are 

also both necessary considering the interaction between the business field and the 

surrounding economy and its interlinkage to sustainability. Under this topic different 

theories combining sustainability and economics are combined, which is a noteworthy topic 

considering the implementation of sustainability to the early stages of business, as businesses 

are actors in the economy. Chosen theories to present the interlinkage and relation between 

sustainability are doughnut economics which combines traditional economics and planetary 

boundaries thinking, and full world and empty world theory which presents the effects of 

excessively growing economy and its relation to the environment. Weak and strong 

sustainability are necessary background information in order to understand the full and 

empty world theory. Circular economy is presented as a one possible solution to 

sustainability challenges in the economy and the business field, accompanied with a 

presentation of sustainable value creation which is central considering business actions 

overall. The next steps for the research ought to deepen the understanding of business 

sustainability in practice with a presentation of sustainability frameworks and reporting 

practices in business, followed by the empirical research in order to find a practical 

viewpoint to the implementation of sustainability assessment to the early stages of business.  
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3. Sustainability frameworks and reporting in business  

 

To take the topic of the previous chapter even further, sustainability frameworks for 

businesses and for sustainability reporting are gone through in this chapter. The relation of 

sustainability reporting and communication to business brand image and possible 

greenwashing are also looked into. These matters deepen the overall understanding of 

sustainability frameworks and reporting which is useful considering the creation of a 

sustainability assessment tool.  

 

3.1. Global Reporting Initiative 

 

There is an increasing pressure coming from stakeholders, such as consumers, governments, 

investors or any parties directly or indirectly within the business’ sphere of influence, for 

transparent communication on sustainability issues. The Global Reporting Initiative 

(referred to as GRI) is an independent standard-setting organization that operates worldwide 

and assists businesses and organizations as well as governments to increase the possibility 

to understand and communicate their impacts on issues such as climate change and societal 

issues. GRI aims to support the increase of the transparency of environmental, social, and 

economic impacts different actors have, as well as their performance, through the GRI 

framework. (Pedersen 2015.) 

 

GRI framework can be used as tool in sustainability reporting. Especially in corporate social 

responsibility reporting as well as environmental, social and governance reporting. With the 

GRI framework businesses or other organizations ought to be able to identify and gather 

valuable information for sustainability reporting, and thus present sustainability information 

in an unambiguous and comparable manner. (Pedersen 2015.) GRI framework is widely used 

not only by international organizations and governments but also small and medium 
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enterprises, non-governmental organizations as well as industry groups internationally 

(Blasco et al. 2017). According to Blasco et al. (2017) the GRI framework was used in 

sustainability reporting by 63 percent of the largest 100 companies and by 75 percent of the 

Global Fortune 250 companies (G250) in the year 2017.  

 

GRI (2022) presents that the GRI framework is based on global GRI standards for 

sustainability reporting, and that a modular structure of the standards makes them easily 

updateable and adaptable. The GRI framework allows third parties to assess the performance 

and impacts caused by the activities or the supply chain of the business or organization from 

a sustainability point of view. The GRI standards form guidelines for sustainability reporting 

with different performance indicators. These indicators include criteria on energy, 

biodiversity, and emissions. (Willis, A. 2003.) 

 

3.2. Triple bottom line  

 

The triple bottom line (later referred to as TBL) is a framework for accounting that is based 

on the three pillars of sustainability including social, environmental, and financial aspects. 

Traditionally in business accounting the bottom line refers to revenue and expenses results, 

profit or loss, and societal nor environmental aspects are not considered. (Slaper, Hall 2011.) 

 

Putting TBL into action can be challenging, as it can be difficult to measure social impacts 

or environmental impacts in some cases. However, the TBL framework can be used as well 

in advance as a part of business planning process with a long-term perspective. As in CSR 

also in TBL there is a view that businesses’ responsibilities lie with stakeholders instead of 

shareholders alone. (Slaper, Hall 2011.) Lin (2018) presents that according to stakeholder 

theory a business ought to aim not only for the maximization of shareholder profit but also 

for coordinating stakeholder interests. Stakeholder theory is a business ethic that is in line 

with the triple bottom line (Lin 2018). TBL acts as a part of beneficial and fair business 

practices for labour and community as well as for the region where the business is conducted. 
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A business that conducts TBL creates a correlative social structure where the stakeholder 

interests are interdependent, and thus ideally increase overall well-being. Dedication to TBL 

supports benefiting many constituencies without exploiting or endangering any of them. 

Different dimensions can be assessed regarding the social bottom line, for example 

organisational needs, individual needs and community needs and issues. (Slaper, Hall 2011.) 

 

On top of supporting social constituencies, in TBL the environmental sustainability is also 

taken into account. A business that conducts TBL is likely to support the sustainable use of 

natural capital as much as possible or at least minimize the risks and environmental impacts 

of the usage so that there is no endangerment to the environment because of the business. 

Life cycle assessment can also, in some cases, be used when determining the environmental 

aspects of TBL. Ecologically destructive practices are to be avoided according to TBL.  

(Slaper, Hall 2011.)  

 

The economic bottom line in TBL considers the economic value the business creates after a 

deduction of cost from all inputs as well as the tied-up capital. The economic bottom line in 

TBL considers not only the internal profit made by the business but also the overall economic 

impact the business has on the economic environment. This said, it may not be 

straightforward to implement TBL framework on top of traditional bottom line only with 

adding the social and environmental aspects, as the economic aspect in TBL also differs 

from the traditional view of the bottom line. (Slaper, Hall 2011.) 

 

3.3. Corporate social responsibility  

 

Corporate social responsibility (referred to as CSR) has a focus on societal matters (Chandler 

2016). According to Kotler et al. (2006) CSR is a form of corporate self-regulation striving 

to serve societal goals with a philanthropic, activist, or altruistic nature through engagement 

or support in ethically oriented actions. CSR is not only an internal organizational policy or 

a corporate ethic strategy but moreover a matter of a wider nature. There are various national 
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as well as international laws that have come from CSR related initiatives. The benefits of 

CSR can be noted in both individual businesses and industry-wide, and even though CSR 

actions are based on self-regulatory and voluntary actions, there has been a shift in towards 

more mandatory schemes relating to CSR in the business sector. (Chandler 2016.) 

 

CSR can also contribute to business brands. Even though in organizational level CSR is a 

valuable tool for internal self-evaluation and external transparency, externally it can also 

affect the business’ brand reputation. (Johnson et al. 2019.) For the business, conducting 

CSR can be a strategic decision or an ethical decision. From a strategic point of view, CSR 

can be beneficial for the business in the form of positive contribution to profit. (Johnson et 

al. 2018.) According to Johnson et al. (2018) a scenario where the business reports both 

positive and negative outcomes on their own initiative especially supports the brand and thus 

can result in profit. Transparent presentation of both positive and negative outcomes can 

increase the ethical standard of the business and thus reduce the risk of business and legal 

issues (Pedersen 2015). Furthermore, this can also increase positive public relations, and 

thus be an important aspect for the business (Johnson et al. 2019). However, using 

sustainability assessment data for marketing purposes or including it in the brand image can 

result in green washing. This is obviously not always the case, but something to take into 

account while studying sustainability reports. (Wu et al. 2020.) 

