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Abstract: Given the economic importance of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) and their
need for strategic sustainability management, this paper examines the concept of Sustainability
Balanced Scorecard (SBSC) with respect to SMEs. This case study describes the development of an
SBSC in a middle-sized Austrian brewery. The existing methods used in SBSC creation were adapted
to suit the company’s specific needs. The findings show that when developing an SBSC it is important
to take specific SME characteristics into account and apply methods that allow for adaptation to the
prevailing conditions, such as strategic management, organizational structure and resources. In the
case study special attention was paid to strategy analysis and thereby the creation of a solid basis for
the SBSC. Furthermore, the results show SBSC development is not a process of distinct consecutive
steps, as it is often suggested in the literature, but rather that it is a complex process marked by
iterative steps. Moreover, the paper highlights the supporting factors and challenges experienced.
Whereas top management support, the presence of a project team and high employee involvement
were identified as key supporting factors, a lack of specific resources and blurry strategy formulation
exert negative influence on the development process. The results presented here should help other
SMEs in their development of an SBSC. The paper stimulates scientific discourse on sustainability
and strategic management by highlighting the relevant supporting factors and challenges.
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1. Introduction

Given today’s crises and the increasing demand for more efficient management of global
resources, issues concerning sustainability and its strategic management have quickly become part
of the CEO agendas all over the world [1–3]. In this context, sustainability (and its management)
can be defined as “the adoption of business strategies and activities that meet the needs of the
enterprise and its stakeholder today while protecting, sustaining and enhancing the human and
natural resources that will be needed in the future” [4]. Regardless of the size of the company,
strategic management of sustainability helps reduce use of scarce resources, save money, and increase
benefits for both society and employees [5,6]. Numerous scholars have emphasized the importance
of sustainability management in SMEs [7]. The incorporation of sustainability into business activity
improves their competitive position vis-a-vis large-scale enterprises [8,9]. Furthermore, as SMEs
represent 99% of all enterprises [10], they clearly play an important role in the European economy,
and the contribution they make in the economy’s transformation towards sustainable development
requires careful attention [11,12].
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In order to operationalize sustainability management the implementation of sustainability
management tools is of upmost importance. However, most of the sustainability management tools
were developed for large-sized companies. Consequently, strategic sustainability management and the
use of these tools are widespread in large-sized enterprises, while such issues are still less touched
upon in the context of SMEs. Johnson and Schaltegger [7] show that though different tools have been
developed during the last two decades, most of these tools are still not being implemented by SMEs.
One major reason is that SMEs often lack knowledge of such tools [13,14]. Moreover, the design and
applicability of these tools in SMEs is still under-researched [7].

One such tool which is widely used in the implementation of corporate sustainability management
is the Sustainability Balanced Scorecard (SBSC). Regarding its use in SMEs, the same situation as for
sustainability management tools in general holds for the SBSC. True to its original development, the
concept finds its main application in large companies. This is despite the fact that empirical evidence
indicates that the implementation of an SBSC might as well be beneficial for such companies [5,8,15–18].
Several case studies describe the concrete development and implementation process of an SBSC, but
these deal exclusively with large-scale enterprises [19–23]. There is still relatively little discussion of
SBSC in SMEs and authors dealing with the SBSC in SMEs [5,15,24,25] are asking for further research.

The lack of research to date on the development and implementation of the SBSC in SMEs,
together with the importance of sustainable strategic management, provide the background motivation
for the present case study.

In general, research on the SBSC covers four stages: design, implementation, use, evolution [26].
In our case study, the discussion centers on the design stage of an SBSC in an Austrian SME in the
beer industry. The beer industry is of special interest in relation to sustainability management: the
production process, being energy, resource and water intensive causes important environmental
impacts. Moreover, most of the Austrian breweries are small private-owned companies and play an
important role for the regional economy and employment [27].

The results presented have been derived from a concrete SBSC project which was undertaken in
the company in 2014. As research on SBSCs in SMEs is relatively limited, the first part of the paper
mainly deals with a discussion of the relevant literature about the original concept of the Balanced
Scorecard in SMEs [8,17,28]. The empirical results gained from the case study not only show how SBSC
development may be guided, they also provide insight into the supporting factors and challenges
arising in such a process. The research questions to be answered are as follows:

- Based on an analysis of a single-case study, how does the development process of an SBSC in an
SME look like?

