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Abstract 
  
Traditional concepts in economic theory state that the sole purpose of a company is to make as 
much money for its owners (or shareholders). This paper explores discussions and theories 
regarding alternatives to this model, and in doing so examines whether a business can 
simultaneously contribute to social and/or environmental issues in a meaningful way or benefit a 
wider group of interested parties beyond the traditional definition of owners.  
 
The paper discusses traditional neo-liberal economic views of the company as well as various 
topics relating to Corporate Social Responsibility, sustainability, development and stakeholder 
theory. It then develops a condensed theory that the authors abstract from the literature on this 
subject, drawing on the similarities in theories developed by a range of theorists and academics. 
 
Once the theoretical framework is presented, the results of a number of interviews, 
questionnaires and surveys are analysed in order to discuss the applicability of theories regarding 
a Triple Bottom Line to real business cases. Yin’s (2009) Case Study Method is used to collect 
and analyse evidence drawn from the corporate sector, academia and social entrepreneurs.  
 
The Swedish cases Ericsson, Tetra Pak, Max Hamburgers and Mitt Liv are analysed. They are 
four very different companies but to a certain extent alike when looking from a “Triple Bottom 
Line” view. Ericsson is a global, publicly owned corporation, Tetra Pak and Max are both 
privately owned enterprises while Mitt Liv, which is a “social enterprise” and not a profit 
maximizing enterprise, on the other hand, has social issues as their core value proposition. 
 
The authors conclude that despite considerable scepticism from academics, business people and 
development practitioners, particularly in Sweden due perhaps to “the Nordic model”, more and 
more organisations both large and small are working in ways which generate profit while 
benefiting the environment as well as societies or communities where the business activity is 
conducted. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background  
According to traditional or neoclassical economic theory, the goal of a firm is to maximise profit 
in both the short and the long run (Keat and Young 2009:29) for its owners, which in the case of 
public companies are its shareholders. In a famous article in 1970 Milton Friedman argued that: 
 

“In a free-enterprise, private-property system, a corporate executive is an employee of the owners of the 
business. He has direct responsibility to his employers. That responsibility is to conduct the business in 
accordance with their desires, which generally will be to make as much money as possible while conforming 
to the basic rules of the society, both those embodied in law and those embodied in ethical custom.” 
(Friedman 1970).  

 
Even in recent years, such neoclassical views continue to find favour. In response to the British 
Petroleum (BP) oil-spill disaster in 2010, Chrystia Freeland wrote that part of the reason for the 
disaster was precisely because BP had not been focusing on its “core goal” (Freeland 2010) which 
is its business. She argued that BP was distracted by Corporate Social Responsibility, which 
meant it neglected to focus on what was important, such as safety. Although, her argument seems 
to contradict itself, the main idea is clear:  
 

“The job of business is to make money – in BP's case by producing energy, particularly fossil fuels ... 
Even the most cuddly, caring chief executive is ultimately charged with a selfish central mission: to 
generate profit for her shareholders.” (Freeland 2010) 
 

Drawing heavily on Friedman, Freeland goes on to say “the chief social responsibility of business 
is to make a buck – and the social responsibility of government is to be sure that perfectly proper 
corporate greed is channelled and constrained for the greater good of us all.” (Freeland 2010) 
 
However, this neoclassical view has been widely challenged by many academics from a number 
of different perspectives. Keat and Young (2009) argue that in order to maximise profits, modern 
companies need to focus on “non-economic objectives” such as employee welfare, customer 
satisfaction and being “a good citizen”. Indeed, in recent years such “non-economic objectives” 
have come to the fore, with the financial crisis starting in 2007 as well as recent examples of 
environmental disasters either caused, or exacerbated by, corporations such as the case of British 
Petroleum mentioned above or Japan Energy. More and more look to socially and environmental 
responsibility of businesses as increasingly paramount. As Keat and Young argue, such “non-
economic objectives” of companies should not be seen in terms of costs or as a distraction to 
profit maximisation: 
 

“Today’s markets and institutions constrain companies in many ways that did not exist in the past. 
Therefore, companies must concern themselves with creating employee and customer satisfaction and 
maintaining social responsibility to a much higher degree than in the past. But these considerations do not 
contradict the profit maximization principle.” (Keat and Young 2009:32)  

 
The importance of a wider, more inclusive perspective of the goal of the company and the need 
for a company to focus on social and environmental issues is widely discussed and widely 
acknowledged. A quick scan of major business and financial articles will confirm this. In addition, 
as a result of the economic crisis, a lot of criticism has been targeted on business schools for, as 
Jeanette Purcell (Chief Executive for the Association of MBAs) points out, “teaching the wrong 
things to MBA students and neglecting topics such as risk management, corporate governance 
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and business ethics” (Purcell 2010). This was, for example, discussed at the World Economic 
Forum Annual Meeting in Davos in January 2011. Purcell argues that business schools, at least 
the ones affiliated to her association, hold the dominant view that: 
 

“[T]he [MBA] degree should adopt a stakeholder focus over a shareholder one. The development of more 
rounded individuals with strong leadership skills, and the ability to integrate ethical, sustainable and 
stakeholder thinking into their management decisions, represents a clear steer for the Association of 
MBAs and Business Schools as they design the MBA of tomorrow.” (Purcell 2010) 

 
A plethora of ideas and academic research has grown around the subject including calls for a 
wider conceptualisation of the owners of a company, such as the “stakeholder approach” 
(Friedman 1984), discussions about the significance and role of Corporate Social Responsibility 
in relation to a company’s primary goals, and also discussions about the role of businesses in 
actually creating social and environmental value.  
 
Much of the debate revolving around the true goals of a company and whether non-economic 
objectives can happily co-exist with profit maximization is a debate over ideological perspectives. 
We argue that neoclassical views of the business, such as those propagated by Milton Friedman, 
are grounded on an ideological and politicized perspective of a company, which has very little to 
do with companies operating in regulated markets. Of interest to this study is, instead, a debate 
with takes for granted that regulation exists and that companies do not operate in a pure profit 
maximization way as neoclassical economists would like us to believe. It is this debate that this 
study will focus upon. 

1.2. Problem discussion  
Today, environmental regulation, EC Directives, the United Nations Global Compact1, antitrust 
laws, the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002, employee welfare and customer demands place a great deal 
of demands on companies to behave in ways which contradict traditional neoclassical views.  
 
Further, the recent economic recession and a larger focus on global environmental issues in 
combination with pressing discussions on how to support the raising number of global 
inhabitants’ social and environmental issues are being addressed also in the business arena.  
 
But why is social responsibility important? One answer to this question can be read in the new 
ISO 26000:2010 Guidance for social responsibility voluntary standard: 
 

 “…An organization's performance in relation to the society in which it operates and to its impact on the 
environment has become a critical part of measuring its overall performance and its ability to continue 
operating effectively. This is, in part, a reflection of the growing recognition of the need to ensure healthy 
ecosystems, social equity and good organizational governance. In the long run, all organizations' activities 
depend on the health of the world's ecosystems. Organizations are subject to greater scrutiny by their 
various stakeholders.” (www.iso.org) 
  

Moving beyond the debate over ideological or political perspectives, a lot of interesting research 
has been carried out about how and why companies pursue Corporate Social Responsibility goals. 
In other words, ways in which companies are involved in creating social and environmental value.  
 

                                                 
1 A voluntary initiative in which businesses commit to ten universal principles in the areas of human rights, labour, 
environment and anti- corruption. (http://www.unglobalcompact.org/) 
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In part, this debate is driven by citizens who no longer see government as the sole provider of 
social and environmental issues and look to businesses to act in certain ways that not only avoid 
environmental degradation or exacerbating social problems but actively mitigate them. Consumer 
demands have therefore forced the hand of many companies to at least behave like Corporate 
Social Responsibility is a key priority. This is not solely consumer driven and many aid 
organizations and governments also see the private sector playing a key role in alleviating poverty 
or protecting and preserving the environment. The European Commission recently discussed the 
importance of the private sector’s involvement in social innovation: 
 

“The EU has identified social innovation as a key means of responding to societal challenges in which the 
boundary between 'social' and 'economic' blurs, and wants to see this field become an integral part of 
social policies and schemes as it can meet changing social needs which are not adequately addressed by the 
market or the public sector.” (European Commission 2011). 
 

This idea has also been addressed in the Obama administration in the USA where in 2009 they 
established an “Office of Social Innovation and Civic Participation” to catalyze new and 
innovative ways of encouraging government to do business differently. In the past, the non-profit 
organizations have been given philanthropic money to be innovative but often with no clear way 
to measure impact. President Obama now hopes to see more of bottom-up innovations:  
 

“catalytic innovations can surpass the status quo by providing good enough solutions to inadequately 
addressed social problems. Catalytic innovations are a subset of disruptive innovations, distinguished by 
their primary focus on social change, often on a national scale.” (Christensen et al 2006 p96) 

However, the level of involvement by companies in the development arena varies depending on 
the country a company happens to be operating in. Sweden and the Nordic countries can be 
typified by “the Nordic Model” (Andersen et al. 2007; Sachs 2006) that focuses on a mixed 
market economy, characterised by the state/government taking care of social welfare. In this 
model, the business arena is not traditionally seen to be involved in creating social or sustainable 
value. In the US the situation is not the same which could lead to more innovative ways for 
performing business since there is traditionally not the same level of social safety net.  
 
