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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to test a Triple Bottom Line (TBL)-construct as well as to
describe the TBL-reasons for implementing sustainable business practices in companies and their
business networks. This study explores how linking these seemingly disparate pillars of
sustainability may be facilitated through a TBL construct. The notion of sustainable business
practices has been evolving and is increasingly understood to encompass considerations of
economic viability, as well as environmental sustainability and social responsibility.
Design/methodology/approach – The research is quantitative in nature, exploring and analysing how
companies in different Norwegian industries implement and manage sustainable business practices
based on TBL. The survey results are reported here.
Findings – The relevance of TBL to different aspects of sustainable business practices is outlined. The
study generally supports the view that a heightened propensity for sustainable business practices
ensures that organisations are better equipped for meeting the challenge of integrating TBL in
companies and their business networks.
Research limitations/implications – The study tested a construct of TBL in the context of sustainable
business practices. It may be incorporated in further research in relation to other constructs.
Suggestions for further research are proposed.
Practical implications – Useful for practitioners to get insights into TBL-reasons for implementing
business-sustainable practices in companies and their business networks. It may also be valuable to assess
the general status of business-sustainable practices in a company and their business networks.
Originality/value – Linking two traditionally separate and encapsulated areas of research, namely, the
area of business sustainable practices and the area of TBL. The current study has contributed to a
TBL-construct in relation to other constructs in measurement and structural models. It has also
contributed to provide insights of priority into the main reasons to implement the elements of TBL within
companies and their business networks.

Keywords Networks, Sustainability, Business sustainable practices, Triple bottom line,
Sustainability, Business sustainable practices

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

When examining extant literature regarding sustainability, it is evident that sustainable
business practices have come afore as a key topic in conversations about sustainability
(Høgevold et al., 2014), as organisations are increasingly held responsible for the impact
they exert on the environment in which they operate (White, 2009). Given that society is
facing dual pressures of increased demand from an expanding population and declining
natural resources of basic ecological stores, it is only natural that sustainable business
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strategies have become the paradigm from which consumption and production are now
being mutually viewed.

Although the idea of sustainability is not new to organisations (Carson, 1962), it appears that
business practitioners are still apprehensive of implementing sustainable business practices in
their organisations and about the subsequent benefits it will yield (Hassini et al., 2012). These
business practitioners often only pay sporadic attention to sustainability issues (for reviews, see
Seuring and Müller, 2008; Chabowski et al., 2011; Leonidou and Leonidou, 2011).
Nevertheless, there are recent examples in literature that provide case descriptions of
successful implementations of sustainable business practices in companies and their business
networks (Cambra-Fierro and Ruiz-Benítez, 2011; Dos Santos, 2011; Høgevold, 2011,
Høgevold and Svensson, 2012; Svensson and Wagner, 2011, 2012).

Substantial literature exists explaining why organisations act in socially responsible ways
(Stanwick and Stanwick, 1998; Bansal and Roth, 2000; Sharma, 2000) and what the
financial payoff of those actions might be (Burke and Logsdon, 1996; Waddock and
Graves, 1997; Berman et al., 1999; Dowell et al., 2000). Høgevold et al. (2014) explore the
evolution of sustainable business models in different companies in terms of corporate
reasons, economic effects, social boundaries, environmental actions and organisational
challenges in sustainable business practices.

Nevertheless, managers are increasingly asking how organisations can improve
sustainability performance and, more specifically, how they can identify, manage and
measure the drivers of improved sustainability performance and supporting systems and
structures (Wood, 1991; Christman, 2000; James, 2000). Wagner and Svensson (2014)
provide a framework to navigate sustainability in business networks.

Approaches to better understand sustainability through the areas of triple bottom line (TBL)
have, to date, not sufficiently recognised the organisational and strategic complexities of
implementing, monitoring and evaluating efforts of sustainable business practices (Holton
et al., 2010; Jamali, 2006, p. 812).

By considering the multiple reasons that motivate sustainable business practices
(Høgevold et al., 2014), as seen through the TBL business pillars (i.e. ecological, social and
economic), this article could assist in identifying strategies and practices which improve
not only performance but also meet the needs of the present without comprising the ability
of future generations to meet their needs. This article aims at providing an understanding
of the economic, social and environmental reasons for implementing sustainable business
practices in companies and their business networks. We believe it is a relevant and
important contribution that offers opportunities for further research.