- What factors support or challenge the development of an SBSC in an SME?

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 describes the specifics of SBSC
development in SMEs. Methods are discussed in Section 3, the results of the case study are presented
in Section 4, and then analyzed in Section 5. Finally, concluding remarks, as well as the implications
for management activities, are presented in Section 6.

2. The Development of the SBSC Framework in SMEs

2.1. The SBSC in General

The SBSC is based on the “Balanced Scorecard” (BSC), which was originally developed by Kaplan
and Norton [29] as a tool for usage in large-sized enterprises [8,30,31]. The BSC translates a company’s
vision and strategy into strategic objectives, performance indicators, targets and measures with respect
to four perspectives: finance, customers, internal business processes, and learning and growth. The
addition of environmental and social criteria can happen by using different SBSC architectures which
differ firstly in terms of hierarchy within the perspectives and secondly in integrating these aspects
in the consisting perspectives, adding a fifth perspective or a mixture of both [32]. By including
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environmental and social aspects the BSC is extended so that it becomes the SBSC and the original tool
for strategic management may now be applied to strategic sustainability management [32–35].

The SBSC systematically focuses on ecological, economic and social chances and risks and
thereby secures the company’s future existence [2,23]. One strength of the SBSC lies in its ability to
bridge the gap between the strategic and operative level [24] and to help identify and manage those
environmental and social aspects which are necessary for securing a company’s financial success. The
SBSC facilitates the simultaneous improvement of an organization’s economic, environmental and
social performance [2].

2.2. The SME Context

A highly formalized strategic management approach as used in large companies may not fit
for SMEs [36,37]. In order to become applicable in SMEs, sustainability management instruments
need to be capable of addressing the special conditions prevailing in such companies [7]. Optimally,
such tools should not be too demanding in terms of resource requirements, and need to work with
the data provided by the existing information system. They should also be as simple as possible
in application, and require little specialized input [24]. Several researchers in the field believe that
these conditions have already been adequately met and that the application of the SBSC to SMEs is
relatively unproblematic [5,17,38]. In addition, SMEs may profit from the flexibility inherent in SBSC
design (e.g., with respect to choice, number and hierarchy of perspectives, orientation of the objectives
involved, etc.) [23,39].

Arnold et al. [24] believe the SBSC may help increase SME competitiveness by allowing for a
more efficient strategic planning process and the use of relatively simple structures. According to
Andersen et al. ([17], p. 9) the SBSC is “equally beneficial to SMEs as to large organisations”.

However, when talking about SMEs, it has to be kept in mind that, though typical characteristics
such as size, lack of resources (financial, human, time), limited management capacity and skills
were identified as important barriers [12], the SME category is quite heterogeneous in terms of size,
geographical situation, business models and the industry and business conditions they are acting
in [9,11,12]. This heterogeneity leads to different types and degrees of environmental and social
impact and fields of action in sustainability management. In line with this, applicability of the SBSC is
assumed to be better in small and medium-sized enterprises than in micro-enterprises as the latter
tend to exhibit excessively informal organizational structures [30]. On the other hand, some typical
characteristics of SMEs can also be seen as advantages supporting the integration of sustainability
management in general and an SBSC specifically. Such characteristics of SMEs are: flexibility of
organizations, e.g., in terms of less bureaucracy or responsiveness to changing circumstances with
regard to technology or the market, low degree of formalization, strong local/regional focus and
customer needs orientation [1].

2.3. The SBSC Development Process in SMEs

Successful development of an SBSC in an SME requires that several SME-specifics be taken
into account.

Primarily, the choice and application of an appropriate method for the development process
is of high importance [8]. Besides this, the active involvement and support of the CEO is seen as
essential by many authors [8,25,28]. Furthermore, early and continuous employee involvement and
communication helps to overcome behavioral challenges, assure employee support, and minimize
resistance to change [25].

In addition, the formation of a project team [5] and the nomination of a project leader [25] are
important, as is the assignment of sufficient resources to the project and the persons involved [5,28].
However, the diversity of resources required—e.g., with respect to financing, personnel, time and
know-how—simultaneously represents a major challenge in SME applications [1,8,15,40].
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Other than resources and behavioral challenges such as lacking internal acceptance [15],
some further SME-specific barriers need to be taken into account when developing an SBSC: strategic
management as well as project management [38] are often only poorly conceived and little coordination
between departments exists [8]. In line with little strategic management, formal strategy is also often
inexistent [5,25]. However, explicit definition of corporate strategy is a precondition for successful
development of an SBSC [2]. Thus, when attempting to implement an SBSC in an SME one needs to
ensure that sufficient time is assigned at the beginning of the process to strategic analysis. Further
challenges are related to a lack of adequate guidelines for SBSC development [40].