In recent years, many ideas have emerged which actually explore the very nature of how 
businesses are involved in creating social and environmental value. Instead of seeing Corporate 
Social Responsibility activities as being forced upon companies (Kramer and Porter 2011) these 
ideas challenge traditional or neoclassical views of the company by saying that there is economic 
value in creating social and environmental value, and companies need to move from a short-term 
shareholder driven perspective to a longer-term stakeholder one. 
  
Nestlé, for example, have found that they can go beyond “fair trade” to creating value for both 
the local farmer in South America and better beans for their coffee. Typically, fair trade ensures 
that the producers receive a fair price and enjoy good working conditions. For its “Nespresso” 
coffee, Nestlé educates farmers on running the farm more efficiently and ecologically, helps 
farmers get a better quality of coffee and buys the beans directly from the farmer.  The result is 
that the farmer earns more money, gets more knowledgeable, can employ staff and Nestlé gets 
finer produce – leading to increased value for both society and the company (Porter and Kramer 
2011; www.nestle.com, 15 April 2011). 
 
Some discussions have focused on how companies can alleviate poverty among the world’s 
poorest populations. Prahalad and Hart first coined the term “Bottom of the Pyramid” in 2002 
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and this led to a whole body of research about businesses creating social value while focusing on 
creating economic value by doing business with the poor.  
 
Other examples highlight how company efforts to meet environmental regulations on carbon 
dioxide emissions have also led to savings from a reduction in energy and fuel.  
 
These ideas and debates touch upon issues of new ways of doing business, and challenge 
traditional perceptions of the company. Are these growing areas of concern forcing us into a new 
type of economy? Are we moving from a market-based economy to a mixed type of economy, 
based on the needs of both the market and society? Does this mean that companies now have a 
Triple Bottom Line? In order to maximise profit, do companies need to focus on creating social 
and economic value – and that economic value in today’s business climate depends on social 
value? And, furthermore, if companies are involved in creating social and environmental value 
then are there particular organisational forms which are optimal for such an approach?  

1.3.  Problem formulation and purpose 
This study explores a range of ideas which all have a similar theme: that companies need to bring 
social and economic issues into their core strategies rather than viewing them as external or 
peripheral to the creation of economic or shareholder value. In doing so, these companies move 
beyond notions of generating (short-term) profits for shareholders to a broader, more inclusive, 
long-term approach where the act of doing business becomes the primary means for eradicating 
poverty, improving health, protecting the environment and achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals. This formed the basis of our research questions. 
 
Specifically, we posed the following questions: 

� Can an organisation actually focus on creating a social or environmental benefit while 
focussing simultaneously on economic profit? 

� How do we measure this? 
� If this is possible, then what kind of organisational forms succeed in doing so? 

 
In order to address such questions, an extensive literature review was carried out of various ideas, 
their empirical base and criticisms. We were then able to draw out a theoretical framework from 
the literature review which we used to analyse examples of organisations, large and small, to see 
whether the theories had general applicability. 
 
Friedman in his famous article “The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits” 
(Friedman 1970) dismissed business involvement in social ends as “socialism”, and the business 
people who promote social issues as “unwitting puppets of the intellectual forces that have been 
undermining the basis of a free society these past decades”.  
 
The authors felt that the constraints on modern businesses mean that there is no logical basis for 
discussing neoclassical opinions that businesses should focus on only economic value creation. 
This we see as a normative construction that appears to be perpetuated by “classical” views of 
economics and yet lacks any empirical evidence in today’s reality. It was, therefore, decided to 
proceed based on the assumption that companies do engage in corporate social responsibility, 
whether they like it or not.  
 
As the central research question concerns whether profit maximising activities are compatible 
with environmental or social activities (such as health provision, access to basic services or 
poverty reduction), a wide range of ideas, reviewed and discussed below, have a fundamental 
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assumption that organisations, financing mechanisms and “social” entrepreneurial activity can 
incorporate this tripartite purpose.  

1.4. De-limitations  
This study restricts itself to an analysis of literature on the subject as well as a few, mainly 
Swedish, case-studies. An extensive empirical study or validation of the empirical research already 
carried by the protagonists of various ideas could not have been carried out in the time-frame for 
this study. In addition, the authors would have liked to have followed a grounded theory 
approach to the assignment but this would not have been possible given the time constraints. 
Finally, this paper does not approach attempts to measure “value” or “sustainability” etc. Instead, 
limited focused interviews and questionnaires to various organisations formed the basis of the 
evidence to discuss the theoretical framework and to attempt to measure the Triple Bottom Line.  

1.5. Thesis structure 
This paper initially outlines relevant theoretical ideas and academic arguments as well as explores 
the various terms that these ideas discuss. The paper then goes on to discuss actual cases where 
companies or “social entrepreneurs” either actively follow theories or their activities can be 
understood through the lens provided by such theories. This section will follow a multiple-case 
study (Yin 2009) approach in order to provide a variety of perspectives or examples relating to 
the theoretical aspect of the paper. The conclusion summarises the findings and discusses 
implications for future research.   
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2. Theory 
The theoretical framework is two-fold. There is a large volume of literature on the subject of 
business involvement with creating social value and economic value, and the first part of the 
theory section focuses on a review of this literature. The second part of the theoretical section 
attempts to evaluate and filter the various theories and ideas to form a theoretical model which is 
applicable to the organisations targeted in this study2.  
 
There are a number of contemporary theories which discuss the role of business in sustainability 
or social issues, all of which say similar things but from different perspectives. The most recent is 
the notion of “Creating Shared Value” by Porter and Kramer 2011. However, Porter and Kramer 
draw directly from a number of earlier ideas from other academics (without acknowledging 
them3) including Stuart L Hart’s “Sustainable Value” and “Measured Value”, Jed Emerson’s 
“Blended Value”, Edward Freeman’s “Stakeholder management”. In addition, although these 
ideas distance themselves from a conventional understanding of Corporate Social Responsibility, 
they are in fact more of a continuation or evolution of the debate around the need for a broader 
concept of business and, as such, can be traced back to the work of Laurence Feldman, Philip 
Kotler and Sidney Levy at the end of the 1960s on “societal marketing”.   
 
The analysis of the empirical data and reference back to the research question will also involve 
the discussion over the form that activities related to creating economic and social value take. In 
this regard, we discuss conventional companies involved with CSR, social entrepreneurs as well 
as the combination of the two in “Hybrid Value Chains” (Drayton & Budinich 2010). 

2.1. Literature review 

2.1.1. Corporate Social Responsibility 
Before one can discuss the various theories that frame this paper, it is useful to define what 
Corporate Social Responsibility is. However, as Ludescher and Mahsud (2010) point out, the 
term is very broad, and can mean “any activity that promotes the welfare pf any stakeholder of a 
business corporation” (Ludescher and Mahsud 2010: pp123). This can involve philanthropic 
activities, activities targeting communities and employees, activities to protect and promote 
suppliers, protection of the environment and social interventions. In fact, as Ludescher and 
Mahsud (2010) argue, “[t]he CSR concept’s looseness and generality enable it to encompass such 
a wide variety of ethical practices that it has practically become meaningless.” (Ludescher and 
Mahsud 2010: pp123) 
Corporate social responsibility and corporate philanthropy have also been criticised by a number 
of academics who argue that such approaches keep environmental and social issues on the 
periphery of a company (Porter & Kramer, 2011; Hart 2011; Prahalad 2004). The purpose of this 
paper is to move beyond the broad all-inclusive CSR term that includes activities that represent a 
trade-off for companies. Instead of philanthropic activities or the channelling of a certain 
percentage of a company’s profits to a social or environmental good, we discuss below a number 
of theories that attempt to make business sense. That is, they attempt to argue that there can be a 
Triple Bottom Line. 
 
                                                 
2 In accordance with the course guidelines provided by Blekinge Institute of Technology for this 
particular programme. 
3 This was confirmed in a reply to an email the authors sent to Stuart L Hart 13 April 2011 (See 
Appendix 1) 
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On the other hand, the Economist (2005) criticised the so-called “win-win” approach to 
Corporate Social Responsibility, saying that it cannot really be classed as Corporate Social 
Responsibility if a company makes money from it. At the heart of the Economist’s argument was 
the perception that “CSR is at best a gloss on capitalism, not the deep systemic reform that its 
champions deem desirable” (The Economist 2005). That is, CSR is usually about glossy 
brochures and statements of intent, and not about a radical re-thinking of a capitalist system 
which, according to the Economist, does not need fixing. 
 
We choose not to reject the CSR term outright, however for the purposes of this paper we focus 
on business activities where social and environmental activities are supposedly integrated in a 
core business strategy. According to Stuart L Hart (2011), Friedman’s famous quote that “the 
social responsibility of business is to increase profit” (Friedman 1970) is actually correct. Hart 
argues that “it makes little sense for corporate managers to spend the shareholders' money on pet 
philanthropic projects that have little or no connection to the company's work.” (Hart 2011). 
Fundamentally, argues Hart, this does not mean that Friedman is right to think that corporations 
have no role to play in social and environmental issues. To the contrary, corporations have a 
crucial role to play by focusing on making money while creating social or environmental value.  