 

3.4. Sustainability, brand image, and greenwashing  

 

As sustainability is growing as a trend as well as giving businesses possible market 

advantages, it is noteworthy that using sustainability as part of brand image may not always 

be genuine. Businesses solely driven by profit maximization though using sustainability as 

part of their brand instead of being actually sustainable and socially responsible are, in fact, 

contradicting to sustainability. Using sustainability in marketing without truly acting in 

accordance is called green washing. (Wu et al. 2020.)  
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For a consumer recognizing greenwashing can, in some instances, be challenging and 

prevent consumers from making truly informed purchase decisions. Information 

transparency and responsible communication are keys from the business’ side in tackling 

green washing. Responsible communication includes, for example, communicating about 

the business’ sustainability actions as well as about possible drawbacks. Sustainable business 

strategies also decrease the possibility of green washing. (Wu et al. 2020.) 

 

It is essential recognize the positive benefits sustainability reporting can provide. However, 

it is also essential to acknowledge the risks of greenwashing. Greenwashing can result from 

ingenuine or deliberately ambiguous communication about sustainability related issues, as 

presented by Wu et al. (2020). All in all, sustainability reporting and actions in accordance 

are despite the fact of high importance when considering the overall sustainability of the 

business field. If aspects of sustainability reporting are considered already in the early stages 

of business or sustainability in general is taken into account in the business planning, it can 

be more likely that sustainability will be considered also later on in the business. As 

Hargreaves (2011) presents, new habits create norms which create change, and thus it can 

be claimed that creating a new norm of considering sustainability already in the early stages 

of business can eventually change the ways of the business field towards a sustainable 

direction in general.  

 

GRI, TBL, and CSR all approach sustainability from a little bit different point of view, but 

they all share the same main issue, incorporating aspects of sustainability in business. 

Following the principles of the before mentioned approaches, ought to support the 

sustainability of the business. This, however, may not be straightforward to conduct in the 

early stages business as these frameworks are wide and thorough, and thus possibly difficult 

to follow as a whole when the business is in its early stages. Although, implementing aspects 

of these approaches already in the early business planning can benefit the business overall. 

Nevertheless, that said, early-stage businesses need something that is easy and simple to 

grasp, and that ideally includes elements of sustainability from multiple viewpoints yet 

without being too heavy to utilize by the entrepreneurial team (Haiko et al. 2022).  
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4. Empirical research  

 

Based on the literature review carried out in this study, a need for a simple, yet summarizing, 

sustainability self-assessment tool can be seen. The literature review lays the foundation for 

the contents of the sustainability assessment tool, but in order to create a tool that is, in fact, 

utilizable, testing drafts of the tool with possible end users in workshops can be beneficial. 

Therefore, empirical research is conducted and the process as well as overall results are 

presented in this chapter. The aim of the empirical research is to provide a practical point of 

view to the topic of this research, and build a better understanding, together with the 

literature review, of how sustainability assessing could be implemented in the early stages 

of business. The methodology for the empirical research is also presented in this chapter.  

 

4.1. Methodology  

 

Generally research methods can be divided into two categories: qualitative and quantitative 

methods. Data collection through interviews or workshops situate typically under qualitative 

research methods. (Saunders et al. 2009.) According to Kiviniemi (2001) a common aim in 

qualitative research is to identify the respondents’ perspectives and views of the studied 

phenomenon. The materials are examined as a whole, so that a wider interpretation can be 

formed. Specific argumentations and individual variables are not considered alone as a basis 

for building argumentations, but the argumentations are built by identifying shared 

characteristics and common denominators. (Kiviniemi 2001.) 

 

It is remarked in researches about qualitative research methods that workshops are a valid 

way of collecting data, especially in cases when the aim of the research is to construct 

something novel and future-orientated, and thus results that may be rather unpredictable 

beforehand (Ahmed, Asraf 2018, Ørngreen, Levinsen 2017). As presented by Kiviniemi  
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(2001), it is necessary to identify key objectives and agreeing indicators from a wider entity 

of data in order to facilitate argumentations. So to execute this, multiple workshops are 

necessary to be arranged, and therefore, seven workshops were arranged for this research. 

Workshops can be considered as a suitable research method for this research as the aimed 

final result and objective of this research is to construct something novel.  

 

Workshop is a qualitative research method which can be considered to be under the umbrella 

of constructive research. Workshops are based on idea creation by a selected group of people. 

Workshops differ from interviews in a way that there is generally not a strict interview 

structure nor is one person strictly the interviewer and other an interviewee. Workshops are 

more based to interactive discussion and formulating and developing ideas collectively as 

well as acquiring new knowledge. The topic for the workshops can be defined in advance, 

but it is expected that in the workshops new ideas and fresh solutions are formulated. 

However, workshops can include semi-structured interview type of structures with 

predefined leading questions from the workshop leader. (Ørngreen, Levinsen 2017, Oyegoke 

2011.)  

 

For this research qualitative research methodology is logical, as the aim is to create 

something based on data collection from both literature and with empirical study through 

workshops. These research methods aid the purpose, as it is necessary to have a practical 

viewpoint of the field and the end user group when creating a novel tool for their use. 

Quantitative research methods would not be as applicable for this research as qualitative 

research methods are, as there is no straightforward and, in this case, applicable way of 

collecting data from workshops with exact numerical and comparable values. Both 

theoretical and empirical parts of this research lay under qualitative research context. 

Literature review is utilized in the theoretical part, and constructive research in the form of 

workshops is utilized in the empirical part. 

 

This empirical research aims to find out how sustainability assessment could be implemented 

as a part of startup process, and what could be the ideal way for the implementation. With 

the information based on the theoretical background from the literature review, and with the 
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empirical study through workshops, a sustainability assessment tool for startups can be 

created. The research inputs and outputs are conducted partly simultaneously, as the 

sustainability assessment tool is developed at the same time as literature is reviewed and as 

it is tested with the possible end users in workshops. Thus, the process is partly self-

perpetuating.   

 

In order to find out the ideal way for implementing sustainability assessing as a part of the 

early stages of the startup process, the current situation regarding sustainability awareness 

in general in the startup and business field needs to be mapped out. This is conducted through 

workshops with the entrepreneurial case teams. The intention is also to better understand the 

entrepreneurs, and their needs, and how they comprehend and perceive sustainability 

generally as well as regarding to their business.  

 

This empirical research includes seven workshops with seven entrepreneurial case teams, 

one workshop for each team. All the seven teams fall under the category of entrepreneurs or 

starting entrepreneurs, but they all represent different situations in the entrepreneurial field. 

The target group to utilize the results of this research are entrepreneurs that are just starting 

their entrepreneurial journey, especially startup entrepreneurs. Therefore, it is important to 

collect information from them already in the development process of the tool. Although, 

valuable information can be retrieved not only from startup teams and starting entrepreneurs 

but also from already running businesses and experienced entrepreneurs in the field. The 

seven entrepreneurial teams from early-stage entrepreneurs to experienced entrepreneurs 

were chosen based on their industry, so that as broad view of the business field as possible 

within the limitations of this research could be retrieved. Each team represents a unique case 

and position in the business field. Contact to these teams was made through LUT University 

and LAB School of Applied Sciences’ entrepreneurial societies, as well as with the 

knowledge about the business field from LUT Green Campus Open.  

 

The data collection is conducted in workshops through discussions and observations, as well 

as with a follow-up open question questionnaire. The workshops are similar to semi-

structured interviews, as a draft of the sustainability assessment tool guides the discussion. 