Problems also exist concerning the provision and preparation of data [5,15], the definition of
performance indicators [8], the classification of aspects as objectives or measures [20,41] and the use
of cause and effect chains [42]. When deciding upon which items are to be included in the SBSC,
the focus should be on selection of a few, unbiased indicators which are easy to compare and assess.
This reduces the effort involved in subsequent data collection to a manageable level [8,24].

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Design

Given the nature of the research questions and their explorative character, a holistic, single case
study approach [43] of action research [44] was chosen for the present analysis. Strictly speaking,
a case study is not a method in itself, but rather a process which combines or ‘triangulates’ different
methods of empirical social research [45]. The case study approach has to be seen in an action
research context which means that the participation of the researchers in the project was useful to
understand what practitioners do, and in turn supports the practitioners to improve their reflection
and action [46–48]. Thanks to the methods used within the scope of the case study of action research
it was possible to adopt both an analytical-external perspective and an interpretative-company
internal perception [49], allowing researchers and practitioners to “create spaces of understanding for
negotiating differences” [44] (p. 30). It was believed that such a combination would provide more
insight than the use of a single method alone [49].

3.2. Selection of Case

The present case study describes the SBSC creation process for an Austrian medium-sized brewery.
The brewery was selected for two reasons. On the one hand, as a medium-sized company with
around 180 employees, it would appear to be ideal for such SBSC analysis. On the other hand, the
company is an Austrian pioneer in terms of sustainability and environmental management, and
may in fact be viewed as an example of “best practice” in the field. Years of practice at embedding
sustainability within the company mean that the necessary structures and management systems for
SBSC creation are already available.

3.3. Data Collection and Analysis

In the following, the methods applied (Figure 1) as well as the process steps of SBSC development
(Figure 2) are discussed in detail. Triangulation of documentary analysis, data assessment, workshops,
and one interview, was applied in the case study analysis. The project itself lasted from December
2013 to August 2014. While three researchers from the university were involved, the CEO and four
employees of the company were part of the whole process. The employees came from the following
departments: environmental, controlling, production and PR department. These different backgrounds
were needed in order to gain a holistic perspective on the SBSC and further support its applications
throughout various departments.
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After deciding upon a case study approach and selecting an appropriate company, extensive
documentary analysis was undertaken with respect to strategic elements and sustainability.
This resulted in a compilation of data relating to various environmental and social aspects, and
strategic objectives. Evaluation sheets were then drawn up in order to provide a uniform scheme
for assessment purposes. This was followed by a workshop with four employees from different
departments. In this workshop methods such as brainstorming and group discussion were used
to arrive at agreement concerning corporate strategy and objectives. Data derived from workshop
interaction may be combined well with that derived from other qualitative methods [49]. Furthermore,
most of the case studies describing SBSC development analyzed in the existing literature also
used workshops [21,25,34,41]. In order to complete the strategy analysis an unstructured personal
interview with the company’s CEO was conducted. The results from all steps were then analyzed and
compiled in order to finalize the SBSC. This was done by the present authors in co-operation with
company representatives.

The development of an SBSC requires the use of an appropriate method. As the method chosen
is likely to have a considerable influence on results [8] it is clearly of central importance. Based on
Kaplan and Norton’s method for BSC development, several modifications have been suggested for
its adaptation with respect to SBSC development [2,50,51]. Unfortunately, these have always been
drawn up with large-sized companies in mind. As a result, Fernandes et al. have criticized Kaplan
and Norton’s method as being “extremely detailed and complex” [8] (p. 624) and hence not suitable for
application in SMEs where both the available resources and know-how tend to be much more limited.

The SBSC development process used in the present case study consisted of six process steps
(Figure 2). The process was based on the approach employed by Figge et al. [2], which has already been
used in other case studies [19,21], albeit for large-sized enterprises. For the purposes of the present
case study it was necessary to simplify and adapt the approach to the specific needs of the SME.