2.1.2. ISO 26000:2010 Guidance for social responsibility 
ISO 26000 is a voluntary International Standard, ISO 26000:2010, guidance for social 
responsibility. It aims to be a first step in helping all types of organization in both the public and 
private sectors to consider implementing ISO 26000 as a way to achieve the benefits of operating 
in a socially responsible manner. In figure 1 the core subjects of ISO 26000 is placed into a larger 
context, and aims to describe the different elements of ISO 26000. 
 
The document contains seven core subjects;  

1. organization governance,  
2. human rights,  
3. labour practices, 
4. the environment,  
5. fair operating practices,  
6. consumer issues and  
7. community involvement and development.  

 
 

Figure 1:  A schematic overview of ISO 26000 (ISO 2010) 
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2.1.3. Societal and sustainable marketing 
In terms of marketing, there is a related debate regarding the need to shift the focus of marketing 
activities from consumer wants to a broader, more inclusive concept. Societal marketing 
recognises that “what consumers want is sometimes at odd with societal welfare” (Kotler et al 
2008: p98). If a company follows the principles of societal marketing it therefore looks at the 
impact on society rather than just on the actual consumer of a particular product. A balance is 
made between a consumer’s immediate wants and a consumer’s / society’s long-run interests.  
 
Sustainable marketing is similar to societal marketing but holds that when a company aims to 
meet consumers’ needs it should not do so at the expense of future generations. The concept 
therefore builds upon societal marketing by adding a time-frame to it. The fundamental essence 
of sustainable marketing is in shifting the focus of satisfying short-term needs to long-term 
needs. For example the marketing of SUVs may meet immediate consumers’ wants but what is 
the “third- person” (Kotler et al.  2008: p110) or social cost from buying a “gas-guzzler” or a 
vehicle that is more likely to kill a pedestrian in a collision than a normal car with crumple zones? 
 
With both concepts, it is not just a matter of applying ethics to the principles of marketing but 
recognising that there are external, wider costs from focusing solely on immediate consumer 
wants. In other words, the concepts acknowledge that the marketing of a good to a consumer 
need to take into account the societal or environmental implications of consuming a particular 
product as well as looking at what this consumption means to future generations.     

2.1.4. Shared Value 
The concept of shared value can be defined as policies and operating practices that enhance the 
competitiveness of a company while simultaneously advancing the economic and social 
conditions in the communities in which it operates. Shared value creation focuses on identifying 
and expanding the connections between societal and economic progress. Porter and Kramer 
(2011) argue that the short-term, quarterly business thinking has to be revised and the connection 
between company success and society success has to be reinvented in order for the next evolution of 
capitalism. They also argue that companies that have shared value incorporated in their value chain 
have a large competitive advantage in terms of attracting highly-educated staff that look for 
purpose in a company.  
 
The authors mean that there are three ways in order to create shared value: 

I. Reconceiving products and markets: going back to the basic need the product is 
supposed to meet. Instead of, for example, focusing on the taste of a product to sell 
more, the company should ask if the product is meeting the nutritional need for its 
customers. 

 “An ongoing exploration of societal needs will lead companies to discover new opportunities 
for differentiation and repositioning in traditional markets, and to recognize the potential of 
new markets they previously overlooked.”(Porter & Kramer, 2011: p68) 

II. Redefining productivity in the value chain, through:  

a. re-examining the energy use and improving logistics,  
b. better resource utilization 

c. redesigning procurement 
d. new distribution models 
e. increasing employee productivity through better health care 

f. location, using local producers  
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III. Building supporting clusters in the company’s locations: to drive productivity, 
innovation and competitiveness that results in a positive cycle of economic and social 
development. 

 
To pursue Shared Value, governments should have regulations that help: clear and measurable 
goals, performance standards where method of getting there is up to the company, phase-in 
periods for meeting the standards, universal measurements and performance reporting systems 
and efficient and timely reporting of results that can be audited by government. 
 
While certainly not original, the concept of “Shared Value” has ignited a good deal of discussion 
around the future of the enterprise (with even a one-hour debate at this year’s World Economic 
Forum (World Economic Forum 2011) being devoted to it where they clearly stated that 
economic and social value has to be brought together). 

2.1.5. Sustainable Value 
Stuart L Hart developed a framework for linking global sustainability to the creation of 
shareholder value by companies. As with the concept of Creating Shared Value, Hart argues that 
companies can “identify strategies and practices that contribute to a more sustainable world while 
simultaneously driving shareholder value”. Hart argues that there are four areas to sustainable 
value: 1) pollution prevention, 2) product stewardship (managing the full lifecycle of products), 3) 
clean technology and 4) base of the pyramid (new businesses to meet the needs of the poor).  
(Hart 2011).  
 
Drawing on earlier ideas, such as Elkington (1994) regarding “win-win-win” business strategies, 
Hart and Milstein (2003) discuss business involvement with sustainability (a concept which 
encompasses social and environmental issues). They defined a “social enterprise” as “one that 
contributes to sustainable development by delivering simultaneously economic, social, and 
environmental benefits” (Hart and Milstein 2003: pp56). Hart and Milstein argued that managers 
of companies needed to look beyond seeing sustainability as a cost, a legal requirement, a 
“nuisance”, or a “moral mandate”. Instead, the authors attempted to argue that shareholder 
creation is multi-dimensional, based on a balancing act of various internal and external interests 
set in a time-frame of the present and future (Hart and Milstein 2003: pp58). From this 
shareholder value framework, the authors develop a sustainability value framework, arguing that:  
 

“the multiple challenges associated with global sustainability, seen through the appropriate business lenses, 
can help to identify strategies and practices which improve performance in all four quadrants of the 
shareholder-value framework. This, in turn, facilitates the creation of sustainable value for the firm.” 
(Hart and Milstein 2003: pp58) 

2.1.6. Blended Value 
Jed Emerson’s notion of “Blended Value” argues that “all organizations, whether for-profit or 
not, create value that consists of economic, social and environmental value components – and 
that investors (whether market-rate, charitable or some mix of the two) simultaneously generate 
all three forms of value through providing capital to organizations.” (Emerson and Bonini 2004) 
“Blended value” is therefore similar to “Shared value” and “Sustainable value”.  
In their key article on the subject, Emerson and Bonini set out to create a model of the Blended 
Value Proposition. Fundamentally, they argue, the notion that firms create economic value while 
NGOs, non-profits and governments create social value is based on an artificial construct of 
value. Value is not divisible, they argue:  
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“The fact that we’ve structured our world on the assumption that one can separate the component elements 
of value has brought us to a place of collective dissonance that must ultimately be rectified. Blended Value 
(also referred to as the Blended Value Proposition) posits that value is generated from the combined 
interplay between the component parts of economic, social and environmental performance.” (Emerson 
and Bonini 2004: 15) 

 
To summarise their proposition, Emerson and Bonini use Elkington’s term “the Triple Bottom 
Line”: that firms need to focus on creating a tripartite value. 

2.1.7. Stakeholder management 
Stakeholder theory can be traced back to the work of R. Edward Freeman and although has 
complex components, is basically relevant to this paper in that it explores how companies need 
to look beyond stockholders (or shareholders) to building their strategies around key 
stakeholders. The ideas are relevant to this study in that Freeman’s ideas pre-date much of the 
current ideas surrounding the need to move beyond neoclassical definitions of profit 
maximisation for shareholders (or owners) to a wider, more inclusive category. Current categories 
of stakeholders often include: consumers and customers; employees and business partners; 
investors and shareholders; NGOs and “influencers”.  

2.1.8. Hybrid Value Chain 
Drayton and Budinich wrote an article in Harvard Business Review about Hybrid Value Chains 
where they explain them as the combination of the best of for-profit organizations and the best 
of non-profit organizations where “Businesses offer scale, expertise in manufacturing and operations, and 
financing. Social entrepreneurs and organizations contribute lower costs, strong social networks, and deep insights 
into customers and communities” (Drayton & Budinich 2010:58) 
 
In order for this collaboration to work they need to create real economic and social value. In the 
Hybrid Value Chains (HVC) you combine the complimentary of the two groups. The imbalance 
between the two groups started already in the 1700s the authors claim, and “by 1980 the imbalance 
between the business and social sectors of society had become intolerable. (We had great TVs but lousy education.)” 
(Drayton & Budinich 2010: p58). 
 
Porter and Kramer (2011) also state that there has to be a collaboration among all parties in order 
to reach Shared Value.  Another example of the same concept is discussed by Kania and Kramer 
(2011) that state that governments have to work together with both the profit and the non-profit 
sector in order to reach fast and sustainable solutions. Either sector are not used to working in 
this hybrid manner why there are a some points to be pointed out to reach the collective impact 
that everyone will benefit from. 
 