An improved understanding of the TBL and the impact of sustainable business practices on
the company, permit improved integration of this information in both strategic and
day-to-day operational decisions, while strengthening the institutionalisation of sustainable
business practices (Gray and Bebbington, 2000; Strandberg Consulting, 2009). The
present research provides an empirical illustration of the implementation, monitoring and
evaluation of sustainable business practices that considers the TBL approach (Elkington,
1997). The objective is, therefore, to test a construct of TBL as well as to describe the
TBL-reasons for implementing sustainable business practices in companies and their
business networks.

The current study aims toward contributing to an aggregated TBL-construct consisting of
economic, social and environmental dimensions. We believe it is also a relevant and
important contribution that offers opportunities for further research.

The current study contributes to a TBL-construct that may be used and tested in relation to
other constructs in measurement and structural models as shown in Figure 1. It also
contributes to provide insights of priority into the main reasons to implement the elements
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of TBL within companies and their business networks. It has also not been explored in
previous research.

This paper commences with an overview organisational performance measurement since
the 1980s to contextualise TBL. The paper supports the view that organisations can make
significant progress in sustainable business practices building on the principles of the TBL,
based upon the sufficient integration thereof in business processes, as an extension of
stakeholder theory. The way sustainable business practices are currently built on TBL is
investigated as well as the main reasons underpinning the support hereof. The research
methodology used in support of the theoretical conceptualisation is followed by the
findings, implications, conclusions and suggestions of this paper.

Business sustainability

With the advent of the sustainable development paradigm in the early 1980s, organisations
began to move away from a narrow economic conception of responsibility, and started
making profound strategic adjustments in response to environmental pressures and
changing societal expectations (Robinson, 2000; Evans and Sawyer, 2010). The 1990s
have witnessed new shifts in paradigms inspired, in part, by a growing appreciation of the
need to evolve from an environmental management context to a broader focus on
sustainability management (Schuftan, 2013). In the early 2000s, global sustainability was
believed to be driven by an increase in “industrial activity, consumption, pollution and
waste generation”; an increase in the number of, and interaction between, society-based
stakeholders; the development of new technologies offering radical new resolutions to old
problems; and, lastly, the increase in “population, poverty and inequity associated with
globalization” (Hart and Milstein, 2003, pp. 58-59).

From stakeholder theory to the TBL

Several studies have found that customers are key factors in motivating organisations to
adopt environmental practices (Bhaskaran et al., 2006). Following the Brundtland Report in
1987, many definitions of sustainable business emerged (Elkington, 1994, 1999). The
definitions centred on the idea that organisations operate in the interest of all current and
future stakeholders in a manner that ensures the long-term health and survival of the
organisation and its associated economic, social and environmental systems (Jamali,
2006, p. 809). This led to the so called TBL approach, which quickly emerged as a new tool
for measuring organisational performance (Elkington, 1997).

Although the TBL approach is also based on stakeholder theory, it takes a much wider
perspective of the stakeholders affected by the organisation than the BSC. The TBL
approach moves beyond the drivers of value typically considered by managers (Epstein
and Roy, 2001), and the realms of the TBL approach are intimately intertwined and their
interdependencies are recognised (Hitchock and Willard, 2009; Elkington, 1997). The TBL
approach is unsettling for many organisations, as it implies that the organisation’s
responsibilities are much wider than simply being responsible for the economic aspects of
producing products and services that customers want, and to regulate standards at a
profit. The TBL approach adds social and environmental measures of performance to
existing and well-utilised economic measures (Gao and Zhang, 2006).

Figure 1 Construct and Reasons of TBL

Other
constructs

TBL-
construct

TBL-
reasons
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Measuring performance against the TBL is not a straightforward task. Although shareholder
value, market share, customer satisfaction and even employee well-being are relatively easy to
quantify and the measures developed by one organisation are readily transferable to others,
social and environment performance are almost certainly unique to each organisation or at
least each industry, and they are often very difficult to quantify (Hubbard, 2009).

TBL approach and sustainable business practices

Following the TBL approach, sustainable development embodies three inextricably
connected pillars: environmental integrity, social equity and economic prosperity
(Elkington, 1994; Norman and MacDonald, 2003, p. 243). Performance in one pillar impacts
on the other two pillars and vice versa (Hockerts, 1999).