After a kick-off meeting at the project start, corporate strategy and the extent of environmental
and the social exposure were analyzed. The following step then concerned itself with identification
of the strategic corporate objectives and strategically relevant environmental and social factors, and
their overall integration into the SBSC framework in the form of specific objectives. The next step in
the procedure involved the definition of the performance indicators and measures needed to assess
progress towards the attainment of the set objectives. The objectives were also illustrated in a strategy
map showing their interrelationships.

The methodological steps described above are not distinct consecutive phases. The use of multiple
methods and the presence of considerable feedback throughout the whole process mean that a certain
amount of blurring and overlap across the six steps is natural and unavoidable (Figure 3).
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Data analysis was done in a way that the results gained during the different events were
documented and continuously integrated in the next process steps (see Figure 3). This documentation
includes also information not only related to the SBSC and its content but also related to the process
of learning and reflection while developing and implementing an SBSC within a company [26,44].
Identified issues were not only discussed among the researchers involved in that project but also with
the practitioners who provided input for the development of the SBSC. As stated above, additional
sources, like the sustainability report, enabled reflection of the interview and workshop results. This
was complemented by observations and participation in the workshops [52].Sustainability 2016, 8, 545 6 of 15 
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4. Case Study: Project Phases and Results Gained from the Different Development Phases

4.1. Project Start

The project’s starting point was a kick-off meeting with the company’s CEO and the environmental
manager. The aim was to get to know one another, arrange general conditions, and to present the
SBSC to a company which had had no previous experience with such a tool. The CEO assured
his support for the project and the environmental manager was appointed as project coordinator.
Furthermore, a documentary analysis of secondary statistical material was conducted in order to gain
an initial overview.

4.2. Strategy Analysis

As no explicit corporate strategy existed it was important that the relevant strategic issues be made
clear from the outset. The first step thus involved an extensive analysis of corporate documentation,
comprising the company’s website, sustainability and environmental reports and company-internal
documents relating to strategic and sustainability elements. In a second step, the relevant issues
revealed during the documentary analysis were then discussed, modified and complemented, making
use of a workshop involving employees from several departments. Although strategic management
can be seen as a top management task, it also seemed important to involve lower level employees
in order to integrate a variety of perspectives and knowledge sources into the discussion. Finally,
the results were discussed in an interview with the CEO and modified accordingly. This bottom-up
approach of first analyzing the documents, then discussing them with several employees before
reflecting on the results together with the CEO, seemed to be appropriate for two reasons: First,
since any corporate document is expected to reflect the strategic perspective anyway, and second, the
corporate culture is oriented towards collaboration and a rather flat hierarchy.
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The final strategy which emerged was stated in the form of a single primary strategic objective
(“securing the company’s long-term financial security while complying with company law and
respecting environmental and social considerations”). In order to reach this objective, seven secondary
objectives, reflecting the principles of sustainable development, were defined. These seven secondary
objectives include e.g., identification of and reaction on market demands and trends; protection of the
environment and acting carbon-neutral; responsibility for the region, the society and future generations;
building linkages between tradition and innovation.

4.3. Environmental and Social Exposure

In this step the environmental and social exposure of the company were identified. This then
formed the basis for subsequent integration into the SBSC of those environmental and social aspects
considered strategically relevant. Being strategically relevant means that these aspects from the
evaluation sheets were seen as the most relevant ones, also in terms of impact.

The extent of company environmental exposure, was identified based on the analysis and handling
of existing data provided by the company’s environmental department. The relevant aspects identified
were then categorized in accordance with the scheme suggested by Figge et al. [33].

As a next step, evaluation sheets reflecting the above categorization were drawn up in order to
help assess the status quo and target states (see Table 1). The applied evaluation scheme ranged from a
score of 0 (“no environmental impact/not relevant”) to a score of 3 (“environmental impact is very
high”). Furthermore, the measures needed to move from the status quo to the target status were also
defined. This was done by the environmental manager.

Table 1. Extract from an evaluation sheet on environmental exposure.