� a common agenda; a shared vision for change that are to be made through agreed upon 
actions 

� shared measurement systems; otherwise there is no way to find out whether or not 
you have succeded 

� mutually reinforcing activities; activities will differ according to the abilities of the 
stakeholders but the overarching goal will be met  

� continuous communication; in order to keep the level of understanding between the 
different parties at par, meetings have to be held at a regular basis in order to keep the 
process moving forward. It is also important for the right level of participant to be sent, if 
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it is supposed to be the CEO of the company, an employee of lower rank could not be 
sent to the meetings 

� backbone support organizations; when creating collective impact the authors found 
that to be able to really enhance the process there should be another organization that 
facilitates it. “…these backbone organizations embody the principles of adaptive 
leadership: the ability to focus people’s attention and create a sense of urgency, the skill to 
apply pressure to stakeholders without overwhelming them, the competence to frame 
issues in a way that presents opportunities as well as difficulties, and the strength to 
mediate conflict among stakeholders.” (Kania & Kramer 2011; p 40)  

2.1.9. The Bottom of the Pyramid 
Some persuasively articulated theories relate to an approach companies can take to business by 
focussing on markets which have been traditionally ignored – the world’s poorest billions, 75-
80% of the population of the world living on less than a per capita income of US$1,500. In 2002 
Prahalad and Hart first presented their ideas of “The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid” in 
which they argued that if companies focussed products and services on the very poorest, tier four 
of a World Economic Pyramid, rather than tier one and two that companies traditionally focused 
on, then companies could make substantial profits at the same time they created benefits for the 
world’s poorest. Prahalad’s ideas have been hotly contested on various grounds which will be 
discussed in this paper, but, despite this, a lot of corporate activity is in reality helping the poor 
help themselves in particular areas, such as mobile communications, health or hygiene products, 
and the question is how long the western world can ignore the largest part of the population if 
corporations still will expand their businesses? 

When addressing this market almost everything done for the Tier 1 market has to be done the 
other way around; from “bigger is better” to small scale operations combined with world scale 
capabilities. This goes beyond corporate social responsibility. Prahalad argued that he poor must 
become active, informed and involved consumers (and not be seen as passive victims or 
recipients of government hand-outs). (The Economist 2004)  

Prahalad argued that the spread of mobile phones in Africa illustrates how market-based 
solutions can bring about social and economic transformation (Prahalad 2005). Consumer 
demand for such technology at the “Bottom of the Pyramid” necessitates corporations to change 
their approach to the market, for example by providing cheap mobile phones with pay-as-you-go 
airtime cards instead of high-tech “smart” phones with expensive subscriptions. 

Orthodoxies to be reexamined  

Common misconceptions held by companies in the western world mean that they have 
traditionally ignored the value of this 4-5 billion people market: 

� The poor people of the world are not the target customer because using the “normal” 
cost structures does not work and western companies can there for not compete in this 
market.  

� The poor cannot afford what is being produced and they are not interested in new 
technology.  

� This enormous group of people is left in the arms of governments and non-profit 
organizations since they are thought of as not viable for old economies.  

� The humanitarian dimension and low intellectual excitement of the bottom of the 
pyramid is not tempting to managers.   
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The question is how you combine low cost with good quality, sustainability and profitability? 
 
One of the challenges for the old economy is to reach the micro consumers in rural areas and 
here Prahalad describes how village women entrepreneurs in India, called Sahkti Amma 
(“empowered mother”) has a knowledge of what the village needs and what products are in 
demand. These women now earn money and are new micro consumers. They are also educators 
and access points for the rural BOP micro consumers. Prahalad argued that when the poor are 
converted into consumers they get access to a world that before only was reserved for the classes 
above. 
 
Innovation and IT are vehicles 

To be able to find solutions to handle this new market, new innovations must lead the way. IT 
and CTI (computer telephony integration) will also be an enabler for this development. When 
creating innovative ideas you have to share them in order to develop them further and use the 
intelligence of many people rather than just a few.  
 
In terms of social benefits, a considerable number of corporate initiatives focus on the poorest 
billions in the world. This, therefore, sets the above issues firmly within the debate around the 
“Bottom of the Pyramid”. 
 
 

Criticisms of the Bottom of the Pyramid approach 

One of Prahalad’s most vocal critics has been Aneel Karnani. In a paper commissioned by the 
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) he criticised not only 
the Bottom of the Pyramid approach but also the “movement” that stresses the important role of 
free markets in poverty reduction. Karnani criticised this approach on two main fronts: that a 
romanticised view of the poor as able to lift themselves out of poverty ignored the role of 
important legal, regulatory and social mechanisms; and that the approach overemphasises micro-
credit rather than “fostering modern enterprises” (Karnani 2009). Not surprisingly, as the paper 
was commissioned by a United Nations agency, Karnani was critical of how theories that focus 
on the market approach to poverty reduction ignore the role of the state (and we can infer from 
this international organisations). Karnani also criticises Prahalad specifically for failing to provide 
sufficient evidence for his theories (Karnani 2009: p2) and failing to really define what the poor 
are. Karnani cites lack of education and lack of information as well as preferences for alcohol and 
festivals or weddings as hampering an ability to make rational choices. Karnani also criticised 
Prahalad for over-estimating the value of the “market” at the Bottom of the Pyramid. Which 
means companies operating at the fourth tier will unlikely reap the sort of revenues promised by 
Prahalad.  
 
Prahalad’s detailed response to such criticisms as Karnani’s was reproduced by London & Hart 
(2011) as it serves as a clarification on the ideas first presented in 2004. Importantly, Prahalad 
provided data as well as clarified examples of the cellular phone revolution and its role in 
“creating the capacity to consume”. It is this theme that London and Hart (2011) build upon, 
reaffirming the key argument that the poor can and do make rational decisions about that it is 
wrong for the rich to assume that the poor must be told what to do or buy.     
 
Prahalad (and Hart) challenged us to rethink views of the poor and to examine ways in which 
“inclusive capitalism” can benefit the poor as well as corporations. Instead, we should see the 
poor as empowered consumers, as a valuable market, requiring innovative products and new 
forms of credit, new means of doing business, new ways of measuring success and new pricing 
strategies, marketing, technology and distribution. 
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2.1.10. Social entrepreneurs/enterprises 
In terms of organisational modalities, the concept of social entrepreneur is also important.  A 
Social Entrepreneur (SE), compared to a business entrepreneur, is driven by a higher social 
purpose rather than monetary or other extrinsic rewards. Among the most successful Social 
Entrepreneurs are those that question a stable equilibrium and create innovation that otherwise 
would not have been released.  
 
As Emerson and Bonini point out (2004), there are a variety of meanings covered by the terms 
Social Entrepreneurs (Social Entrepreneurs) or Social Enterprise. For some, a Social 
Entrepreneur is someone who applies entrepreneurial skills to a social project – somewhat similar 
to Kotler’s term of Social Marketing (Kotler and Zaltman 1971). Others view a Social 
Entrepreneur as someone who embarks on a venture or activity to generate surplus revenue to 
support a charity (Emerson and Bonini point out 2004: p20).  
 
What is common to the differing views is that Social Entrepreneurs are connected with the not-
for-profit or the voluntary sector, but the ones combining business and social ideas that are 
“profitable but not profit driven” are for this paper most interesting. Probably the most well 
known Social Entrepreneur active today is the Nobel Prize winner in 2006, Muhammad Yunus, 
founder and manager of Grameen Bank.  
 
We agree with the definition put forward by Emerson and Bonini, that a Social Entrepreneur is 
“an individual who uses earned income strategies to pursue social objectives, simultaneously 
seeking both a financial and social/environmental return on investment. Said individual may or 
may not be in the nonprofit sector.” (Emerson and Bonini 2004: p20) 
 
Bill Drayton is founder and CEO of Ashoka). Ashoka together to be able to form “teams of 
teams” in an effort to create greater impact.  
 
Social Entrepreneurship is another way to go beyond the objective of profit maximisation and 
quarterly earnings. Social entrepreneurs are committed to care about the good of all and are 
especially needed now when the rate of change is increasing and systems are constantly changing. 
A social enterprise though encounters a dual problem; they have to keep one eye on its public 
purpose and the other on generating sufficient revenue to keep its investors at ease. This dual 
problem leads to the revision of company law in different countries (Timmerman, de Jongh & 
Schild 2011). In addition, certain famous corporations began to get involved in philanthropic 
activities leading to “philantrocapitalists” that want to make a difference, i.e. Gates Foundation, 
Google.org, Virgin Unite etc., where the goal is to identify and scale organisations that can have a 
large impact. One important outcome is the emergence of a new “patient capital” sector that 
direct their energy toward creating social returns: Acumen Fund, New Ventures, E+Co etc. 
(London & Hart 2010: p.46)).  
 
The organization Ashoka with the founder and CEO Bill Drayton (Emerson and Bonini 2004: 
p20; Wikipedia 2011) with money from philantrocapitalists, acts as a the hub for Social 
Entrepreneurs, with over 3000 entrepreneurs within their network, all over the world and helps 
them in their work as well as bringing entrepreneurs together to try to solve larger problem areas. 
Drayton feels that we are in a transition point in history, at a tipping point. We need to build 
“team of teams” in order to be able to keep up with change that have the overall good in mind and 
instead focus on caring about the good of all. Ashoka works to help the Social Entrepreneur to scale 
their business, globalize their concepts and scale their impact. 
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2.1.11. Social, Ethical, and Environment Responsibility (SEER)-
business model 

We referred on page 6 to the role of business schools and MBA programmes in rethinking what 
is taught to students. Following from this perspective, Michael Crooke, Ph.D., Former CEO of 
Patagonia, currently runs a programme for Business students at Pepperdine University, Los 
Angeles. As part of their MBA programmes a Certification in Social, Ethical and Environmental 
Responsibility (SEER) is offered. What is interesting is that the SEER model is built on four 
foundations:    

o Corporate social responsibility 
o Environmental stewardship 
o Financial strength 
o Product/service quality 

These values do not operate alone, in isolation from one another. Instead, areas overlap and 
interact. Decision-making is rarely, if ever, guided by only one of the four values individually. 
(SEER 2011). Figure 2 below shows diagrammatically the interaction between the four 
foundations. The model is similar to the Triple Bottom Line approach discussed elsewhere but a 
fourth dimension is added to recognize the importance of the product (or service).  