52 

 

 

In a semi-structured interview a respondent is interviewed mostly conversationally 

(Saunders et al. 2009). However, since the aim of the workshops is to gain information about 

the use of the tool in practice and the workshops include teams with sizes from one to three 

people, the workshops are not strictly like interviews but more like open discussions. Semi-

structured interviews can consist of both closed- and open-ended questions accompanied 

with why or how -specifications  (Saunders et al. 2009). This type of interviewing aims to 

keep the dialogue open and thus increase the likeliness of coming up with new thoughts and 

ideas instead of only strictly staying in the named topic. Semi-structured interviews often 

have key questions around which the discussion takes place. (Saunders et al. 2009.) In this 

case the draft of the sustainability assessment tool held the role of the key questions, as the 

discussion took place around the tool. Other key questions were similar to the questions also 

presented in the written open question questionnaire, which explore the user experience of 

the use of the tool as well as sustainability background knowledge of the team. Semi-

structured interviews are commonly used as a method for data collection in qualitative 

researches (Saunders et al. 2009). The drafts of the sustainability assessment tool were 

developed based on the workshops and literature, and partly based on the discussions with 

experts from the fields of investing and sustainability as well.  

 

The workshop aims and objectives were communicated to the workshop participants at the 

beginning of each workshop, not earlier, since preparation for the workshop was not wished. 

This is because the aim was to find out first impressions about how sustainability is 

considered and perceived by the team in question. Even though each workshop generally 

followed the same agenda, each one was unique due to different people, their backgrounds, 

and areas of expertise. The agenda was fairly open, though every workshop concentrated 

around the sustainability assessment tool and its contents, but the exact focus of each 

workshop was dependent on the team in question.  

 

After the workshops, an open question questionnaire was sent to the teams. The 

questionnaire included general questions regarding the use of the sustainability assessment 

tool as well as regarding the sustainability assessment process in general. The answering 

percentage for the open question questionnaire was 86 %. However, the results of the 
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empirical research rely not only on the questionnaire but also, and significantly, on 

discussions and observations during the workshops. The following questions, as presented 

in Table 2 were included in the open question questionnaire. 

 

Table 2. Questionnaire questions.   

Is sustainability considered in your business (before the use of the tool)?  

Was the tool clear to use?  

Did the tool bring up new ideas or views about your business?  

What could be improved? 

Did it require desk research to conduct the assessment with the tool? If so, what? 

Open feedback  

 

The objective of the questionnaire was to create a possibility for the entrepreneurial teams 

to provide more information about the user experience of the use of the sustainability 

assessment tool. Even though these aspects were gone through in the workshops as well, this 

questionnaire aims to ensure complete information retrieving in case that something was 

missed in the workshops for example. Also, from the point of view of the reliability of the 

results, collecting both verbal and written responses on the same topic support each other as 

presented by Willis et al. (1991). This likely increases the reliability of the results.  

 

4.2. Data collection and findings from workshops 

 

Seven workshops were arranged in order to develop the sustainability assessment tool. 

Expert consultation was also utilized for the first draft as well as for the final version. The 

process regarding the development process of the tool is presented in Figure 12.  
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Figure 12. Process of creating the sustainability assessment tool.  

 

As it can be viewed from Figure 12, there were seven workshops altogether, but they were 

divided into three workshop rounds. Each round had a bit more developed draft than the 

previous. The first draft of the sustainability assessment tool was created based on literature 

as well as based on consultation from experts with expertise about sustainability and the 

startup business field. Also, expert discussions were utilized for the final version of the 

sustainability assessment tool as well. Literature review was constant over the whole process 

and supported the draft development. Summary of the participants and business industries 

they represented in each workshop is presented in Table 3.  
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Table 3. Participants in each workshop. 

Workshop  Industry and participants  

Workshop 1 Marketing; founder, and CEO  

Workshop 2 Marketing; two of the cofounders   

Workshop 3 Physical product production, B2C; founder, 

and CEO  

Workshop 4 Software development; two of the 

cofounders, project manager  

Workshop 5 Physical product production, B2B (forest 

industry); founder  

Workshop 6 Physical product production, B2B 

(construction industry); founder, and CEO  

Workshop 7 Physical product production, B2C; CEO, 

product manager, product design trainee  

 

 

4.2.1. Workshops 1 and 2  

 

The first draft of the sustainability assessment tool was a set of sustainability related 

questions which majorly focused on production and product sustainability. The aim of the 

first draft of the sustainability assessment tool was to guide the entrepreneurial team’s 

thought process in sustainable direction through questions and in this way raise the team’s 

awareness about sustainability in business. The actual execution of the first draft 

sustainability assessment with the tool was based on answering to the questions and then 

picking key factors based on the answers. The sustainability assessment tool is aimed to be 

something that the entrepreneurial team can utilize by themselves. 

 

It came to light quickly in workshops one and two that the product and production focus is 

limiting, as many businesses do not physically produce anything but provide other kind of 
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services or non-physical products, for example in the IT business field. Because of this, many 

questions had to be skipped as they were not directly relevant in the fields of the businesses 

in question in the first two workshops. Therefore, after the first two workshops the 

sustainability assessment tool was modified so that it is not only limited to products and 

production related sustainability but also applicable for businesses not producing physical 

products. Haiko et al. (2022) and Niskanen (2022) also spoke for the importance of the 

inclusion of many industries so that the sustainability assessment tool could be applicable to 

ideally every field.  

 

The first two workshops were conducted with two teams from marketing related businesses. 

The business models and strategies for both businesses were outlined on basic level. One of 

the businesses had also already received external funding. Neither of the businesses were 

directly related to sustainability nor was sustainability considered in their business strategies. 

The teams’ personal backgrounds or areas of expertise were also not related to sustainability. 

With these backgrounds, the use of the draft of the sustainability assessment tool raised some 

challenges related to understating the terms and concepts of sustainability. According to one 

participant from the first two workshops: 

“Apparently, there are areas of sustainability that I had not even considered, 

and this opens my eyes to the matter. Probably, I would not have thought about 

this, or sustainability in general, if I had not used this tool. For the sake of the 

business, even though sustainability is not a key aspect, sustainability will 

definitely be taken into account in the future, and if implemented, it could 

possibly be also used as a marketing advantage.” – translated quote from a 

workshop participant.  

 

As both of the entrepreneurial teams in the first two workshops were marketing related and 

thus did not produce any physical products, the focus in the sustainability assessment was 

mainly related to sustainability in business strategy and goals. Neither of the businesses had 

clear previously stated sustainability related goals nor strategies. One of the businesses 

indirectly supported over consumption through advertising, for example, single use or a few-

times-use products such as small gadgets produced in China. The business did not contribute 
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to the production of products nor to the product handling, but the business model was based 

on being the third party advertising the products on different websites. This raised an ethical 

question about how the actions of the intermediary affect sustainability. After discussion the 

team figured out that vetting and choosing only sustainable businesses as customers increase 

the sustainability of their business as well. Also, some emission related issues appeared. Both 

of the businesses utilize servers which consume electricity, however, there was no 

knowledge about the servers specifically, which can be seen as, in both cases, as a 

sustainability drawback. One of the businesses had the need to utilize passenger cars or 

planes for business trips, which causes emissions. Sustainable alternatives for business travel 

were discussed in the workshop.  