Environmental Aspect Status Quo Target State Measures

Emissions
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close relationship to the stakeholder”) with respect to status quo, and a value of 3 (“stakeholder is 
very important, close relationship to the stakeholder”) with respect to the desired target state. The 

Substitution of heating oil with district heating
from biomass‚ Emissions into air 2 1

‚ CO2 2 1 Consideration of emission categories at truck purchase

‚ Dust formation 2 1 Purchase of cars with max. 150 g CO2 emission

Energy intensity Analysis of indicators to show sources of use

‚ Energy use 2 1 Continuous optimization through the use of
frequency/needs controlled pumps, increased use of
LED lightening

‚ Power use 2 1

Waste
Resulting draff and press yeast exclusively used for
livestock feed

‚ biogenous waste
(press yeast)

1 1

‚ proportion of
waste material 1 1 Favour reusable packaging in purchase

The environmental aspects related to the category “emissions” were all assigned a status quo
evaluation of 2 (“environmental impact exists”) and a target state evaluation of 1 (“environmental
impact is very low”). The third column of the table lists the measures needed to attain the desired
future state. The first measure was actually realized at an earlier stage of the project in May 2014.

A stakeholder analysis was carried out in order to assess the extent of company social exposure.
All identified stakeholders and their respective interests were listed and categorized in accordance
with the scheme suggested by Figge et al. [33], i.e., in terms of direct and indirect stakeholders, those
operating internally and externally, throughout the value chain or on the regional level.
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The stakeholders were then evaluated by means of a scheme similar to that described above
for assessing environmental aspects, i.e., scores ranged from 0 (“not relevant as a stakeholder”) to 3
(“stakeholder is very important, close relationship to the stakeholder”) (see Table 2). The measures
needed to attain the desired state were also named. Once again, the evaluation was carried out by the
environmental manager.

Table 2. Extract from an evaluation sheet on social exposure.

Stakeholder Status Quo Target State Measures Important for...

Employees 2 3 Employee benefits, sponsorship of private
energy instruments, commuter support

Motivation; solidarity
with company

Suppliers 2 3 Favour regional suppliers and products,
maintain long-term relationships

Public appreciation,
regionality, avoidance of
supply problems

Customers 3 3 Intensive personal customer service Marketing/sales

The item “employee importance” was assigned a value of 2 (“stakeholder is important, rather
close relationship to the stakeholder”) with respect to status quo, and a value of 3 (“stakeholder is very
important, close relationship to the stakeholder”) with respect to the desired target state. The measures
seen as necessary for attaining the defined objectives comprised items such as a guarantee of employee
benefits, the sponsorship of private energy investments and the assurance of commuter support.
A close relationship to employees is seen as being important in raising employee motivation and
solidarity with the company.

During the workshop the evaluation of the environmental and social aspects was presented to
the participants. Once agreement was reached on which items were to be included, no more changes
were made.

4.4. Strategic Corporate Objectives

The strategic corporate objectives were identified in a two-step process. First, objectives were
discussed during the workshop. Second, as was the case with the drafting of relevant environmental
and social aspects, potential objectives for an SBSC were drawn up by means of evaluation sheets.
Equal to the evaluation sheets, the most important strategic corporate objectives were then taken into
account within the SBSC.

During the workshop, brainstorming was used to identify department objectives, their
interrelationships and their potential for conflict. The focus of attention was on discussion of
departmental objectives rather than SBSC objectives since it was easier for employees to identify
with the former than with the latter.

As a second step, a list of possible strategic items identified in the literature research and
supplemented with company specific items was established for each of the four classical SBSC
perspectives. Again, the evaluation scheme ranged from a score of 0 (“item is not relevant”) to
a score of 3 (“item is of high relevance”), and the measures necessary to attain the target state were
also identified (see Table 3).

Table 3. Extract from evaluation sheets on strategic corporate objectives.

Customer Aspect Status Quo Target State Measures

Market share 2 2.75 Selective, systematic handling of the market of all
hierarchical levels

Customer satisfaction 2.66 3 Answer customer problems, regular customer
visits, ensure constant high quality

Cost reduction and
cost efficiency 2 3 Analysis of cost centers, involvement

of employees

Employee qualification 1.66 2.66 Offer professional trainings, keep apprentices
after apprenticeship
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The evaluations were carried out by the company’s environmental manager, the controller, the
production manager and the PR manager. The aim was both to gain a holistic perspective of the
issues, but also to clarify any inherent contradictions or inconsistencies, arising perhaps, from the
diverse backgrounds of the respective evaluators. Furthermore, the use of multiple perspectives
had the desirable result that analysis was not based solely on the assessment of a single person.
The evaluations were averaged and the results were then passed on to the CEO for final assessment.