An increasing interest in the TBL approach is now evident across business and
governments all over the globe (Norman and MacDonald, 2003). Globally, organisations,
large and small, are searching for new ways to understand the boundaries of their
non-market accountabilities and responsibilities as well as to engage with a wider group of
stakeholders than has typically occurred in the past (Suggett and Goodsir, 2002).

It is evident that the adoption of a TBL approach begins with a simple shift in defining the
objectives of management, as dictated by the board of directors, from maximizing
“shareholder profits” to maximising “stakeholder value”, a very different goal with a broader
set of beneficiaries. Not only does the organisation derive value but the organisation’s wider
influence also delivers community benefits. Organisations are generally more inclined to
broaden the basis of their performance evaluation from a short-term financial focus to
include long-term social, environmental and economic aspects and the actual value added
(Hardjono and Marrewijk, 2001). The three pillars of TBL are discussed further in turn next.

Economic pillar

Economic sustainability refers to a business’s ability to make profit to survive and benefit the
economic systems at the local and international level (Roberts and Tribe, 2008). This pillar of
sustainability at its simplest can be interpreted as how organisations stay in business.

Environmental pillar

Cost reductions through environmental actions have been criticised for being the only
motivator for action (Knowles et al., 1999; Hobson and Essex, 2001). Some organisations
have approached the challenge of measuring their TBL environmental performance by
adopting internationally recognised, industry-certified environmental management systems
(EMSs). These EMSs help organisations to develop, implement and communicate
environmental policies; set objectives and targets for reducing environmental impacts; and
monitor performance against these targets.

Social pillar

In contrast to measuring environmental performance, the social pillar of the TBL approach
is far less understood and many organisations struggle to articulate their social impacts
and responsibilities. The definition of social sustainability is difficult, as it includes
definitions of society, culture and community. In short, social sustainability is concerned
with the social interaction relations, behavioural patterns and values between people
(Roberts and Tribe, 2008). The term corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been coined
to describe the organisation’s social activities, but it means many different things to
different parties. An organisation’s social performance might be measured by discrete
activities such as donations or safety or by broad concepts such as “strategic philanthropy”
or “corporate citizenship” (Hubbard, 2009).

According to Carroll (1979, p. 499), social responsibility is best described as the full
spectrum of responsibilities organisations have towards society as a whole, which is
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personified in the “economic, legal, ethical and discretionary” achievements of
organisations. In 2003, Schwartz and Carroll (2003, p. 524) highlighted four CSR
orientations organisations could exhibit, namely, the economic, legal, ethical or balanced
orientations based upon the CSR pyramid (Carroll, 1991) that includes economic, legal and
ethical responsibilities of organisations. Carroll (2004, p. 119) contends furthermore that
from a global perspective, the CSR pyramid holds that an organisation should:

� achieve profits that are in line with global beliefs of what a suitable profit margin is;

� abide by host country and global legislation;

� act ethically from both a host country and an international perspective; and

� express its corporate citizenship by taking the anticipations of the host country into
account.

From the discussions, it is clear that sustainable business practices should thus be fostered
through best practices that encompass the broad areas ranging from economic to social
to environmental aspects. By engaging in these sustainable business practices, an
organisation not only promotes business sustainability but they can also gain a competitive
edge, increase their market share and boost shareholder value (BSDGlobal, 2002).

Although this is the case, organisations who do engage in CSR activities often do not
achieve what they initially set out to accomplish, as these organisations often position
themselves counter to society without realising that the two entities are largely inter-reliant
(Porter and Kramer, 2006, p. 78). Another reason for failure involves the fact that
organisations view CSR from a universal perspective instead of considering CSR from their
own strategic perspective and how CSR could be fittingly integrated in the organisations’
own strategies (Porter and Kramer, 2006, p. 78).

Finally, Porter and Kramer (2011, p. 75) contend that profit should ideally encompass a
“social purpose” where organisations aim at creating shared value for both organisation
and society, as this will not only result in profit growth for organisations but also in societal
progression. The authors profess furthermore that this is not only accomplished when an
organisation abides by ethical and legal requirements and minimises its environmental
impact but also by considering customer needs, its own efficiency as well as a range of
outside influences (Porter and Kramer, 2011, p. 75).

Methodology

This section reports on a quantitative study that was preceded by case studies that served
as foundation for the current study.