 

One of the key take aways from the first two workshops were that unless familiar to the field, 

some sustainability terms or concepts can be unclear and therefore make the conduction of 

the sustainability assessment challenging. While background information retrieval obviously 

can aid understanding, excessive desk research in order to use the sustainability assessment 

tool is not practical regarding the implementation of the sustainability assessing in the early 

business context. Other key take away from the first two workshops was the need for wider 

scale industry inclusion. In addition, the matter of using sustainability as a marketing 

advantage came up in the workshops. This is naturally a good opportunity for the businesses 

if sustainability is implemented successfully. However, it is noteworthy to consider the 

aspect of green washing that might result from using sustainability in marketing. These 

factors were aimed to be tackled in the tool development. 

 

To make the use of the sustainability assessment tool clearer and suitable also for people 

without sustainability backgrounds, the questions were elaborated and clarified. Also the 

focus was shifted away from production and product relation, to be more of an overview of 

sustainability. The risk for encouraging greenwashing was looked further and literature was 

reviewed to minimize the risks for promoting greenwashing. The questions were partly 

modified and business need as a concept was introduced and emphasized in order to avoid 

leading entrepreneurs to practice greenwashing.  
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4.2.2. Workshops 3 and 4  

The entrepreneurial teams in workshops three and four were very different from each other. 

One of the teams in the workshops three and four sold physical consumer products. The 

business was already running, but there was an aim to grow the business. Sustainability was 

considered in the business strategy, and it was a major part of the business, even though the 

business itself was not directly related to sustainability. The business produced a range of 

consumer products, some of which were produced in Finland and some in China. The raw 

materials also came from China. Although the Chinese subcontractor was known, there were 

some uncertainties in the supply chain overall. For example, sources of the raw materials 

were not known, and therefore, the travel distances for the materials were impossible to 

track. Overall, the entrepreneurial team was still very sustainably aware and there was a clear 

aim for continuing to improve the sustainability. Regarding the use of the sustainability 

assessment tool, challenges were faced due to a language barrier and still too specific 

terminology related to sustainability.  

 

While one of the entrepreneurial teams in the workshops three and four was very aware of 

sustainability overall, the case was not the same for the other team. The other team had not 

considered sustainability at all regarding their business nor was sustainability in general a 

familiar subject to the members of the team. The business was related to the field of software 

development, and it was in early stages. As the core actions of the business were not related 

to sustainability nor were the backgrounds of the team members, the process of the 

conduction of the sustainability assessment was demanding. There was not directly any 

physical production involved in the business, only computer hardware and servers were 

required. 

 

Servers raised questions again, as in the previous workshops. The core actions and the 

service the business provides require a lot of server space; how could the sustainability of 

the servers be considered? This was a new point of view for the team members, and it started 

an investigation process about green servers. According to Antonopoulos and Minos-

Athanasios (2021) the interest in sustainability in web communications has increased in the 
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recent years and multiple sustainable web service providers, for example regarding servers 

and hosting, have surfaced. Sustainability in web communications means, for example, 

which kind of electricity is used for the process. Server centres also require land area which 

can also in some cases affect the overall sustainability of the service, depending on the 

previous use of the land area or the surrounding environment. (Antonopoulos, Minos-

Athanasios 2021.) Antonopulos and Minos-Athanasios (2021) claim that sustainability in 

web services is prone to being greenwashing, and therefore it is necessary to vet the service 

providers about whether they are actually sustainable.  

 

Regarding sustainability concepts, from workshops three and four it became clear that 

assessing the supply chain as a whole might be a novel but beneficial thing to businesses. 

Especially when the production or raw material acquisition is overseas, it can be not 

unquestionably clear how the processes actually work. Hence, it is crucially important in 

terms of sustainability to be aware of the suppliers and subcontractors as well as of their 

modes of operation, even overseas.  

 

Primary issues in the workshops three and four were related to the amount of sustainability 

knowledge and familiarity with terminology the use of the tool would have required. 

Therefore, after the workshops the clarity of the tool as well as of the instructions were again 

refined.  

 

4.2.3. Workshops 5, 6 and 7 

 

The entrepreneurial teams in workshops five, six and seven represented businesses that 

produce goods for either business-to-customer (B2C) or business-to-business (B2B) 

markets. One of the businesses had been on B2B market for over twenty years, and it acts as 

the most experienced business participated in this research. The other B2B business was on 

very early stages of the business process, and the B2C business had been running for a while 

but they aimed to improve their sustainability.  
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The most experienced entrepreneurial team aimed to increase the sustainability of their 

business, even though it had been central to their business and business strategy all the time. 

The discussion focused on the core actions of the business which are sustainability related. 

However, there were material transportation with heavy trucks included in the core actions 

of the business and thus more sustainable alternatives for the transportation, for example 

through route optimization, were discussed. The entrepreneurial team had many aims and 

future goals related to sustainability, but they had not previously been discussed thoroughly, 

and according to them:  

“The use of this tool made me to actually put sustainability related ideas and 

goals on paper and thus make it more likely to actually achieve them.” – 

translated quote from a workshop participant.  

 

As stated in the previous quote, it can be beneficial to actually write down goals and aims. 

And like Hargreaves (2011) presents like in behavioural changes overall, it is challenging to 

change ways of action if the aim is not concretely defined. Thus even writing down the 

desired change, goal, or an aim, is the first step towards change and improvement both in 

organizational and individual contexts (Hargreaves 2011).  

 

For the second B2B business team, sustainability as concept was not as clear. The team did 

not have sustainability related goals nor was sustainability considered in the business 

planning. The business focus was centrally on business growth. There were some issues 

regarding the clarity of the sustainability assessment tool, as it turned out that some of the 

questions were understandable in multiple ways and thus the purpose of some questions was 

not met. Overall, the use of the sustainability assessment tool for this entrepreneurial team 

brought many new matters to consider in the future.  

 

The third team was focused on selling consumer products in the B2C market. These products 

were designer products and sustainability was considered already in the product designing 

process. The entrepreneurial team was very sustainably aware and they had already 
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considered most of the sustainability aspects included in the assessment tool. One of the 

members of the entrepreneurial team claimed as follows:  

“The use of this sustainability assessment tool was beneficial as we had known, 

or thought, that we are a sustainable business, but we did not really have any 

concrete base for the thought, nor did we know if the things we have thought 

about actually make any difference. The use of this tool eased our minds that 

we are actually in track regarding sustainability, and it is good to continue 

improving the sustainability of the business from here.” – translated quote 

from a workshop participant.  

 

As the workshops five, six and seven were on the third workshop round and the sustainability 

assessment tool had already been developed considerably, there were not many content 

improvements left, but the way of questioning was revised in order to make them 

unambiguous. Nevertheless, the instructions and elaborations for the questions were again 

revised and developed so that the use of the tool would be applicable even with teams without 

extensive background knowledge about sustainability.  

 

As a key result from the workshops, it was discovered that clarity is the main thing when it 

comes to self-assessment tools. Consultation could support the use of the model if the team 

is either not familiar with sustainability or wishes to discuss about sustainability more 

thoroughly. In addition, it was found that for some, especially for the teams whose business 

does not directly relate to sustainability, some terms of sustainability were unclear. Thus, a 

vocabulary was compiled to support the use of the sustainability assessment tool. After the 

last workshop a consultative discussion was held with experts from LUT Green Campus 

Open, and the development of the final version of the sustainability assessment tool begun.  