The item “market share” was given a rating of 2 (“item is relevant”) with respect to the status quo
and 2.75 (average) with respect to the target state. However, increasing the market share is difficult as
the beer market is highly competitive and the companies tend to fight for each and every customer.
Selective, systematic handling of the market by sales managers, warehouse managers and drivers and
distributors is extremely important.

4.5. Integration of Objectives and Definition of Performance Indicators and Measures

Based on the results of the previous steps (documentary analysis, evaluation sheets and
workshop discussions) objects reflecting the SBSC framework were defined. This entailed
connecting environmental and social aspects with company strategic objectives and identifying those
environmental and social factors which were of strategic relevance.

After the objectives were chosen, performance indicators for measuring the objectives and
measures were then defined. This step represents a transition from the strategic to the operative
level. The performance indicators were based on suggestions gleaned from the relevant literature,
while the specific measures themselves were derived from the evaluation sheets.

The concrete targets for the objectives concerning quantities and time frames were in a next
step defined by the organization itself. The final number of objectives per perspective (five to six)
was slightly higher than the number of suggestions found in the relevant literature. However, as
all items seemed strategically relevant for the company a reduction was not thought possible and
would not have made much sense. This simply indicates that the SBSC is a relatively open concept
and is quite capable of taking specific company needs into account. It is by no means a rigid and
inflexible framework.

As the company’s primary objective was defined as assuring its (financial) security, a value
orientation for the SBSC seemed appropriate. This resulted in choosing the four “classical” perspectives,
with the financial perspective at the top of the hierarchy. Furthermore, as all the strategically relevant
environmental and social aspects identified were already well-integrated into the market system,
it was not necessary to introduce a non-market perspective.

4.6. Deduction of Strategy Map

After having chosen all issues which were to be included in the SBSC, a strategy map showing
the relations between the objectives was created. This revealed that the items chosen are not highly
disparate and unrelated, but rather that they are closely connected and mutually dependent (see
Figure 4). This strategy map reflects the four dimensions of the SBSC, namely “learning and
development”, “internal processes”, “customers” and “finances” containing performance drivers
as well as strategic core aspects. The arrows in Figure 4 indicate the linkages between the different
aspects. All together the identified objectives and respective measures should contribute to the overall
goal of securing the company’s independence in terms of finances.
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5. Discussion

The first outcome of the research is the presentation of the SBSC development process in SMEs
and its application in terms of a concrete example. The results indicate that SBSC development in
SMEs is possible when the specific organizational conditions are taken into account and the applied
method is designed according to these requirements. The process of creating an SBSC in an SME
has to be designed and conducted as simply and understandably as possible in order to allow for
adaptation to the prevailing conditions related to strategic management, organizational structure,
know-how and resources. Thanks to the SBSC’s inherent flexibility regarding methodology and
content design (concerning which perspectives are chosen, which objectives are included in the
perspectives, the hierarchy of perspectives), the process can easily be adapted to the individual
needs and requirements of SMEs. In the present case study the development process proposed by
Figge et al. [33] was thus adapted to the needs of the company. Owing to the relatively small size of the
case company, the step entailing choice of business unit for SBSC development could be safely skipped.
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In turn, greater attention was paid to strategy analysis and thereby the creation of a solid basis for the
SBSC. Furthermore, the results show SBSC development is not a process of distinct consecutive steps,
as it is often suggested in the literature, but rather that it is a complex process marked by iterative steps.
For example, while strategy analysis served as the starting point of SBSC development, discussion of
strategic issues was also taken up during the workshop and the interview with the CEO.

The case study shows that a workshop can help achieve good outcomes. Owing to the relatively
small number of participants involved, the brainstorming and discussion methods used in the
workshop appeared to be quite adequate in generating agreement on strategy and objectives. The use
of evaluation sheets also proved quite positive. Although entirely different in nature, the results gained
from the evaluation process (analytical, quantitative data) served to complement the findings obtained
from the documentary analysis (analytical, qualitative data) and workshop discussion (interpretative,
qualitative data). The use of a simple evaluation scheme and structure which may be geared to specific
levels of individual know-how, is key to the success of the evaluation process.