Research process

An international research team developed a set of items under each dimension of common
denominators of TBL based on several case studies to be used in this study. A
questionnaire was developed after multiple iterations and refinements of items.

A five-point Likert scale was used for all of these items. TBL – dimensions and items used
“Strongly Disagree” (1) and “Strongly Agree” (5) as the end points:

1. TBL – GENERAL:

� Economic, social and environmental efforts of sustainable business practices [. . .]:

– [. . .] are well intertwined in the company.

– [. . .] need to be simultaneously addressed.

– [. . .] are interconnected in the company.

– [. . .] are not treated separately from one another.

– [. . .] are considered separately from one another.
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2. TBL – SPECIFIC:

� Environmental – our sustainable business practices [. . .]:

– [. . .] focus on environmental issues.

– [. . .] make the most efficient use of the resources available in the environment.

– [. . .] are based upon environmental monitoring.

� Economic – our sustainable business practices [. . .]:

– [. . .] rest on economic considerations.

– [. . .] focus on survival in the marketplace.

– [. . .] saved money to the company at the beginning of implementation.

� Social – our sustainable business practices [. . .]:

– [. . .] take current activities in the community into account.

– [. . .] consider the social well-being of society as a whole.

– [. . .] focus on social (i.e. relational or societal) aspects.

Items in sustainable business practices – implementation and reasons were based upon
ranks (1 to 3) and a five-point Semantic Differential-scale was also used, using “Minor
Extent” (1) and “Major Extent” (5):

1. Sustainable business practices – implementation:

� To what extent has your company implemented sustainable business practices
[. . .]:

– [. . .] within the company.

– [. . .] in the company’s business network.

2. Sustainable business practices – TBL-reasons:

� Please rank from 1 to 3 the main reasons for implementing sustainable business
practices within your company (where 1 is most important and 3 least important) [. . .]:

– Economic reasons.

– Social reasons.

– Environmental reasons.

� Ranking the main reasons for implementing sustainable business practices within
your company’s business network (where 1 is most important and 3 least important)
[. . .]:

– Economic reasons.

– Social reasons.

– Environmental reasons.

A two-phase pilot test of the questionnaire was performed in Norway. Six companies were
asked to participate in an in-depth assessment of items developed, generating minor
changes and amendments. In phase two, two other Norwegian companies, reputable for
their commitment and dedication to sustainable business practices and models, were
asked to fill out the questionnaire one at a time for potential feedback on items and layout.
No further changes and amendments were suggested during the phase.

Sample and context

The international research team decided to collect data in Norway because of the country’s
environmental profile. Environmental Performance Index (EPI, 2012) ranks Norway as the third
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greenest country among the 132 countries investigated. This improved the team’s chances of
locating qualified respondents due to a significant incidence of companies involved in
business sustainability practices as compared with most other countries in the world.

The survey focused upon companies with more than 100 employees. The total list
consisted of 1,807 companies. Every fifth company in the list was initially contacted by
telephone. The research team only succeeded to make contact with 362 key informants,
including executives in charge of initiatives and efforts of business sustainability.

Ultimately, 261 companies agreed through their key informants to participate in the study.
In the end, 125 companies responded, generating a response rate of 47.9 per cent, but 15
questionnaires were judged unusable because of incompleteness. Thus, 110 usable
questionnaires were returned, generating a final response rate of 42.1 per cent.

Two items, namely, how knowledgeable the respondents were about his/her company’s
sustainable business practices and how knowledgeable the respondents were about his/her
company’s sustainable business practices in the whole business network, were included in the
study for the purposes of checking the competency of the respondents used in the study.

This is in line with Campbell’s (1955) recommendations that respondents used in a study
need to be competent enough to answer questions relating to the subject matter under
investigation. The findings showed that 94.2 per cent of the respondents had satisfactory
knowledge of their company’s sustainable business practices, and that 90.0 per cent had
satisfactory knowledge regarding their company’s sustainable business practices in their
whole business network.

Univariate and multivariate techniques were used to analyse the data collected and the
underlying patterns of data, all of which are presented in the next section.

Empirical findings

The corporate sample characteristics of this study are summarised in Table I. The nature
of business goes across industries and sectors of Norwegian companies. The companies
in the sample range from medium-sized to large or very large ones, based upon the annual
turnover and number of employees, deemed representative of a broad spectrum of
Norwegian businesses.