 

4.3. Results  
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In this subchapter the final version of the sustainability assessment tool for startups is 

presented as well as the reasoning behind it. The actual tool is presented in appendices 1 and 

2. Based on the literature review and empirical research the final sustainability assessment 

tool is divided into four categories each representing a question set. The categories are as 

follows: need, sustainability of the business model, impacts and emissions, and materials 

and energy.  

 

4.3.1. Need  

 

The first category focuses on the need of the business. The questions for the first category 

are presented in Table 4. 

 

Table 4. Need-category questions. 

Does the business have a clear and identified need? What is it? 

Does the need remain necessary in the long run? 

What are the biggest sustainability challenges or opportunities of the business? 

Does the business create value for the local community? 

Does the business aim to solve sustainability challenges, or does it change consumer 

behaviour to more sustainable direction? 

 

In order for the business to have a sustainable foundation, as well as from a financial point 

of view, it is central that there is a need for the business. In this case need means the reason 

why the business is conducted and thus why it is needed. It is also necessary to consider the 

need in a bigger timescale. As the business need may be relevant now, is that the case also 

in the future? Some businesses have their aims set on short term profit, and thus the long 

term sustainability, although business viability as well, could be threatened. As presented by 

Haessler (2020) businesses need to adapt their short term and long term goals in order to 

incorporate sustainability in their actions. That said, a defined need for the business likely 

increases the possibly for the business to be able to incorporate sustainability in its actions. 
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Whether it is through corporate social responsibility actions or for example following the 

ESG or GRI frameworks, it can also improve the probability of gaining investor trust and 

thus benefit the business not only from a sustainability point of view but also from a business 

point of view in general.  

 

The first category focuses also on the businesses’ aims for actually tackling sustainability 

challenges. In the workshops it came to light that some of the starting businesses aimed to 

change general consumer behaviour to a more sustainable direction through the use of their 

products. These products were not necessarily sustainability related; however, they were a 

more sustainable alternative to other comparable products in the current market. This is 

related to circular economy, as the aim is, for example, more sustainable resource and 

material use. Obviously, there are also businesses which aim to solve sustainability 

challenges in a large scale. Nonetheless, it can be beneficial for starting businesses to note 

that their business could, possibly with some alterations, help solving sustainability 

challenges or change consumer behaviour to a more sustainable direction, or at least support 

circularity. In addition to considering solving sustainability challenges in general, in the 

sustainability assessment tool the specific sustainability challenges or opportunities for the 

business in question are also considered. 

 

The last question of the first category of the sustainability assessment tool, is related to local 

value creation. Tyl et al. (2015) emphasize the importance of local value creation in terms 

of sustainability. Therefore, in the sustainability assessment tool the aspect is taken into 

account. Local value creation considers the matters of how the business creates value, what 

is the relevance of the business regarding the local community, and does the business harm 

the local community, or multiple communities, in any ways. As presented by Salvioni and 

Gennari (2017) in sustainable value creation the value can be considered from a societal 

perspective and over the limits of only profit. Considering the possibility of sustainable value 

creation and actually recognizing the possibilities of it can support not only the business in 

question but also the business field and the economy in general, since according to the full 

and empty worlds theory presented by Daly (2005), profit centric mindset can lead to a full 

world which is not ideal.  



64 

 

 

 

4.3.2. Sustainability of the business model  

 

The second category of the sustainability assessment tool focuses on sustainability of the 

business model. From a literature review by Geissdoerfer et al. (2018) it can be seen that 

especially the business’ overall strategy contributes to the overall sustainability of the 

business model, and thus to the sustainable foundation of the business. This category of the 

sustainability assessment tool mainly focuses on the business’s goals and strategies and their 

relation to sustainability. The questions for the second category are presented in Table 5.  

 

Table 5. Sustainability of the business model -category questions. 

Is sustainability considered in the business planning? 

Are there goals related to sustainability? 

Who are the key stakeholders? 

Are there partners? Is the whole supply chain considered from sustainability point of 

view? 

Will sustainability impacts be measured? How? 

How the business differs from its competitors regarding sustainability? 

 

The first two questions in the category regarding the sustainability of the business model 

makes the entrepreneur think whether sustainability is considered in the business planning 

altogether and are there any goals related to sustainability. These issues are necessary to 

consider, as based on the research by Hargreaves (2011) as well as the insights from the 

workshops, defining ideas, aims, and goals concretely, for example by writing them down, 

support the likeliness of their achievement. As it was seen on the workshops, some 

entrepreneurs have not necessarily thought about sustainability at all in case their business 

is not directly sustainability related. Thus, it can be seen as beneficial for the entrepreneur 

as well as for the business to even consider the possibility of actually incorporating 

sustainability in the business’s planning and goals, instead of following the norm of only 
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focusing on business growth. As presented in the doughnut economics theory by Raworth 

(2017) the overall economy cannot endlessly be based on growth, and thus a shift away from 

the idea of limitless growth is also necessary in the business field.  

 

Stakeholders, partners, and the whole supply chain are also included in this category of the 

sustainability assessment tool. There are multiple researches that emphasize the importance 

of stakeholder relations and the effect they have on businesses in general, but also how the 

businesses affects the stakeholders. In other words, stakeholders and businesses affect each 

other in the business environment and thus it is important to acknowledge their importance. 

Freudenreich et al. (2020) explain the stakeholder perspective on business as a matter of 

importance as the interaction between businesses and their stakeholders form the whole 

business environment. It is also noted in the research by Freudenreich et al. (2020) that it is 

necessary to focus on stakeholders instead of only shareholders. This issue came to light in 

the workshops as well, since some of the entrepreneurs had considered that shareholders are 

the main partners in their interaction in the business environment, instead of considering 

total stakeholders and their roles and interlinks.  

 

Partners and the whole supply chain is also necessary to consider, since from the workshops 

it became apparent that especially businesses producing physical products may have 

complicated supply chains which are not tracked and consequently the supply chain and 

partner sustainability is not possible to assess altogether. The sustainability of the partners 

and of the supply chain is, however, a complex question since depending on the business 

and on the necessary production, the complexity of the supply chain varies. It is not always 

necessarily possible to track the whole supply chain in terms of sustainability, though it is 

important to even knowledge and consider the possible sustainability drawback the supply 

chain may cause to the business. Generally, a scope for the sustainability assessment can be 

defined so that some things, for example parts of the supply chain, are left out (Niskanen 

2022). This, obviously, creates inconsistencies to the sustainability assessment but even the 

awareness of the subject as a possible drawback is better than ignoring the matter completely. 

In the category of sustainability of the business model the factor of competitors in the 

business field from a sustainability point of view is also recognized. Acknowledging 
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competitor actions can aid the entrepreneur to adjust their own modes of operation, either 

regarding short term actions or also in the long term, as presented by Haessler  (2020). By 

observing competitors, it is possible to note different sustainability related challenges in the 

field, or on the contrary, sustainability related opportunities.  

 

The possible measuring of sustainability impacts is also considered in the sustainability 

assessment tool. Niskanen (2022) highlights the importance of measuring sustainability, for 

example through life cycle assessment of products. This, however, is not likely possible for 

businesses in their early stages, as there is likely little to no data available at the point, but 

the possibility is good to consider for future reference. The matter came up in the workshops 

that sustainability measurement was of interest for multiple businesses producing physical 

products, even though it was not topical at the moment. It also became clear in the workshops 

that many entrepreneurs did not have extensive knowledge about sustainability 

measurements or standards related to it, but the use of the tool made them consider and 

research further about the subject. Even considering the possibility for actually measuring 

sustainability later on in the business process is beneficial as it is good to be aware of the 

possibility.  