 

Figure 2: SEER-business model from Pepperdine University (SEER 2011) 
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2.2. A theoretical framework for the Triple Bottom Line 
The purpose of this section is to identify a theoretical framework from the literature review with 
which to approach various real world examples. In terms of the research subjects, one 
justification for this paper is that the theories developed around corporate social responsibility, 
sustainability, shared value and so on all stem from North American academics (or academics 
based in North America in the case of, for example, C K Prahalad) and we found very little 
research that had been carried out in a Swedish context. To address this, mainly Swedish 
companies and social entrepreneurial initiatives were approached. 
  
From the above literature review, we draw out a number of key conclusions which many of the 
theories share. This commonality is synthesised in this section in order to create the framework 
which we set out to test and measure. The above section attempted to extensively cover a 
number of very similar ideas presented by various academics, ideas which do not seem to have 
modified a great deal from the much earlier ideas that challenged traditional economic 
approaches or perceptions of the business. What can be drawn from these ideas is that a 
powerful body of research paints a picture that companies can pursue three objectives: economic, 
social and environmental value – and that this can be done in a way that creates value to all three.  
The terminology may change but the central idea does not: companies acting in more socially 
responsibly or environmentally sensitive ways do not necessarily do so because they have to; they 
do so because they get something out of it – something that can be measured in economic terms. 
 
It is with this theoretical framework, brought together from a variety of theories (see Fig 2), 
which we used to assess examples of “companies” or profit-making social entrepreneurial 
activities to test the validity of such an approach. 
 
We argue that based on the various theories one can extract four possible scenarios for 
companies. In Figure 2 these four scenarios are presented pictorially. Scenario 1 represents a neo-
classical hypothetical example of how many view companies, that is a company aims to earn as 
much money as possible in order to survive in a market. Following from this perspective, 
scenario 2 represents how regulations are seen as a cost, reducing the ability of a company to 
make money. Perhaps one can argue that the car industry can be seen in this light. That EU and 
government regulations on emissions or safety are burdens or costs to the industry. We call these 
traditionally reactive.   
 
Scenario 3 and 4 represent other perspectives on the relationship between companies and social 
or environmental issues.  Scenario 3 takes the stance that social and environmental issues need to 
be taken into account by a company to actually make profit. This is a radical departure point 
from scenario 2 where social or environmental issues are imposed on companies, and are thus 
seen as hurdles to making money. While in Scenario 3 rules and regulations can still be imposed 
on companies, companies are aware that without incorporating social and environmental issues 
into their task of making money then they cannot actually make money, or at least profits will be 
reduced. Companies still react to the fact that they must operate in a particular way but these are 
no longer viewed as costs – but instead facilitators.  
 
Scenario 4 is what we call a proactive scenario. It is one where a company moves beyond seeing 
social and environmental issues as something must be taken into consideration to a point where 
these issues are actually drawn into the corporate strategy process and are seen as possibilities. 
These possibilities could be new markets, new customers or new products. The fundamental 
point being that a company looks to environmental and social issues as a way to develop new 
business opportunities.    
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Figure 3: The four scenarios of business 

 
For the empirical study, we were interested in examining specific companies that state that 
“Corporate Social Responsibility” or sustainability as a priority – and then to assess whether 
scenario 3 or scenario 4 are applicable. Accordingly, the focus of the theoretical framework can 
be represented by Fig. 3. 
 

 
Figure 4: Two approaches to the Triple Bottom Line 

 
In addition to a strategic approach, the literature review also unearthed an opinion that there is a 
particular organisational form best suited to “proactive CSR”. This is summarised in Fig. 4. In the 
empirical findings, we approached different organisations in order to test this. Is there a 



The Triple Bottom Line by Thulesius & Viner 

 
 

22 
 

particular form best suited to exploit a “Triple Bottom Line”? A number of companies have CSR 
as core strategies, but the theoretical framework derived from the literature review leans towards 
a view that small social entrepreneurs are the most effective way to operate with a Triple Bottom 
Line. In the empirical findings, we attempted to assess whether this is always the case or whether 
large “traditional” companies can also have a Triple Bottom Line, and one that is proactive. 
 

  
Figure 5: Organisational forms 

  
To summarise this section, the theoretical framework for the Triple Bottom Line approach we 
have developed is drawn from various theories, though we acknowledge Elkington (1994) who is 
seen as first coining the term. Where we depart is firstly through our classification of reactive and 
proactive approaches and secondly in bringing into the model optimal organisational form. We 
take the standpoint that Scenario 1 from Fig. 2 is a hypothetical situation grounded in a neo-
classical argument and that it cannot exist in modern societies where governmental regulation and 
international treaties govern actions of companies. Unfortunately, as with other cases of 
hegemony, the traditional theory of a single bottom line remains a dominant view among many – 
and business schools are guilty in failing to move beyond classical theories to accept that if a 
company is to survive in a particular market then it must address to a certain degree a Triple 
Bottom Line – either reactively or proactively.  
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3. Method 
Following Yin (2009), the case study method will be used as it “investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context” (Yin, 2009, p18). Yin (2009, p13) discusses 
three conditions for determining when to use the case study method:  
a) if the research question is of the “how or why” type, 
b) if the investigator has little control over behaviour,  
c) if the investigator focuses on contemporary events.  
 
As we were interested in understanding how social entrepreneurs and organisations 
simultaneously create economic and social value, had no control over the behaviour of the 
respondents, and were looking at contemporaneous activities and concepts we felt that Yin’s 
approach to case-study research was most applicable.  
 
In addition, by following the Case-study method, we were both able to analyse the data as it was 
collected (Yin 2009: p4). 

3.1. Case study design 
We selected a multiple-case approach (Yin 2009) with a linear-analytic structure (Yin 2009, p176). 
The multiple-case approach is used as a number of organisations are targeted using a mix of data-
collection techniques described below. The linear-analytic structure was chosen as it is the 
“standard approach for composing research reports” (Yin 2009: 176) Yin was chosen as his work 
on the Case study method is widely used and is well-known.4 
 
According to Yin, there are five components which are important to a case study design: 
- a study’s questions,  
- its propositions,  
- its units of analysis,  
- the logic linking the data to the propositions and  
- the criteria for interpreting the findings (Yin 2009) 

Research questions 
In analysing the role of profit-based organisations in creating social or environmental value 

� Can an organisation actually focus on creating a social or environmental benefit while 
focussing simultaneously on economic profit? 

� How do we measure this?  
� If this is possible, then what kind of organisational forms succeed in doing so? 
� What are the implications of this? 

 

3.2. Method of data collection, analysis and quality 

3.2.1. Data collection 
 
We relied upon multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2009, p114): documentation, interviews and 
questionnaires (Yin 2009, p101). The data collected was almost exclusively qualitative. The 
greatest challenge in gathering data was that nearly every social entrepreneur or organisation 
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approached expressed a lack of time as a major reason for their inability to participate in 
extended research. 
Despite these significant hurdles, three sources of evidence will be used – qualitative 
documentation, interviews and questionnaires. This largely academic and theoretical work will be 
complemented by a number of interviews with organisations and actors.  
 
A) Documents  

The documentation comprised reviews of reports and articles about a randomly selected range of 
organisations involved with creating social and economic value. The documentation also included 
secondary evidence of interviews with various actors.  
 
First, a large number of examples were complied and then we undertook a selection process to 
choose examples which varied from one another, rather than ones that were similar. It was felt 
that by selecting on the one hand large organisations and on the other individual social 
entrepreneurs that any commonalities and similarities would point to a confirmation of our 
research questions. At the same time, it was hoped that by comparing the activities of large and 
small actors, cross-comparisons could be made in terms of scale and impact. 
 
B) Interviews 

The second source of evidence involved a number of focused interviews (Yin 2009, p107) with 
various organisations and actors. Each focused interview followed a set of questions that were set 
out in the data collection procedures of the case study protocol (Yin 2009, p79). Lists of 
interviews can be found in the appendix 1.  
 
As there is often a wide gap between what organisations say they do in their reports or websites 
and what they actually do, it was felt that it was important to interview in order to separate facts 
from intentions.  
 
C) Questionnaires 

The third source of evidence centred on three types of questionnaires. Two were done aimed at 
identifying social entrepreneurs (an admittedly broad term) who were involved exclusively with 
generating profit and creating some form of social benefit. The idea was to assess whether these 
social entrepreneurs were genuinely able to do both – and to thereby test whether the ideas 
expressed in the theoretical framework have general applicability. One of the questionnaires was 
done in Swedish and the other in English, with the former being sent to Swedish actors and the 
latter sent internationally. The third questionnaire was aimed at corporations involved with 
Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives.  