Table II shows the TBL-items used and the univariate analysis of items for each construct
or aspect of TBL and sustainable business practices. The univariate statistics indicate a
satisfactory consistency across items (Table II). We also asked about the main reasons as
shown in Table II for the studied companies to implement sustainable business practices
within their organisations and business networks.

From Table II, it is evident that predominant reasons during implementation in both
companies and their business networks relate to the economic reasons (more than half of
the companies), followed by social reasons and, lastly, environmental reasons. Minor
differences do exist between the companies’ main reasons for implementing sustainable
business practices within the companies and their business networks. It is a minor but
important aspect of sustainable business practices that has not been explored sufficiently
in previous studies to the authors’ knowledge.

Subsequently, it appears that Norwegian companies consider, in the first place, economic
reason for implementing sustainable business practices within their organisations as well
as business networks. As shown in Table II, the average score is lowest for economic
reasons, followed by social and environmental reasons in the market and society. We
believe that it is not a surprising finding as corporate survival in the market requires that
decisions are based upon economic fundaments – not idealistic or altruistic grounds.
Furthermore, we believe that the findings in Table II provide an important seed of insight
and indication into the structural properties between economic, social and environmental
efforts of sustainable business practices. How they are interconnected and interrelated, is
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vaguely explored in previous studies to the authors’ knowledge, but this study provides
initial empirical support.

Table II demonstrates that more than 50 per cent of the studied companies perceive that their
economic, social and environmental efforts of sustainable business practices are intertwined and
less than 10 per cent the opposite. Almost two-thirds of the companies also perceive that these
efforts are interconnected, and again less than 10 per cent are not. Interestingly, more than
two-thirds of the companies perceive that the economic, social and environmental efforts of
sustainable business practices need to be simultaneously addressed. Furthermore, a little less than

Table I Sample characteristics – nature of business, turnover and number of employees

Nature of business Count Turnover NOK Count No. of employees Count

Accommodation, Cafe or Restaurant 5 �200 17 �200 44
Agriculture, Forest or Fishing 2 201-500 30 201-500 27
Communication services 2 501-1.000 21 501-1.000 11
Construction 7 1.001-5.000 32 1.001-5.000 22
Cultural or recreational services 3 5.001-10.000 6 5.001-10.000 3
Education 10 �10.001 4 �10.001 3
Electricity, Gas or Water 10 Total 110 Total 110
Finance and/or Insurance 2
Government Admin or Defence 1
Health & Community Services 10
Mining 2
Manufacturing 17
Personal & Other services 4
Property & Business services 1
Retail trade 15
Transport & Storage 7
Wholesale trade 2
Other 10
Total 110

Table II Univariate statistics

Dimension Item N Mean SD 1-2 (%) 3 (%) 4-5 (%)

TBL a) 110 3.58 0.85 9.1 35.5 55.4
b) 110 3.89 0.86 3.6 25.5 70.9
c) 110 3.72 0.84 7.3 38.2 61.8
d) 110 3.54 0.94 14.5 30.9 44.5
e)* 110 2.82 1.11 39.1 31.8 29.1

Environmental a) 109 3.52 0.90 9.2 42.2 48.6
b) 109 3.72 0.89 10.1 27.5 62.4
c) 109 3.50 0.94 14.7 32.1 53.2

Economic a) 109 3.24 0.95 21.1 56.0 44.0
b) 109 3.58 1.00 13.8 30.3 55.9
c) 105 3.03 1.12 33.3 32.4 34.3

Social a) 109 3.61 0.94 11.0 33.0 55.9
b) 110 3.71 0.90 11.8 23.6 64.6
c) 110 2.97 0.90 26.4 51.8 21.9

Implementation sustainable
business practices within . . .

Company 108 3.77 0.76 4.6 28.7 66.7
business
network

108 3.18 1.08 19.4 36.1 27.9

Dimension Item N Mean SD 1 (%) 2 (%) 3 (%)

TBL reasons within the
company

a) 107 1.72 0.83 52.3 23.4 24.3
b) 106 1.92 0.75 32.1 44.3 23.6
c) 105 2.14 0.83 27.6 30.5 41.9

TBL reasons in the company’s
business network

a) 108 1.75 0.83 50.0 25.0 25.0
b) 109 1.96 0.76 30.3 43.1 26.6
c) 108 2.11 0.82 28.7 31.5 39.8

Note: *Item with reversed/negative meaning
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50 per cent of the companies perceive that these efforts are not treated separately from one
another, as well as are not considered separately from one another.