 

4.3.3. Impacts and emissions  

 

The category of impacts and emissions focuses on the possible emissions the business causes 

as well as on the different sustainability impacts overall. The questions for this category can 

be seen on Table 6.  

 

 

 

 

 



67 

 

 

Table 6. Impacts and emissions -category questions. 

Does the business have clearly positive / negative environmental or social impacts overall? 

Do the planned customer actions have environmental or social impacts? 

Does the business produce emissions to land, water, or air? 

Is the use of freshwater required in any process regarding the business? Is the possible 

water scarcity of the area considered? 

Is land area required in any process regarding the business? Are the possible biodiversity 

changes of the area considered? 

 

The questions in this category are related to both environmental and social impacts the 

business may have. The first question spotlights the general idea about the business’s 

positive or negative impacts both from an environmental perspective as well as from a social 

perspective. This is followed by a question regarding the use of the business’s products or 

services, as the use phase may have noteworthy impacts as well, for example through 

electricity use during the use phase.  

 

Steffen et al. (2015) present climate change as one of the core planetary boundaries. Climate 

change is majorly affected by emissions from human actions and their aftereffects (Steffen 

et al. 2015). For this reason emissions to land, water and air are acknowledged in the 

sustainability assessment tool. Climate change is a present topic in literature and on the news 

constantly, so even without thorough knowledge about sustainability it is likely that 

everyone has some knowledge about climate change. This matter was clear based on the 

workshops, as the entrepreneurial teams were overall aware about the relation of emissions 

and climate change.  

 

Steffen et al. (2015) claim that in addition to climate change, biodiversity integrity is also 

one of the core planetary boundaries. Therefore, the possible use of land area and its effect 

on biodiversity or deforestation are also considered in the sustainability assessment tool. It 

came up in the workshops that for some entrepreneurs the effects of business to natural 

environment and biodiversity were novel information and were not considered at all. The 

same goes for the use of fresh water; based on the workshops it was clear that water scarcity 
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issues were not common knowledge, although in many cases freshwater use was not a 

relevant aspect for the business in question.  

 

4.3.4. Materials and energy 

 

In the category of materials and energy the focus is on the materials and energy that are 

required for the actions of the business. It was seen in the workshops that this category is 

especially important for businesses that produce physical products. The questions of this 

category can be seen on Table 7.  

 

Table 7. Materials and energy -category questions. 

Is the energy used renewable or nonrenewable? 

Where do the raw materials come from? 

Does the material acquisition have environmental or social impacts? 

Is the end-of-life phase considered? 

Which kind of transportation methods are used and is the number of transportation trips 

known? 

Is the possible traffic fuel used renewable or nonrenewable? 

 

The use of natural resources is necessary to think in terms of the limitations the planet has. 

There is a ceiling to the amount of stress the planet can take regarding the use of its resources, 

especially as currently the resources are being used more rapidly than what they are 

generated. (Biermann, Rakhyun 2020.) Because the resource use is overall such an important 

matter, it is considered in the sustainability assessment tool. The source of energy is 

considered in terms of renewable or nonrenewable sources. Generally, in businesses at least 

electricity is used, though, the gravity of it is greater in some businesses more than in others. 

Nonetheless, it turned out in the workshops that many businesses started considering the 

shift for a more sustainable alternative regarding their source of electricity especially, as 
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shifting to renewable energy is a fairly straightforward way of increasing the overall 

sustainability of the business.  

 

For businesses that produce physical products, the source of materials as well as the process 

of the material acquisition is of importance. The end-of-life phase of materials, meaning the 

state where the product is after its intended use, is also noteworthy. The material aspect is 

relevant to consider already in the early stages of business as the sustainability of the product 

can majorly be affected in the product design phase, as presented in research by Baldassarre 

et al. (2020). The social impacts of the material acquisition are also important to take into 

account, and it was seen in the workshops that the impact of material acquisition was 

generally something that was not considered. Then again, material choices for the products 

were well contemplated for example in terms of durability and material recycling after the 

product’s use.  

 

If the business produces physical products transportation is probably needed. Although, 

travel in connection with other business actions is also rather common based on the 

workshops. For the transportation of products it is important to acknowledge the amount of 

transportation trips as well as the fuel used in for the transportation, since these matters 

influence the overall sustainability of the product and thus on the business overall.  
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5. Discussion  

 

In this chapter, the findings from this research are discussed and interpreted. Applications 

for the results and possibilities for future research are also presented. Limitations and 

uncertainties of the research are gone through, as well as validity and reliability analyses for 

this research. 

 

The aim of this research was to find out why sustainability should be taken into account in 

the early stages of startup business and what would be the suitable criteria for assessing the 

sustainability of startup businesses. To answer these questions a literature review as well as 

empirical research through workshops were conducted. Based on the research a 

sustainability assessment tool was created for assessing the sustainability of startups in 

practice. The sustainability assessment tool is presented in appendices 1 and 2.  

 

5.1. Findings from the research  

 

Based on the literature review it can be seen that there is a need for a change in practices in 

the business field. Sustainability ought to be incorporated in business actions as an element 

of business planning also already in the early stages of business. The empirical research 

supports this claim, as it was apparent in the workshops that practical sustainability 

implementation would be necessary as well as it would benefit the businesses in regard to 

sustainability overall.  

 

Sustainability could be taken into account in many areas of the business field and the 

economy in general. For example, in physical production by following the circular economy 

ideals, products could be made to be reusable instead of disposable. However, to achieve 

this, sustainability should be taken into account already in the product design phase, and thus 
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it should also be a part of the business planning. In order to achieve this, sustainability should 

be taken into account already in the mission, vision and strategy of the business. That said, 

for the implementation of sustainability practices effectively, sustainability should be 

already on the foundations of the business. Same goes for the economy in general; 

sustainability, for example in the form of circular economy practices, ought to lay the 

foundation for every action as well as influence and be a base for decision-making. That is 

one reason why sustainability ought to be considered already in the early stages of business.  

 

Studies show that resources are being used more rapidly than what they are generated, and 

human caused emissions are increasing. Thus it is getting closer and closer to reaching the 

Earth’s limits. Steffen et al. (2015) present the planetary boundaries framework from which 

it can be viewed how some of the boundaries are already exceeded or on the verge of that. 

 

Over consumption, that can result in resource depletion, is already a part of the norm in 

today’s society. Raworth (2017) claims that the increase in wealth in some parts of the world 

has increased the consumption of consumer products and services. The increase in 

consumption has also created a so-called throwaway culture, where people buy things, they 

do not necessarily even need and then throw them away and buy more (McGrane 2012). In 

general, businesses have adapted to this mode of operation and consequently their strategies 

are modified to support this kind of market. As in business supply and demand go hand in 

hand, or in a self-perpetuating cycle, and thus in order to make a change towards 

sustainability, the prevailing cycle needs to be stopped at some point.  

 

The current economic system supports over consumption as it is based on the idea of endless 

growth. In order to tackle the problem of the unsustainable nature of economics, mindset 

towards growth should be changed. Ecological stress limit must limit the growth since 

growth cannot be endlessly linear. Unlike the theoretical approaches to economy and 

business, there are, in fact limits to growth. Thus, these limits should be taken into account 

in the business sector and in business planning. However, as presented by Raworth (2017) it 

seems that generally eyes are closed for the end of growth since it is not clear what happens 

after that.  
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Consumption habits can be rooted in behaviour which can be based on the surrounding 

society. In order to make a change in people’s consumption habits, a change in the business 

field is necessary as well, as the surrounding society needs to be altered to a more sustainable 

direction. Hargreaves (2011) presents that behavioural change is most likely to succeed in 

case the surrounding environment supports the change. Therefore, it is important to enhance 

the change in consumer behaviour which originates from the surrounding society, mindsets, 

and behaviour, in an organizational level in the business field.  