3.2.2. Data analysis 
We followed the strategy of developing a descriptive framework (Yin 2009, p131). We 
approached the mixture of documentation and interview responses using a pattern matching 
(Yin, 2009, p136) technique. As all data was quantitative, elaborate measurements of the data 
were not required. However, it did necessitate that the authors attempted to take a step outside of 
their own interests for doing the research in order to be as objective as possible.  

3.2.3. Quality 
Yin (2009, p40) outlines four criteria for judging quality: construct validity; internal validity; 
external validity; and reliability. We have attempted to address these by using multiple sources of 
evidence, following a pattern matching technique in data analysis and by measuring what was said 
or written against examples of what was actually done. In terms of documentation, corporate 
reports or articles that do not actually refer to real cases were discarded. In terms of interviews, 
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any responses of the sort “We aim to…; Our belief is…” and so on were not deemed 
measurable. Instead, only cases where respondents could prove that the social interventions had 
measurable impacts and that economic value was also generated (with figures supporting this 
where possible) were chosen to analyse.  
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4. Empirical findings 
Questionnaires, email correspondence and interviews were used to test to a Triple Bottom Line thinking  as a 
useful and relevant approach which organisations can incorporate into their strategic planning. A summary of the 
most important empirical findings are described below. Details of respondents and interviewees are found in the 
appendices.   

4.1. In-depth interviews/Pre study 
In an interview with Innocent Drinks, the UK based smoothies maker, ways in which the 
company works in a sustainable way were discussed. One way is to plough back 10% of its 
profits to charity, mainly through its Innocent Foundation which is a registered charity in the 
United Kingdom. The other approach is to use recycled packaging, to purchase fruit only from 
producers certified by independent environmental and social organizations and aiming to reduce 
energy use and emissions during the production of the packaging for their drinks. This also 
includes using a fleet of hybrid vehicles and supporting staff to cycle to work5. 
 
It was made clear that Innocent is a business and not a charity – however in making money the 
company aims to act only in a sustainable way and as 10% of profits go to charity, the more 
money it makes the more goes to charity. Furthermore, the company’s products sell in the 
mainstream markets in eleven countries in Europe – so their focus is very much on accessing a 
mainstream customer base while retaining a strong ethical focus (rather than focussing on a small 
niche market).  
 
In an interview with Organisation Nova6, the authors were told how the organisation aims to inter 
alia support companies to focus on Corporate Social Responsibility as a core strategy, and 
thereby create as they called it “win-win” situations for society, peace and the environment. One 
case that was cited by the organisation was that of Bombardier Aerospace in Northern Ireland – 
which was seen as an example of how a private-sector actor can contribute to reducing conflict 
and bringing about stability. Bombardier Aerospace is one of the largest manufacturing 
companies in Northern Ireland and the third biggest employer. Bombardier Aerospace invests in 
education programmes for youth, and has an energy conservation and carbon reduction strategy. 
It is also committed to equal opportunities and as such explicitly encourages Catholic applicants 
for positions as it recognises that Catholics are underrepresented in Northern Ireland.  
 
Another case cited concerned Heineken in Rwanda. Heineken operates through a subsidiary 
Bralirwa of which it owns 75%. If one ignores the obvious societal problems with alcohol, 
Bralirwa has embarked on a wide range of social responsibility programmes ranging from anti-
harassment programmes to investing in a waste water treatment plant in Kigali – thereby 
reducing the company’s environmental impact while improving the quality of water in the capital.  
 
The Swedish development agency, Sida, has a division called “Business for Development”, which 
encourages industry to develop “core activities” to contribute to social and environmental issues. 
This, particularly in Sweden where many view capitalism as inherently against sustainability and 
social issues, is a radical change in government thinking. (www.sida.se 1 June 2011)  
 
As a possible opponent of the ideas presented, Lars-Johan Jarnheimer, former MD of Tele2 
(now board member of many large Swedish companies: IKEA, Eniro (Chair), Apoteket AB, 
Egmont etc. and also chair for the non-profit organization BRIS) was interviewed where he was 
                                                 
5 A more complete list of such activities can be found in an article by Vijayaraghavan (2010) 
6 The organisation requested that its actual name should not be published. 
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sceptical and argued that the notion of “shared value” and working towards a Triple Bottom Line 
were mere buzz words in a long array of invented ideas. He has been through a lot of new hypes 
that have merely reached the level of becoming yet another “glossy marketing tool”.  
 
He also stated that the idea of creating shared value and for example being devoted to 
minimizing the environmental impact is easier in some areas, where it is “easy to score in 
becoming a good citizen”. If you, for instance, are a coffee maker you can grow eco-friendly 
beans which is intertwined in your core business, but if you compare this to being a mobile 
phone company, a network provider, it is not that easy.  
 
When discussing the myopia regarding quarterly earnings in the business field, he raised the issue 
that a small business has to be myopic in order to survive. The free cash flow you are using is 
limited and if you want to stay in business you have to work in a myopic fashion.  
 
The country manager Neil Archer of Eli Lilly, a multinational pharmaceutical company listed on 
the NYSE, was also interviewed. He described the “pharma business” as still very traditional and 
Eli Lilly is making progress in the field of innovation, developing new drugs (compared to other 
companies; that are growing from mergers and acquisitions or growing in the field of generic 
drugs for instance). Since Lilly still progress and because they can handle environmental and 
social issues via their traditional channels (for example extended environmental rules for new 
plants and through CSR-activities and traditional philanthropic projects) they have not had to 
develop this further. 
 
Neil Archer states that in order for large companies to start moving in new directions towards 
Triple Bottom Line thinking, they have to be pushed through new legislation. He cannot see a 
change coming because a company wants to be “a good guy”. Unless you are pushed through 
new legislation you will not question the status quo and innovative ways of handling complex 
problems will not arise.   
 
Social Entrepreneur Karl-Henrik Robért founder of the Natural Step (TNS) a non-governmental 
organisation, Ashoka senior fellow, was interviewed where he painted a picture from the other 
side. Karl-Henrik Robért is a devoted researcher and has together with his colleagues done an 
impressive work building a methodology looking at the sustainability for the whole biosphere 
where researchers from different fields are brought together. This in order to be able to see the 
whole picture not just parts of the picture, where if you correct one piece this could lead to 
worsening another part of the environmental problem for the whole biosphere, our world.  
 
With this methodology TNS works with large companies (for example IKEA and NIKE) and 
communities to be able to make the decisions on how to deal with the environmental impact the 
company/community has on the biosphere. TNS is one of around thirty Social Entrepreneurs 
that, with the help of Ashoka, will be further developed in order to reach a global scale. When 
scaling the business the focus is on scaling the impact not the business in itself.  The goal is to 
build a movement and create real change where the cause is central. 
 
At a seminar organised by Entreprenörskaps Forum in Stockholm, May 30th 2011, one of the 
presenters Karl Palmås (Civ Engineer and PhD from London School of Economics) described 
the two different definitions of a Social Entrepreneur, an Anglo-American definition where the 
Social Entrepreneur is driven by a higher purpose but is still profitable but not profit driven (the 
definition used in this paper). There is also a European definition that more describes the Social 
Entrepreneur as working in the third sector, devoted to the Voluntary work or working in a co-
operative with also a higher purpose as core driver. When Karl Palmås were asked if it is possible 
to earn money and at the same time change the world he answered with a clear yes at this 
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question where this debate has gone from a political context to the world of academics and 
enterprises.  

4.2. Case: Ericsson 
Ericsson, the Swedish global telecommunications corporation, recently published a Sustainability 
and Corporate Responsibility report for 2010 which on the surface seemed to reflect and confirm 
many of the ideas surrounding the Triple Bottom Line. In order to assess whether this report was 
simple gloss, done in order to give a responsible veneer to standard business operations, an in-
depth interview was conducted with Ericsson’s Sustainability Director, based in Stockholm, 
Sweden. 
 
The researchers were informed about a number of sustainability initiatives which Ericsson has 
aligned with its core strategies. Although numerous examples were cited, what was emphasised 
were a number of activities that were seen as beneficial to both Ericsson as well as society or the 
environment. In other words, the driving force for engaging in socially or environmentally 
beneficial activities was business opportunities, rather than a desire just to “do good”. The 
Director of Sustainability was keen to stress that Ericsson did not use the term Corporate Social 
Responsibility. Instead, they used “Sustainability and Corporate Responsibility”. There are a 
number of ways that Ericsson engages in this area7. 1) They are approached by innovators with 
good ideas which are then measured against a scale to assess whether the particular idea is in line 
with Ericsson’s strategy and approach. An example of this is David and Christopher Mikkelsen 
who founded Refugees United – which uses an application built for mobile phones to help locate 
lost relatives. Ericsson designed the application which is currently used in Kenya and Uganda. 
Most of Ericsson’s customer’s are network operators so focussing on broadband and ICT 
initiatives as part of a “Communication for All” strategy is part of Ericsson’s main core 
competencies and business focus. 2) Another approach that the Sustainability team works with is 
looking for opportunities in the various customer sales and opportunities to find “anchor points” 
in which a sustainable and/or social focus could be added. 3) The third area is business driven 
approaches. That is, business opportunities are actively looked for which can benefit Ericsson 
and society or the environment.  
 