Second, the research also provides insights into the supporting factors and challenges frequently
faced in such development processes. During the whole process, in order to raise the probability of
success and avoid unnecessary error, an attempt was made to take account of the supporting factors
and barriers commonly identified in the literature. The case study findings, i.e., that the extent of
top management support, the presence of a project team, and high employee involvement are all key
supporting factors, and that lack of specific resources and blurry strategy formulation exert a negative
influence in SBSC development, all largely conform to the findings commonly described in the relevant
literature (see Table 4 and Section 2.2).

Table 4. Supporting factors and challenges in SBSC development in SMEs - a comparison of literature
and case study findings.

Literature Case Study

Supporting factors

Formation of a project team [5] Given (CEO, environmental manager, controller, production
manager, PR manager)

Nomination of a project leader [25] Given (environmental manager)
Employee involvement [25] Given (workshop, evaluation sheets)

Involvement and support of the CEO [8,25,28] Given (kick-off meeting, interview, evaluation sheets,
final meeting)

Assignment of sufficient time for strategy analysis [24] Given (document analysis, discussion in workshop
and interview)

Limitation of the SBSC’s scope (number of objectives and
indicators) [8,24]

Not given (5 to 6 objectives per perspective, approx. 3
indicators per objective)

Challenges

Lack of resources [1,8,15,40] Partly given (lack of know-how and time)
Behavioral challenges [25] Not given

Immaturity of strategic management and project
management [38] Partly given

Non-existence of a formal strategy [5,25] Given (not explicitly defined/formulated)
Little coordination between departments [8] Partly given

Provision and preparation/treatment of data [5,15] Partly given (good basis for environmental aspects, no
stakeholder analysis)

Definition of performance indicators [8] Partly given (no final selection of proposed indicators)

Identification of long-term objectives and cause and effect
chains [42] Partly given (restriction of number of objectives difficult)

Classification of aspects as objectives or measures [20,41] Given (discussions about aspects of the learning and
growth perspective)
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The implementation process was characterized by a strong element of constructive collaboration
among the project team, despite the diverse backgrounds of the team members. This helped secure
employee involvement in the SBSC process, aided the integration and co-ordination of various forms
of expert knowledge, and acted as a brake on potential behavioral difficulties. The environmental
manager was appointed as project manager. Furthermore, the project team was supported by the CEO
who was also actively involved at each stage of the procedure. However, it turned out to be difficult to
limit the scope of the SBSC as the company identified a large number of issues as being strategically
relevant. This led to a larger number of objectives in the SBSC than is recommended in the standard
literature. However, due to the inherent flexibility and openness of the instrument, this did not prove
to be a problem. For Bieker et al. [20] this shows that the SBSC is more of a flexible instrument than a
rigid framework which employs a fixed number of objectives.

In line with findings from the literature, strategic management in the SME studied was found to
be relatively immature and corporate strategy lacked explicit formulation. A lot of time thus needed to
be spent in defining company strategy.

In contrast to experiences in other SMEs, the problems relating to the provision and preparation
of data were relatively minor. The project clearly benefitted from the good quality of the database
available in the environmental department. However, with respect to issues concerning social impact,
a completely new stakeholder analysis had to be carried out as this had never been done at the
company before.

In terms of challenges, the situation was particularly marked by a lack of know-how. As the
company had no previous experience of SBSC, each step in the process had to be formulated and
defined as clearly as possible. Thus, for example, during the workshop, specific departmental objectives
were discussed rather than those more directly related to the SBSC perspectives. Furthermore, a clear
and uniform evaluation scheme and simple terminology were used, e.g., the term “cause and effect
chains” was used rather than the term “strategy map”, and the distinction between leading and lagging
indicators was only introduced at the later stage of strategy map definition. This all served to aid
understanding of the SBSC concept and thus led to greater overall acceptance.

Apart from lack of specific know-how, lack of time also proved to be a constraint in the
development process, particularly with respect to the CEO (this was also the reason for his absence at
the workshop). However, CEO non-attendance at the workshop was subsequently compensated for
by organizing an interview at a later stage of the proceedings.

As is observed in other case studies [20,41], uncertainties emerged concerning the classification
of certain items as either objectives or measures to achieve the objectives. For example, the item
“transition to flexible working hours” was first defined as an objective but after further discussion
was then classified as a means of achieving higher employee satisfaction. The same problem occurred
relating to the objectives “increase of team spirit and collaboration” and “identification with corporate
vision” analyzed. Here, the decision was made to keep these items as separate objectives. This
simply shows that objectives need to be established individually in order to match the needs of
specific companies.