 

On top of addressing sustainability in organizational and governmental level, individual 

aspect could also be relevant to consider. It is important to facilitate change to sustainability 

on organizational and governmental level, but the day-to-day actions happen also on 

individual level. Actually performing the change to sustainable ways on a day-to-day level 

can be challenging. However, according to Maller and Stengers (2014) shifting interventions 

from individuals and their behaviours to socially shared practices support performing the 

change in habits.  

 

Improvement of awareness and knowledge is crucially important regarding the change in 

behaviour, as it is the base for being able to perform the actual change. Increasing awareness 

is key, in order to make a change, as presented by Hargreaves (2011). Setting up not only 

sustainability related goals but also systems to implement sustainability throughout levels 

can be necessary. Systems, such as a custom of considering sustainability already in the early 

stages of business, can support the change towards sustainability in the business field at some 

timeline. It can be claimed that utilizing a simplified sustainability assessment tool in the 

early stages of business can support the overall business sustainability.  

 

5.2. Validity and reliability analysis and research uncertainties  
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Reliability and validity are noteworthy in research. Reliability of research refers to the 

potential to repeat the research and achieve similar results to the original research. In order 

to potentially reach the similar results, the conduction of the new research ought to follow 

the same research structure and methodology as the original research. Validity in qualitative 

research, in turn, investigates how accurate and truthful the results are, as well as to which 

extent the issues are measured in the research. (Golafshani 2003, Riege 2003.) Even though 

internal validity is not always seen as being centrally important in descriptive and 

exploratory researches, it does suggest that ideally the research results should be able to be 

accepted based on the research methodology. However, external validity is crucial since it 

aims to guarantee that the study may be repeated in different settings. (Quintão et al. 2020.) 

 

Quintão et al. (2020) bring forth the demand for straightforward and transparent data 

handling in qualitative research, in order for the research to be able to be repeated. The 

construction of the research emerges as an important factor, as it is crucial for the 

triangulation of data to be sufficiently clear. Triangulation of data refers to the use of a 

variety of differing data collection instruments, such as written data and persons, in the same 

research. Also, the readability and structural factors of the research contribute to the potential 

for the research to be repeated and to the reliability as well. (Quintão et al. 2020.)  

 

Data for this research was collected both from primary and secondary sources. In primary 

data, such as data drawn from interviews, the reliability concern lays in subjectivity 

(Saunders et al. 2009). For secondary data collection, such as data from literature, it is 

necessary to acknowledge the source reliability. Secondary data need to be viewed with 

source criticality, however, from creditable sources also secondary can be reliable. Peer-

reviewed university researches can be seen as reliable, also other written material with highly 

considered authors can be presumably reliable. Nevertheless, there are cases where the actual 

author cannot be straightforwardly tracked especially in internet sources. In these cases, 

source criticism is crucially important. (Saunders et al. 2009.) In the case of this research, 

the use of primary data centralizes to peer-reviewed research articles, books, and other 

written material from presumably creditable sources.  
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Considering the reliability and validity of the data collection in this research, it is notable 

that there may be certain shortcomings. However, overall, and considering the time and 

resource limitations of this study, the data collection can be viewed as sufficient for this 

study. Actions with which the reliability and validity of the study are aimed to be enhanced 

have been made. For example, the data sources for the literature review are referenced and 

investigated thoroughly, and the workshop results are documented and presented clearly and 

with an aim for transparency, even when keeping the exact entrepreneurial teams 

anonymous.  

 

Research reliability and validity are rather challenging in a context of empirical research 

where each workshop is unique. So even though sufficiently documented, the end result may 

differ in a different environment. Nevertheless, reliability and validity are still important to 

consider even in a workshop study context as they bring forth aspects of transparent data use 

and documentation essential for research replication, in case that is necessary in future. The 

biggest uncertainties of this study are mostly related to the research setting of this study. The 

research methodologies and sample sizes, meaning the number of entrepreneurial teams in 

the workshops, in testing and developing process of the sustainability assessment tool bring 

uncertainty to the research.  

 

This thesis was conducted from LUT Green Campus Open’s initiative and strongly from the 

point of view of the startup business field. Therefore, the study is naturally made through a 

lens which the startup business context has brought out. Thus, the results cannot be viewed 

as something applicable in every situation nor can they be generalized for more complex 

contexts. Expertise from LUT Green Campus Open as well as from LCA Consulting Oy was 

utilized in this research that can possibly affect the overall foundation on which this research 

is based on. In addition, since this research includes an empirical research part, there may be 

subjectivity in the results. While the research is based on both literature review and workshop 

based empirical research, the results naturally rely very much on the knowledge and opinions 

of the workshop participants, and therefore the results of this study are related to these 

specific people as well as time, as their knowledge or opinions may evolve over time. 

However, as the entrepreneurial teams were selected to represent the startup field as 

sufficiently as possible in seven teams, and results lay not only on the empirical research but 
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also on the literature review, there is no direct reason why the research structure could not 

be reproducible. Although, in order to increase the reliability of the results, the literature 

review could have been conducted in a more specific scale, more sustainability assessment 

methodologies could have been viewed and explored further, and more entrepreneurial 

teams could have been observed. 

 

The reliability and validity of this study can be questioned due to possible subjectivity of the 

results. Simultaneously reviewing literature and developing the sustainability assessment 

tool based on workshop results can be seen as atypical. However, it is a characteristic mode 

of operation in constructive research methodology, as presented by Oyegoke  (2011), and it 

is justified as it very much serves the purpose of creating a novel tool for a specified purpose. 

This is because the literature review and developing the tool aid one another through idea 

development, and thus simultaneous work is beneficial.  

 

It could be noted that the empirical research could have included more structured interviews 

as well in addition to the workshops. This way the respondents could have provided more 

specific information which also could have been more easily comparable. Though, when 

collecting information about views and perspectives of sustainability and exploring user 

experience regarding the use of the tool, the responses can vary widely. Also, including this 

to the study would have, admittedly been beneficial, but it would have also taken more time 

and considering the relatively short timeline of this research it likely would not have been 

possible.  

 

The sustainability assessment tool, presented in appendices 1 and 2 is based on four 

categories relevant to sustainability. These categories as well as the questions within those 

categories are recognized to be important in terms of sustainability, and thus chosen based 

on both theoretical and empirical research. However, the final version of the sustainability 

assessment tool could have also been different. The research route including the chosen 

theories and viewpoints, empirical research and the entrepreneurial teams participated in the 

workshops, all affect the final results. For example, if the entrepreneurial teams in the 

workshops were different, the final result would also likely be different in some ways, as it 
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is possible that different issues would have gained more emphasis in that case. Nevertheless, 

the choices made are not only based on the workshop results but also on the theoretical 

background from the literature review and conceptual framework. Thus, the choices are 

justified. Although, a different viewpoint considering the literature review would have also 

affected the results.  

