SUSTAINABILITY IN COMPANIES
Procedure and results
of the sustainability strategy workshop for SMEs
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Summary
As part of the Interreg 5a project SARA1, the business development agency of the
district Rendsburg-Eckernförde (WFG) and the Flensburg University of Applied
Sciences (HS) conducted a series of workshops on the development of sustainability
strategies in SME².
Representatives from ten companies took part in the two workshops and a
concluding webinar. Flensburg University of Applied Sciences was represented by
the Professors Dr. Marcus Brandenburg, Department of Business: Logistics and
Supply-Chain Management, and Dr. Dirk Müller, Department of Business:
Innovation and Growth Management, as well as five students. The representatives
of the university were responsible for the content of the seminar and its evaluation.
The aim of the workshops was to support the participating SMEs in establishing or
expanding their sustainability strategy. To this end, the participants worked out the
relevant SDGs3 , their applications and priorities in the companies and instruments
for continuous measurement of success. In the final open webinar, the results were
presented to the participants and the public, as well as concrete recommendations
for their implementation.

1 SARA - Sustainable Development Goals, Adaptable Indicators and Methods, Regional Development
and Active Implementation
2 SME: small and medium-sized enterprises, according EU-criterias
3 SDGs – Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations (https://sdgs.un.org/goals)
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procedure: the workshops
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First workshop date

Introduction to sustainability and SDG issues through keynote
presentations by business support organization WFG and Flensburg
University (a.S.).
-

-

Three dimensions of sustainability: Ecological, social, economical
dimension
Sustainability management should be integrated into every
corporate strategy
Sustainability in supply chains is primarily driven by external parties
such as consumers and politics -> One result of this is the SDGs and
sustainability goals: 17 UN goals are intended to make sustainability
measurable across sectors

[UN objectives define sustainable development goals – SDGs]



Division of the participants into two groups: Service and production.
However, these were not completely clear-cut.
Within the groups, the participants defined the SDGs that are relevant for
their company itself as well as those that are important for the company
environment.
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It turns out that for
-

-

-

the service and trade companies, SDGs 8 (decent work and
economic growth), 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure) and
11 (sustainable cities and communities) are primarily relevant,
the environment of service and retail companies, SDGs 7
(affordable and clean energy) and 13 (climate action) are primarily
relevant,
manufacturing companies, SDGs 8 (decent work and economic
growth), 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure) and 13 (climate
action) are primarily relevant,
the environment of manufacturing companies, SDGs 3 (decent
work and economic growth), 8 (decent work and economic
growth), 12 (sustainable consumption and production) and 13
(climate action) are primarily relevant,
A survey conducted a few months before as part of a master's
thesis showed that SDGs 7, 8, 12, 13 and 15 were the most relevant
to small and medium-sized enterprises (SME).

[Congruence of objectives among enterprises, periphery and peer group]
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[Evaluation of relevant SDG]





Subsequently, various practices were developed that contribute to the
achievement of the individual SDGs. In an open brainstorming session, the
company representatives collected practices that SMEs can use to achieve
the SDGs and accumulated them on a whiteboard.
The items were grouped according to categories "suppliers", “customers",
"employees", "periphery" and "environment".
Finally, the aggregated results were presented by participating students.

[Seven categories of sustainability practices relate to six spheres of action]
A total of 22 sustainability practices were identified and assigned to 7 categories
(see next page)
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Second workshop date

During the second workshop session, the participants marked the relevance
of various sustainability practices in their companies and the extent to
which they were implemented.
The results showed that the relevance and degree of implementation of the
practices were sometimes far apart, while in other cases the degree of
implementation was even higher than the relevance attributed to them.

[Sustainability practices of highest priority within the five categories
according to relevance and degree of implementation]
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[Relevance and degree of implementation by categories]

Outcome assessment by categories
-

All practices are rated as suitable or very suitable.
Certifications & organization fall slightly behind in terms of relevance.
Degree of implementation of supply chain management and environmental
management show a high need for action compared to relevance.
Results regarding certifications suggest overcompliance.
(Note: The results don’t necessarily represent conditions with SME, but
primarily reflect standards of the participating companies).



A total of 18 different preconditions for sustainability practices have been
identified and categorized (see next page). These are based on companies’
input and added by applications from complementary literature.
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[Identified preconditions for SDG from companies’ practice and literature]
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Using questionnaires and literature, a total of 62 metrics were developed to
measure the performance of the 9 relevant SDGs.