To assess the underlying pattern of dimensions and items of the construct of TBL,
exploratory factor analysis was applied as shown in Table III. The Principal Component
method was used for factor extraction. An orthogonal approach, namely, the Varimax
method was used to rotate the initial factor solution. Subsequently, a factor analysis was
performed of the TBL-construct. The factor solution contains three dimensions and nine
items of a construct of TBL.

As shown in Table III, the outcome of the factor solution of used dimensions and items of
the construct of TBL was acceptable [KMO: 0.666 (Overall MSA); Bartlett’s Test:
Approximate chi-square: 210,267: df 36: Significance: 0.000]. Measures of sampling
adequacy ranged between 0.61-0.75. Communalities ranged between 0.53-0.76. The
Cronbach alpha for each factor ranged between 0.66 and 0.68. Subsequently, three factors
were identified and are shown in Table III, all of which indicate acceptable convergent,
discriminant and nomological validity, as well as acceptable reliability for each dimension.
It is concluded that the measurement metrics of the construct of TBL assessed in Table III
provide support for acceptable validity and reliability. In addition to the items of the
TBL-construct in Table III, the companies were also asked about their perception of to what
extent economic, social and environmental efforts are interconnected and interrelated in
their sustainable business practices, all of which are shown in Table III.

The findings in Tables II and III provide opportunities for further research, which is outlined
in a following section.

Research implications

An essential implication from this study is the developed construct of TBL, which may be
used to assess and develop a framework in relation to other relevant constructs in the field
of sustainable business practices and business sustainability. It is an area of research that,
so far, is mostly descriptive with rare empirically developed and tested constructs.

Reporting on sustainable business practices according to the TBL approach will only be a
meaningful exercise as long as practitioners are genuinely committed to its success. The
TBL approach therefore needs to be perceived as good business practice in the present,

Table III Exploratory factor analysis – TBL

Dimension Item
Factor

* **1 2 3

Environmental a) . . . focus on environmental issues 0.810 0.131 �0.012 0.674 0.658
b) . . . make the most efficient use of the

resources available in the environment
0.771 �0.025 0.128 0.612 0.725

c) . . . are based upon environmental
monitoring

0.711 �0.016 0.174 0.536 0.753

Economic a) . . . rest on economic considerations �0.132 0.818 �0.024 0.688 0.610
b) . . . focus on survival in the marketplace 0.102 0.792 0.147 0.659 0.644
c) . . . saved money to the company at the

beginning of implementation
0.108 0.704 �0.136 0.525 0.712

Social a) . . . take current activities in the
community into account

0.265 �0.164 0.814 0.759 0.631

b) . . . consider the social well-being of
society as a whole

0.312 �0.084 0.794 0.735 0.650

c) . . . focus on social (i.e. relational or
societal) aspects

�0.271 0.320 0.682 0.641 0.674

Cumulative explained total variance (%) 22.6 21.6 20.5
Total explained variance per factor (%) 22.6 44.3 64.8
Cronbach’s Alpha 0.68 0.68 0.66

Notes: *Communality per item; **measures of sampling adequacy (MSA per Item)
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as well as contributing to the more distant goal of sustainable development, and not as
merely adding to the regulatory burden on organisations.

This study also provides empirical support of a general construct of TBL that makes it
possible to be assessed in relation to other general constructs in the field. Further research
can test (validate) the developed TBL-construct and also in relation to other relevant
constructs. For example, to what extent do the TBL-dimensions impact on satisfaction and
trust in a business relationship. The developed TBL-construct provides a framework of
measurement properties to assess economic, social and environmental aspects of
sustainable business practices and business sustainability through the developed and
tested dimensions and items as shown in TBL – dimensions and items in the Research
Process section and in Table III.

The TBL-construct may also be used in business and also by practitioners with an
easy-to-access tool to assess sustainable business practices and business sustainability
within their own organisations and their business networks. In extension, it may be used to
assess their industry and marketplace as well as societies where they are having business
operations. This study offers the authors’ empirical indications of the structural properties
between the main reasons for companies to implement sustainable business practices and
business sustainability within the companies and their business networks as shown in
sustainable business practices – implementation and reasons in the Research Process
section and in Table II. Translating sustainable business practices into action and driving
them through a complex organisation is a substantial challenge.