 

5.3. Research implications against current literature  

 

This research contributes to the ways of assessing sustainability in general. This research 

adds to already existing researches by establishing and enhancing the concept of 

sustainability assessment in startup context. A general understanding about how 

sustainability can be perceived in the startup field can also be claimed from this study. 

 

While the concern in previous researches about sustainability assessments is centrally on 

specific and data requirable methods, which are often very informative and valuable but also 

rather time consuming and heavy to use, this study aimed to create something simple and 

something that primarily increases awareness. There are many sustainability assessment 

methodologies, some more used than others. But for example, the sustainability assessment 

methodologies presented in this study, such as life cycle assessment as an example of an 

exact and data requirable methodology and impact compass an example of a broad self-

assessment tool, are very valuable for their target groups. Their aim, however, is not the 

same as is the aim of this research and the sustainability assessment tool created based on it; 

incorporating sustainability assessment to the early stages of startup business. This study has 

built results over existing literature and widely used and valued sustainability assessment 

methodologies, as well as over empirical evidence, in order to simplify a wide concept into 

something that is utilizable with a low threshold.  

 

When comparing the sustainability assessment tool created in this research to other 

sustainability assessment tools and methodologies viewed from literature, generally both 
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similarities and differences can be seen. As the aim for this sustainability assessment tool 

was primarily to increase awareness and therefore be as simple as possible, the simplicity is 

a general difference to many other sustainability assessment tools and methodologies. As 

presented in the literature review, the impact compass is close to this tool in terms of 

simplicity. However, while the impact compass is simple intrinsically, the concepts within 

it are wide and not straightforwardly easy to grasp. Therefore, when using the impact 

compass as a self-assessment tool for sustainability assessment, it is possible to be misled 

due to an own misconception. The other sustainability assessment tool especially created for 

early-stage businesses, the sustainability assessment manual for startups, is a valuable 

manual with a lot of information. However, it is not easily accessible, and it requires time 

and effort to go through. Comparing the sustainability assessment tool created in this 

research to the previously mentioned assessment tools, it can be said that the created tool is 

simpler and thus easier to grasp. Although, especially the sustainability assessment manual 

for startups includes much more information than the tool created in this research. Similarly 

to the impact compass, the sustainability assessment tool created in this research includes a 

template which, when filled, can present an overview of the sustainability key points. This 

can be seen as beneficial especially in the early stages of business, as a visual overview can 

help the understanding in regard to the sustainability key points. 

 

In the literature review also life cycle assessment methodology and the theory of change 

were presented. Both of these are valuable approaches, and suitable for their planned target 

groups. The theory of change is a useful approach considering planning and goal 

achievement, It, however, does not necessarily relate to only sustainability specifically but 

can be used in regard to mapping out other goals as well. Life cycle assessment is suitable 

for businesses that already have data to be utilized, or very exact plans that can be tested 

through life cycle assessment. However, this is often not the case in the early stages of 

business, and thus the practical utilization of life cycle assessment methodology in the early 

stages of business is not straightforward. Conducting a life cycle assessment study also often 

requires an external consultant which costs may not be possible to bear by the early-stage 

business. Still, the sustainability assessment tool created in this research includes similar 

concepts of sustainability as what are generally considered in life cycle assessment, such as 

consideration of the materials and energy used in the business actions. 
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Even though compared to other sustainability assessment tools and methodologies, the 

simplicity is the key advantage of the sustainability assessment tool created in this research, 

the simplicity can also be the main drawback. As the simplicity serves the aimed target group 

of early-stage businesses and the utilization possibility of self-assessment, it can still create 

bias based on the sustainability knowledge of the team conducting the assessment. It was 

seen in the workshops that entrepreneurial teams which had background knowledge of 

sustainability were able to link concept together also outside the framework the sustainability 

assessment tool presents. These entrepreneurial teams were also stricter to themselves in 

terms of sustainability. Then again, the teams which did not have as sufficient sustainability 

knowledge considered the matters very much without interlinkages, which may affect the 

overall view of the state of the sustainability of the business. In the workshops differences 

between entrepreneurial teams were also seen in regard to the business industry. As the 

sustainability assessment tool includes aspects regarding material and energy use, it was 

notable that every question was not relevant, for example, for the entrepreneurial team from 

software development industry, and thus, questions had to be skipped. While the 

sustainability assessment tool can be seen as the most beneficial for businesses in the 

industries producing physical product, it was clear based on the workshops that the tool was 

useful for also teams from the software development and marketing industries, as many of 

the questions still focus on other aspects than only matters concerning physical product 

production.  

 

All in all, there are many sustainability assessment methodologies that have different target 

groups. From the business point of view, it is necessary to choose the sustainability 

assessment tool or methodology that is the most suitable for the business in question. 

However, if the entrepreneurial team does not have direct sustainability background and 

knowledge, choosing the suitable approach to sustainability may be challenging. Therefore, 

starting from a simple sustainability assessment tool may be beneficial as it can open the 

door for the utilization of other methodologies later on.    
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5.4. Applications and possibilities for future research  

 

The target group for the results of this research are early-stage businesses, startup teams, and 

investors. However, the sustainability assessment tool could be used in other applications as 

well. For example, the tool could be used for roughly assessing the sustainability of projects, 

or it could be utilized in governance work in boards. The tool could also be applicable for 

simple web-based platforms, as a form of distribution, so that it would be easily accessible. 

There is also potential to use the results of this research in further developments of 

sustainability assessment methodologies.  

 

There are possibilities for further research about this topic. As it is important that 

sustainability would be incorporated in business’s strategy and actions, there is, however, 

the reality that it potentially increases the business’s expenses. Thus, the increase in expenses 

would likely be seen in the price of the product or service the business provides, at least in 

the transition phase. This raises a question about whether sustainability is generally accepted 

as a cost factor, and this would be a possibility for future research.  
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6. Conclusions  

 

This research shows that there is a need for practical sustainability assessment in business 

context focusing on the early stages of business. The aim of this research was to find out a 

way for increasing sustainability awareness among entrepreneurs of early-stage businesses 

as well as implementing sustainability assessment as a part of the early-stage business 

process, as it would increase the overall sustainability of not only the business in question 

but also the business field in general at some timeline. Another objective of this research 

was to study why sustainability is necessary to consider in the business field and in the early 

stages of business. This was conducted by creating a simplified sustainability assessment 

tool through literature review and empirical research with workshops with entrepreneurial 

teams. The initial driver for this research topic was a desire of increasing sustainability 

awareness in the startup field.  

 

The literature review conducted in this research shows that it is necessary to change the ways 

of operation in the business field as well as in the economy in general, as the current growth-

based economy is not sustainable as the growth will, eventually, reach its limits. This 

research also shows a relation between sustainability related actions in wide scale and in 

smaller scale, regarding behavioural change concerning sustainability. Wide scale changes 

in the society and economy are related to smaller scale changes in business planning and 

individual behaviour. These matters are interlinked as individual behaviour is centrally 

affected by the surrounding society.  

 

As a key finding of this research the following sustainability aspects could be considered as 

noteworthy regarding the early stages of business: need, sustainability of the business model, 

impacts and emissions, and materials and energy. The sustainability assessment tool created 

based on this research is focused on these four topics. 
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To conclude, sustainability is important to consider in business context in order to make a 

change towards sustainability in the business field overall. Thus implementing sustainability 

through sustainability assessment in the early stages of business supports this. Creating 

systems instead of only goals is beneficial and supports the likeliness of success.  
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