KPI SDG 3:
GOOD HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

Number of occupational safety inspections
Number of ergonomic workplaces
Audits/trainings offered
Lwisure and sports activities provided
Weekly Covid-19 tests
Sickness rate
Number/rate of occupational accidents
Availability of company physician

KPI SDG 6:
CLEAN WATER AND SANITAION
Water consumption measurement
% Proportion of rainwater
Proportion of recirculated water
Degree of water cleanliness
Number of sanitary facilities

KPI SDG 7:
AFFORDABLE AND CLEAN ENERGY
Number of solar panels
Number of PV systems
% share of self-produced energy
% share of renewable energies
Measurement of energy consumption (kWh)
% share of e-vehicles (operating hours)
Energy cost

KPI SDG 8:
DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH
employee-satisfaction
Employee turnover (%)
Audits/training/ further training offers
Growth in number of employees
EBIT
Growth in turnover
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Balance sheet (% growth)
Equity ratio
Acquisitions/ Spin offs
Customer satisfaction
ROI (return of investment)

KPI SDG 9:
INDUSTRY, INNOVATION AND INFRASTRUCTUR
Number of new products
Patent rate
Investment rate
New acquisition rate
Operating downtimes
Fuel efficient vehicles (average age of fleet)
Route planning/truck utilization rate

KPI SDG 12:
RESPONSIBLE CONSUMPTION AND PRODUCTION
Share of organic products

Proportion of regional products
Average product lifetime
Recycling rate
Repair rate
Proportion of "unpacked" food
Paper consumption

KPI SDG 13:
CLIMATE ACTION
CO2-footprint

kWh vs. gasoline consumption
Energy consumption “Operations”
Number of environmental certifications

KPI SDG 14:
LIFE BELOW WATER
Output microplastics
Financial commitment to climate protection
Water consumption
Water discharged from production
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KPI SDG 15:
LIFE ON LAND

Number of nature conservation measures
Compensatory measures in %
Number of environmental infringements
Investments in ecological projects
Compensatory measures in %
Measurement of noise emission
Number of complaints from stakeholders
Investments in the surrounding area (e.g. local community)
*KPI: Key Performance Indicators

The relevance of the individual SDGs varies from company to company, as does the
suitability of various measures. The Pentathlon Framework and the Design Thinking
method may help with orientation:

Pentathlon Framework as an analysis tool on company and project level
Identification of five key elements for optimal performance
1. an innovation strategy is necessary to identify where innovation is most
needed to guide and influence the selection and implementation of
ideas
2. idea generation in response to problems and challenges
3. prioritization of ideas
4. implementation of ideas
5. implementation of innovation into corporate culture

Design Thinking: Creative but structured process for problem solving in two steps:
1. understand problem (observe and define point of view)
2. solve problem (collect and test ideas)
The prerequisites are structured (guided) processes, spatial solutions that
are as variable as possible, and a multidisciplinary team. Design Thinking is
used for the creative management of poorly structured problems. It should
be tested in entrepreneurial practice and learned in daily use.
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summary of the workshop-results

SDGs 7 (Renewable energy), 8 (Good work/Economic growth) and 13
(Responsible consumption) are particularly relevant as intersections for the
own organization, the business environment and the stakeholders of the
participating companies.
The workshop results were compared with the results of the master's thesis
by Ms. Franziska Lau. For the thesis "Sustainability in companies of the
German-Danish Interreg region", 15 semi-structured interviews with
companies from the border region were conducted on the topic of
sustainable procurement management. The work has been done in
cooperation with the WFG Kreis Rendsburg-Eckernförde and supervised by
University Flensburg (a.S.).
Sustainability practices identified in the workshops were assigned to seven
categories (see: Presentation of results). These relate to six operational
impact areas.
Discrepancies between relevance and degree of SDG implementation in the
companies were revealed. For example, the practice of certification
experiences a high level of implementation and thus exceeds the relevance
attributed to it. This contrasts e.g. with the areas of emissions and supplier
management. Both are seen as operational priorities, but fall behind
regarding the level of implementation.
18 prerequisites for sustainability practices were identified and assigned to
the respective practices. The integration of sustainability into the corporate
strategy and culture holds a significant role. For a successful implementtation, a determined company management and the involvement of
employees are essential. The mere orientation and adherence to legal
guidelines within the framework of operational compliance was not
identified as a driver for sustainable entrepreneurial activity.
For nine strategic sustainability goals, a total of 62 metrics for performance
measuring were identified during the workshops and from the literature.

For strategy development in SMEs, the Pentathlon framework in
combination with the Design Thinking model yield valuable aids to examine
complex contexts and to initiate innovation processes.
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In evaluating the results, the following limitations should be noted as well as
considered as next steps:

[Limitations of research design, such as: limited no. of participants and industry
branches, practical transfer of results, time frame of research]

Recommendations for action - for a strategic
orientation towards sustainability







A strategic positioning of companies with the topic of sustainability is
recommended
Sustainability goals should be aligned with SDGs and anchored in the
corporate strategy
Prerequisites and practices must be created for operational use
Top management needs to be convinced of the strategic objectives and the
workforce should be involved in the measures
The formulated goals should be frequently monitored
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Notes:
The insights researched, apply primarily to those SMEs participating in the
workshops. They cannot entirely be generalized.
The master thesis referred to from Ms. Franziska Lau (MA Sc.), can be reviewed at
https://www.sara-interreg.eu/news/.
If you have questions about SARA or you are interested in further consulting with
students at Flensburg University (a.S.) , please contact Stephan Lubomierski,
Wirtschaftsförderung Kreis Rendsburg-Eckernförde (s.lubomierski@wfg-rd.de).
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