The interviewee also pointed out that theories did not drive the Ericsson strategy. When Porter, 
Hart or Prahalad were mentioned the interviewee confessed her ignorance of them. So what did 
drive the sustainability strategy? It was first and foremost business opportunities. Sustainability 
and Corporate Responsibility, it was pointed out, are very much part of the overall Ericsson 
business strategy.  
 
It is of course debatable how much of the information gained during the interview was about 
aims and strategy rather than concrete actions, but one important measure is Greenpeace’s Guide 
to Green Electronics which ranked Ericsson second in terms of sustainable electronics in 
October 2010 (Greenpeace 2011). The interviewee also pointed out that the report had been 
validated by an independent NGO which confirmed the accuracy of the report – making it, 
therefore, more than a glossy advertisement.  

4.3. Case: Tetra Pak 
Tetra Pak is the world's leading food processing and packaging solutions company. They supply 
different types of carton packaging that suits the needs of the customers. They also develop their 
own processing solutions and design and service complete plants. Tetra Pak is one of three 

                                                 
7 See also an interview by Das Gupta (2010) of Ericsson’s Director of Sustainability 
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companies in the Tetra Laval Group – a private group that started in Sweden. The other two 
companies are DeLaval and Sidel. Tetra Laval is headquartered in Switzerland.  
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is something Tetra Pak have been doing for decades – 
from school feeding programs to infrastructure development to environmental sustainability. 
 
The Corporate Social Responsibility cornerstones are: 

� Food for Development; school milk and school feeding programs across the globe 
� Global Compact; Initiated by the former Secretary General Kofi Annan in 1999, the 

Compact brings together companies, UN agencies, labour and civil society to support ten 
principles in the areas of human rights, labour, the environment and anti-corruption. 

� Environmental Sustainability; where a master environmental pillar/cross-
organizational work group objective was refocused on energy efficiency to have factories 
to be supplied with renewable energy. 

 
For more than 45 years they have been involved in school milk and school feeding programs 
around the world. The Food for Development Office (FfDO) works in close partnership with 
governments, development agencies, NGOs, local dairies and farmers to deliver more than six 
billion packages of milk and other nutritious drinks to almost 50 million children in schools in 
over 50 countries around the world. Experience shows that a partnership to provide school milk 
can be the catalyst for sustainable local food production and processing. 
 
By combining training of farmers, equipment financing based on commercial terms and support 
for market development with consumer education activities, Tetra Pak help establish a base for 
sustainable economic development. 
 
The results are: 

� Hunger and poverty alleviation 
� Improved health status for children 
� Job creation and income generation for locals  
� Local capacity building 
� Increased school attendance 
� Improved agricultural productivity 

 
Tetra Pak’s founder, Ruben Rausing, used to share a vision that “a package should save more than it 
costs” and part of the core mission of Tetra Pak is to be a responsible industry leader, creating 
profitable growth in harmony with environmental sustainability and good corporate citizenship. 
According to a Tetra Pak Climate Innovation Case study report there has been a 25% 
improvement in energy efficiency in packaging material production from 2002-2008. (Tetra Pak 
2008)  

4.4. Case: Max Hamburgers 
Max is a Swedish family owned hamburger chain that was established in the north of Sweden, 
Gällivare in 1968. In 2007 Max saw an opportunity to lie ahead of competition; neither 
McDonald’s nor Burger King had done anything in the field of climate change. They then 
contacted the Natural Step (TNS) in order to start their journey.  
 
They realized that they are part of the problem, but they also want to be part of the solution as all 
Max’s restaurants are now wind powered, their menu is carbon labeled and they compensate this 
this by reforestation in Africa. From 2010 onwards, they have also begun to build 
environmentally rated restaurants.  
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“The feeling is,” says Pär Larshans, “that by defining our options using the TNS-framework, we will 
improve our operations. In the future, when resource shortages are more acutely felt, we will not have to 
redesign our business in a panic and we will not be taken by surprise. Max has taken measures to 
prepare for the unpredictable future with a strategy based on simple, timeless science. We believe that this 
way we stand the best chance of making continuous profit into the future.” (The Natural Step-Max, 
2010) 

 

 
Figure 6: How Max is adjusting their business according to the Natural Steps Framework (The Natural 
Step 2010) 

 
Using the TNS-framework, Max discovered that their biggest impact on reducing carbon, i.e. de-
carbonizing their menu, came from dematerializing their burgers: Max has decreased the amount 
of beef in their patties to 82%. Taste tests show that people like moist patties with multiple levels 
of flavor; the higher the beef content, the drier the patty and the more uniform the patty’s 
flavour. Figure 5 gives an overview of the different parts of adjustments made to Max’s business 
according to the framework of The Natural Step. 
 
Max has lowered operating costs for energy and waste as a result of increased energy efficiency 
programs. They have also turned fryer fat – previously considered waste which was removed at 
Max’s expense – into biodiesel with a market value. 
 

“At Max we have always talked about optimising, instead of maximising, profits. That means we use a 
longer time perspective than most stock market companies. In 2007 we started hiring people with disabilities 
and started to look into this climate issue.” Richard Bergfors, CEO, Max Hamburger Restaurants 
 
“Our sustainability related activities have turned out to be one of our most profitable initiatives ever. Actually, 
it has been more profitable than opening up a new restaurant. And then I haven’t even factored in the benefits 
of attracting and retaining talent, increased employee pride and engagement, lowered energy costs and that we 
are part of changing the rules of the game for the whole fast food industry...” Richard Bergfors, CEO, 
Max Hamburger Restaurants 

 
In an interview with Pär Larshans he confirmed that there has been a clear return on investment 
(ROI) leading to increased profitability: 
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� Increased market shares 
� Increased number of customers 
� Lowered operating costs for energy and waste 
� Increased media exposure 
� Increased staff loyalty a reduction in sick-leave 

 
10% of the restaurants are built as environmentally friendly buildings and the aim was that every 
new restaurant should be built in this manner. Due to the fact that this is too expensive the work 
will be continued only when this can be done in a more cost effective way. 
 
Work continues within six core areas: the Guest, Leadership, Health, Diversity, Environment and 
Suppliers.  
 
In the Diversity area there has recently (July 2011) been a lot of focus in the Swedish media. 
During the week of “Almedalen” (when politicians traditionally meet on Gotland), Max received 
a lot of focus due to their work with Samhall. Larshans describes that it started in 2002 when 
they were not able to keep employees in the area of “serving hosts”. Max then turned to Samhall 
to be able to employ people with disabilities. This work has been very favourable; the “new” 
category of workers is able to create a different kind of atmosphere, perhaps more forgiving and 
enlarging the acceptance of differences. The largest obstacle though, Larshans explains came 
from their own managers. Pär Larshans has dealt with this issue by strengthen the managers 
through deepened self-insights using the FIRO-model.  
 
“Short Economy” is not an option in this world of limited resources, we have to take responsibility of our actions 
and increase transparency.” (Pär Larshans, Max) 

4.5. Case: Mitt Liv  
“Mitt Liv” (in English; My Life, referring to “the chance of my life”) is a social enterprise that 
started in 2008 and the founder, Sofia Appelgren, is also an Ashoka Fellow. Ashoka supports the 
organization and Sofia Appelgren in different ways: one is through financing a part-time salary, in 
this way building stability to the organization.  
 
Mitt Liv is working to increase diversity and inclusion in the Swedish labor market and has the 
social issues in the core of its business. Through mentoring, training and wider range of contacts, 
they want to open doors for young women of immigrant origin.  
 
 
In an interview with Sofia Appelgren she describes that she started the company due to her own 
drive, passion, wanting to make a difference. She has own experience of problems 
immigrants/people with foreign background have in Swedish society, being married to a man 
from Turkey.  
 
In Sweden there have been other initiatives like this but they have mostly been project based and 
time limited with governmental money. Mitt Liv is unique in this way; they are not dependent on 
governmental money or time limited. They want to create a social enterprise that generates its 
own revenues and grow in its own power. In this way they create the strength and continuity 
necessary to achieve significant lasting changes in equity and diversity in the Swedish labor. They 
want to create a credible, efficient and flexible organization that has the ability and capacity to 
evolve and expand. The limiting distribution right gives the company the same credibility as a 
non-profit organization or business foundation. But unlike the latter, limited liability company 
form highly regulated and has public accountability. This is important for Mitt Liv because they 
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want to offer their owners, partners and the public full transparency. The fact that it is run in this 
manner is also appreciated by the companies involved, instead of giving money to a “black hole” 
where you do not really know where the money goes. 
 
A company that has worked with Mitt Liv from the start is Länsförsäkringar for Gothenburg and 
the county of Bohuslän (Länsförsäkringar is a Swedish regional insurance company that contains 
23 local, independent and customer-owned companies that interact). CEO Ingemar Larsson at 
Länsförsäkringar for Gothenburg and the county of Bohuslän explains that the work has been 
very inspiring and has led to increased knowledge for both parties. For Ingemar Larsson the 
work is two-fold: a deeper understanding of foreign customers for Länsförsäkringar for 
Gothenburg and the county of Bohuslän and also the possibility to hire people with a different 
ethnic background. 
 
When trying to involve state or municipality, working together in her mission she has not really 
been taken into full consideration, this often due to the fact that her company is seen a bit like an 
“odd bird”. In Sweden we are used to having these issues taken care of by state or municipality, 
in some way or form. Since Mitt Liv is run in a different manner some people find it hard to 
categorize their work.   
 