No important challenges occurred after identifying the potential for mutual interactions of
objectives through cause and effect chains.

As can be seen in the strategy map, “securing the company’s independence” was defined as
the top objective, reflecting also the primary strategic objective defined within the strategy analysis
process. Independence—in terms of financial and legal independence—is of utmost importance for the
company because it has and seeks to hold the legal status of a cooperative in the long term.

Furthermore, as it was decided to not introduce a separate non-market perspective but rather
integrate sustainability aspects in the “conventional” BSC perspectives, sustainability oriented
objectives can be found in all four perspectives of the SBSC. These objectives concern the three
dimensions of economic (e.g., “value creating investments”, “increased market value thanks to
sustainability”), ecological (e.g., “increase of process efficiency and environmental performance”,
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“provision of sustainable products”) and social (e.g., “role as steady employer”) sustainability. By this
extensive integration of sustainability aspects in the SBSC, the high importance of sustainability
for the company is reflected. However, prioritizing objectives which finally are taken into
account within the SBSC is a very important but challenging step even within a company, which
acts as a good-practice-example in terms of sustainability management being aware of many
sustainability-related challenges and potentials anyway (see also Section 3.2).

6. Conclusions and Implications

The findings of the present case study expand the boundaries of knowledge regarding the
application of SBSCs in SMEs in two ways: first, the design and implementation process are explored
and reflected and second, barriers and challenges for SMEs while implementing an SBSC were
identified and discussed. Hence, the present paper contributes to the current research by designing a
method for SBSC development which is particularly suitable for SMEs. The adapted development
process which mainly differs in the extend and the succession of the process stages and is characterized
by the use of suitable methods (like evaluation sheets with an easy evaluation scheme, group
discussion) was tested on a concrete example and found to pass muster. This SBSC development
as collaboration of researcher and practitioners, gives further insight into the supporting factors
and challenges relating to SBSC development in SMEs and hereby contributes also to research in
that respected area. Furthermore, the case study, by showing how to develop an SBSC in an SME,
supports decision makers in SMEs in securing a competitive advantage. The findings are crucial
for both scientists and practitioners in that they stimulate scientific discourse on sustainability and
strategic management, highlight the challenges expected in SME implementation, and provide a
certain amount of guidance to other SME managers who may be considering SBSC development in
their own companies.

In sum, the results of the case study support the findings frequently found in the relevant literature.
The study shows that SBSC creation in SMEs is possible once methods are adapted to take account
of company specifics. The process of creating an SBSC in an SME has to be made as simple and
understandable as possible in order to match prevailing conditions concerning strategic management,
organizational structure, company know-how and resources. Thanks to the freedoms inherent in
SBSC methodology and content design, it is quite easy to adapt the SBSC development process to
the individual needs and requirements of SMEs. Moreover, the findings of the case study imply that
SBSC application is useful for SMEs. As an example: although the case company began to integrate
the concept of sustainability into its policies many years ago, the SBSC brings additional benefits by
viewing sustainability management in terms of a holistic perspective. This can help the company—and
other SMEs attempting to raise their level of sustainability—in identifying new fields of action and in
establishing new priorities.

Nevertheless, some limitations have to be considered as well. First, given the research design
applied one has to bear in mind that general statements on this issue are difficult to make since in
practice SMEs are highly heterogeneous entities. For example, the intensive sustainability orientation
observed in the company analyzed above is certainly not the rule. Any number of difficulties might
have arisen given a more critical starting point. Second, although data and information from several
sources have been considered, the amount of workshops and interviews is still limited. Third, the
researchers and practitioners being involved in that action research oriented process also influence the
process and its outcome. Fourth, SBSC covers four stages (design, implementation, use, evolution) but
given the targets of the project, use and evolution of the SBSC is the company’s responsibility only.

Since this research was conducted using only one organization as a case study, further research is
needed. As the present paper focused on development rather than implementation, future research
could be directed at issues such as validation of case study methodology, practicality, and ease of
implementation. Further research could also explore how the SBSC is deployed in SMEs of different
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sizes and industries and how it might be needed to be adapted to fit. Moreover, further areas for
applying Balanced Scorecards, like in local development projects [53], could be explored too.
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