Without appropriate organisational structure and management systems, organisations may not
reap all benefits associated with sustainability performance. The alignment of strategy,
structure and management systems is essential for companies to both coordinate activities and
motivate employees towards implementing sustainable business practices. The organisational
structure around sustainable business practices is critical to success and entails organising a
wide range of activities and resources often spread throughout many locations. In this regard,
it is important that organisations should consider whether key resources and activities should
be centralised or decentralised, and decide upon a level of central control versus business
autonomy. These decisions must be appropriately aligned with corporate culture.

We believe the proposed properties of measurement and structural models are an
important seed to develop a nomological framework of economic, social and environmental
dimensions and items structures to assess sustainable business practices and business
sustainability in the market and society.

Managerial implications

Clearly, organisations are at different stages in sustainable development and it is difficult to
draw comparisons between them. Prescribing one single, all encompassing, formula for
enhancing TBL integration in a diversity of organisations and sectors is thus impractical.

Recognising that TBL is complex and multifaceted, the need to approach sustainable
business practices in a systematic way becomes more pressing. It is hence recommended
to approach sustainable business practices in such a way that it is effectively integrated
into an organisation’s strategic planning and day-to-day operations.

A comprehensive framework should integrate economic, social and environmental
performance indicators, as per TBL, as suggested in this paper. While it is clear that
organisations need to broaden the basis of performance evaluation along the lines of the
three TBL pillars, specific guidelines on how to proceed remain elusive.

Even those organisations that have embraced sustainability in their rhetoric or policy
commitments are finding it difficult to take sustainability issues forward in practice. It is
suggested in this paper that appropriate business sustainable practices can accelerate the
transition to sustainability and take organisations forward in facing the challenge of TBL
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integration. The reasons for implementing sustainable business practices within companies
and their business network become relevant to assess.

The management of sustainable business practices is an evolutionary, unfolding process
of change. If conceived this way, it becomes clear than openness to change, and learning
is a basic prerequisite in the transition to sustainability. This rather simple rationale, in turn,
explains the salience and usefulness of relying on sustainable business practices in
general and TBL integration in specific.

The research presented here supports the conclusions that sustainable business practices
must be inspired by the principles that underpin TBL. While it is neither realistic nor
desirable to expect the creation of a monolithic management approach to enhance
sustainable business practices and TBL integration, the research suggests that sustainable
performance can be improved by adopting the characteristics of a stakeholder orientation.
These characteristics include systems-level thinking and learning, a participative
policy-making process, stakeholder orientation and a culture that facilitates sustainability
development.

Sustainability goals are often broad, and, to assess performance, this paper argues that
organisations must focus on specific issues or areas of priority, as specified by our use
of TBL in the empirical section of this paper (see TBL – dimensions and items in the
Research Process section). Pursuing TBL integration means embracing ambiguity in
dealing with an elusive and diverse array of issues (see sustainable business practices
– implementation and reasons in Research Process section). As the complexity of
decisions increases, managers may increasingly lack the necessary expertise and
capacity to make the best decisions in support of sustainable business practices that
simultaneously integrate the range of issues involved as confirmed interconnected and
interrelated in Tables II and III.

Introducing the concept of sustainability into organisational thinking has implications for
business strategy, which, in turn, affects how organisations measure performance.
“Sustainability” can mean many different things to organisations. Indeed, many
organisations do not distinguish between environment and sustainability, while other
organisations equate sustainability with economic sustainability, that is, with consistent
levels of economic growth (Bansal, 2002).

Strategically, organisations can see sustainability as a compliance issue (something that
has to be done because it is law), a cost to be minimised (something to spend the minimum
amount on) or an opportunity for competitive advantage (something that leads to
opportunities) (Lewis, 2000). There is some evidence that organisations follow an
evolutionary path in their attitudes and behaviours – from compliance to competitive
advantage (Hart, 1995; Florida, 1996), a path that mirrors their responses to environmental
management issues.

This study also introduces empirical support for further research to additionally assess the
structural properties between the TBL-dimensions, which are still mostly unexplored. It is
not an unexpected finding from this study that economic reasons dominate in studied
companies, followed by social and environmental ones (Table II). Nevertheless, it is an
empirical finding that indicates not only a potential causal relationship between economic,
social and environmental efforts of sustainable business practices but also a reconnecting
process from environmental reasons through social ones to economic reasons as shown in
Tables II and III.

Conclusions

The notion of sustainable business practices has been evolving and is increasingly
understood to encompass considerations of economic viability, as well as environmental
sustainability and social responsibility. This study explored how linking these seemingly
disparate pillars of sustainability may be facilitated through a contrast of TBL. It has
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contributed to a TBL-construct as shown in Table III that may be used and tested in relation
to other constructs in measurement and structural models. It has also contributed to
provide insights of priority as shown in Table II into the main reasons to implement the
elements of TBL within companies and their business networks. Both of these issues have
not been explored and tested in previous research making a relevant contribution to
previous studies and existing theory.

The empirical findings indicate that the main incentives to implement sustainable business
practices are economic, followed by social and environmental ones. Economic incentives
are taken into account in relation to the social incentives within the company and its
business network to ultimately determine the environmental incentives in marketplace and
society. However, it does not necessarily end here, but a reconnecting process takes
place.

A company’s environmental efforts undertaken and its impact in the market and society are
assessed in relation to their social impact within the company and its business network
where, in turn, its economic impact is assessed. Subsequently, the implementation of TBL
is a continuous and iterative process that requires trade-offs between economic, social and
environmental incentives and impact assessments within companies and their business
networks, as well as in the marketplace and society.

In this paper, we attempted to provide a measurement tool to strengthen sustainable
business practices as based on TBL. Further, this measurement tool offers a glimpse into
the future. Conceptually, reporting of sustainable business practices will vary from
organisation to organisation and industry to industry. However, an approach that
aggregates measures within each area and then across areas, offers an opportunity for
developing industry-wide or even national indexes.

It is concluded that the developed TBL-construct in this paper makes a contribution to the
TBL-framework introduced by Elkington (1997, 2004). This study provides an empirical
foundation to a general TBL-construct that consists of specific items to each dimension. It
may be used by both researchers and practitioners to assess TBL across contexts and
over time. This study is also unusual, in that it addressed economic, social and
environmental aspects of sustainable business practices simultaneously, which has
seldom been seen and tested in previous studies.

In sum, the current study of the TBL-approach makes three essential and relevant
contributions to previous studies and existing theory as follows:

1. it develops general measurement properties of a TBL-construct;

2. it assesses the perceived corporate interconnection between economic, social and
environmental aspects of TBL; and

3. it introduces structural properties between economic, social and environmental
aspects of TBL in the implementation of sustainable business practices.

A company that can meet the needs of the present in terms of economic, social and
environmental impact, without compromising the needs of the future, is more likely to
appeal to investors and customers alike, and thus, be financially successful, as supported
by global drivers of sustainable business practices and underpinning reasons thereto.
Ultimately, the prospect to generate value that is sustainable over time is vast, but far from
being utilised in full (Hart and Milstein, 2003, p. 65).

Research limitations and suggestions for further research

The current study has explored the corporate reasons for implementing sustainable
business practices in Norwegian companies, which limits the findings to a specific
context. Further validations in other countries are necessary to verify the universal
applicability. The TBL-construct developed and tested also needs further validations.
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Additional items may be developed and tested in conjunction with the one tested in the
current study.

The research limitations and empirical findings of this study provide opportunities for further
research into how the dimensions of the TBL-construct are intertwined and interconnected
as indicated by the empirical findings based upon corporate perceptions on the TBL
integration into a stakeholder approach and associated reasons underpinning sustainable
business practices. Organisations are already under significant pressure to measure and
report their social, environmental and economic performance.

We suggest that it is important for businesses to prepare themselves to start reporting on
their sustainable performance. This will require organisations to adopt a stakeholder view
of value, and develop strategies that take into account more than simply shareholder
performance.

Formalised, collaborative and meaningful stakeholder engagement, rather than an ad
hoc approach, is an essential component to integrating the TBL approach into business
strategies and operations. This requires organisations to provide greater opportunity for
stakeholder dialogue and to build stakeholder engagement into their project time
frames.

At each point in the corporate decision-making process, there is an opportunity to ensure
that key stakeholder concerns, perspectives, insights and priorities are addressed and
integrated. Important issues to consider here are the identifying of stakeholder concerns/
issues about all aspects of operations; seeking input, advice and support for programs and
planning activities; identifying appropriate types of reporting; and seeking stakeholder
support for stated goals (Freeman, 1984).
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