Around 200 women with different nationalities have gone through the one year program. 
Women are also involved in an Alumni part where they give lectures to companies generating an 
additional income for the Alumni.   
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5. Analysis 
Using Yin’s Case-study method (2009), the data compiled from the interviews from each case-study was referred 
back independently to the initial research problem. However, as a standardised data-collection technique was used, 
it was hoped that the data analysis will generate similarities or contrasts between different organisations operating 
in differing contexts.   
 
When analysing the material in the pre-study one can filter the differences between larger 
multinational companies (MNCs), in most cases reactive to the Triple Bottom Line  and Social 
Entrepreneurs (SEs) proactive to Triple Bottom Line and working with Triple Bottom Line as 
the core value proposition. The work of the SEs, evolve around a deep purpose and mission that 
lies beyond an interest of making a profit and MNCs on the other hand sometimes more or less 
stumble on the possibilities given sometimes due to new regulation and legislation that has to be 
applied. This has obvious implications in terms of the issue of optimal organisational form to 
work in ways that achieve the Triple Bottom Line.  
 
When comparing the different cases in this study Ericsson and Tetra Pak are both MNCs and 
maybe there the similarities stop. Comparing Tetra Pak and Max on the other hand, both are 
private owned enterprises and not limited companies. This gives them a higher degree of 
freedom and ability to work on a longer time horizon since they do not need to work on 
quarterly/short term earnings that limited companies have to. Tetra Pak already seem to be 
working according to the Hybrid Value Chain approach. 
 
The continuation of this analysis will be divided into reactive- and proactive to Triple Bottom 
Line according to the theoretical framework. 
 

5.1. Companies reactive to Triple Bottom Line 

5.1.1. Multi-national companies – Ericsson and Tetra Pak 
When looking at multinational companies exploring the area of Triple Bottom Line thinking, this 
is often driven by legislation which has pushed companies to reduce their environmental impact 
in different areas. This is at first very expensive and is planned for as a cost, what has happened 
though is that the initial cost has led to large savings which has ignited new innovations that 
develops the business even more. New, often disruptive innovation leads to even more 
innovation and so on.  
 
In the intersection of environmental impact and disruptive innovation there is social impact that 
is addressed. In order to serve the customer and the environment the development of a farmer 
into eco-farming for example raises his knowledge and he can employ more local staff, and is 
able to better supply the buying company with finer ecological produce or improved agricultural 
productivity 
 
In the case of Ericsson, we can see that sustainability and social responsibility is both about 
partnering with other organisations or innovators to “do good” but also to identify business 
opportunities for Ericsson within activities that benefit the poor, improve health or help the 
environment (or at least lessen the impact on the environment). Interestingly, Ericsson does not 
use the term CSR.  
 
Ericsson is also keen to stress that the Triple Bottom Line is at the core of its sustainability and 
corporate responsibility strategy, which is in turn part of the overall business strategy. Although 



The Triple Bottom Line by Thulesius & Viner 

 
 

34 
 

no particular theory had been followed by Ericsson (though “ideas of the day” influenced the 
terms and concepts), the authors could see how Ericsson is striving in some of its sustainability 
areas to genuinely work with a Triple Bottom Line and with a wide variety of stakeholders  – 
because it makes good business sense! Further, some of the initiatives focused upon by Ericsson, 
such as “Communications for all” were directly in-line with Ericsson’s core business area and 
areas of expertise. Porter’s “Shared value” resonates throughout this approach though the 
interviewee had not heard of either Porter or his latest article.  
 
For Tetra Pak the focus on The Bottom Line has been within their core business very early on, 
maybe due to the fact of the founder Ruben Rausing’s view on the business and the vision that 
“a package should save more than it costs”. They have also had CSR within core business from the start 
and not adding this due to fact that it “looks good” but early on seen the benefit of working with 
the Triple Bottom Line as a natural part of business. 

5.1.2. Smaller businesses – Innocent and Max 
Innocent Drinks is a business and although they have established a foundation which they use to 
support various development projects mainly in the countries where they purchase their fruit, 
they also conduct business in a way which is described as sustainable and “ethical”. Why do they 
do this? They could make considerable short-term savings by using less fruit in their products, 
purchasing fruit from cheaper sources where sustainable practices are not observed (such as 
Chiquita8), using cheaper bottles for their products, using preservatives and so on. In the short-
term this would perhaps be in line with a profit maximisation strategy, yet according to customer 
surveys one of the reasons Innocent Drinks is so popular is that it is seen as “anti-corporate” and 
follows an ethical and sustainable approach that consumers demand.  Therefore, instead of being 
a “cost”, doing business in a sustainable way has helped them to create greater market.   
 
Max Hamburgers is working in an extremely competitive landscape. In order to grow they 
understand that they have to work differently and smarter. Putting more money in regular market 
based activities is not enough and would not matter when you are competing against large 
competitors like McDonalds. What they seem to have understood is that in order to lie ahead of 
competition they can “run with the CSR/Environmental Sustainability/Triple Bottom Line ball” 
and will most likely be able to “score” when the competition are still in the “locker room”. They 
have also seen the benefits and the spin off, working in this manner, the word spreads and will 
linger on much longer than a regular media campaign.  
 

5.2. Companies proactive to Triple Bottom Line 

5.2.1. Dimensions of Social Entrepreneurs in Sweden 
In Sweden there are Social Entrepreneurs more or less stemming from three different value 
driven dimensions. 
 
 When the founder of the Social Entrepreneur is from a background of 

1. the non-profit, NGO or research/university world  
 

2. the ones ignited by business people when in later stages of life “want to make a 
difference” i.e.“philantrocapitailst” (such as Percy Barnevik (Hand in Hand 2011) and 
Richard Branson) 
 

                                                 
8 According to Viktor Sylvan of Innocent Drinks 
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3. companies actually seeing this as a new business opportunity (Kinnevik and Playing 
For Change(Playing for Change 2011) an incubator for Social Entrepreneurs).  

 
Examples with the founder stemming from NGO’s or research/university world are “Social 
Initiative” (2011)), Hungerprojektet (2011) ,  the Natural Step (2011), PeePoo, (2011)where the 
latter two belong to the large Ashoka network.  
 
The first level often gets funding from companies and has to rely on CSR initiatives or regular 
philanthropy. Ashoka fellows can also rely on the large network of over 3 000 entrepreneurs and 
other extended resources. 
 
Mitt Liv, on the contrary, that we have analysed in this study is formed as a limited company 
(AB) in order to utilize the common rules, regulations and transparency that apply of this 
organizational form. It is not dependent on funding or philanthropy which gives it independence 
and the profit is re-invested in the company. An observation is also that Mitt Liv caters to social 
issues within its own country, Sweden, opposed to “Social Initative”, “Hungerprojektet” and 
“PeePoo” all caters to social issues in developing countries. 
 
You can sense an opposition between the first level and the other two. The NGO/research 
based organisations feel “clean” and they rather not work with the “contaminated” business 
arena (funding is one thing but real collaborative work is not common). It is safe to work as an 
NGO but they would rather not get their “hands dirty” and work together with “the other side”. 
This makes it more difficult to pursue hybrid collaboration that is a proposed way to scale impact 
when studying the literature. 
 
We think this opposition is rather new for business people that have come to this arena wanting 
to make a difference and not seeing the invisible borders those NGO-devoted personnel has 
deeply rooted in their DNA. 
 
In order to make a larger impact we believe that Social Entrepreneurs have to move away from 
the NGO or governmental model where work on large is dependent on the next round of 
funding. As long as a “regular business” are profitable they have an inherent sustainability factor 
i.e. if you get the basic business thinking right, with a healthy management, a strong business 
strategy and being able to understand the needs of your customer you are in a much better 
position to take your impact to the next level. 
 
An interesting thought though is that the organizational form of a company, which applies to 
Mitt Liv, is probably a better solution or maybe the best if you want to keep a high level of 
transparency since this goes without saying for a company but is different when it comes to 
NGOs and other types of organizational forms. 
 
When trying to work across different settings, forming a Hybrid Value Chain, Mitt Liv have 
found this difficult, probably due to the fact that we are not used to having companies taking care 
of social issues, this is an area that our state and municipality should care for. 

5.3. To measure the Triple Bottom Line 
Measuring the Triple Bottom Line is not easy but the larger goal/purpose should always be the 
vision for all stakeholders. When measuring, it is also important to understand that the time 
horizons have to change from quarters (short-term) to years.  
 
Examples of impact to be measured could be: 
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Social impact via:  

� The changing of national policy? 
� Reduction of infant mortality? 
� Reduction of spread of disease (like HIV for example)? 
� Reduction of local unemployment? 
� Increased the general health in a community/company? 

� Improved health status for children 
� Job creation and income generation for locals  
� Local capacity building 
� Increased school attendance 
� Improved agricultural productivity 
� Increased staff loyalty a reduction in sick-leave 
 

The quote from Davis Kaiser in the May Issue, 2011 of Harvard Business Review puts it nicely: 
 

“The irony is that long term success requires less effort and stress than short-term success. If you plant a 
garden in the spring you will usually get nice harvest in the fall. You can try to “rush” the fruit, but it 
takes a lot of effort and input, and the marginal reward is low for the time and money you could have 
spent more productively elsewhere. Long-term success is less about hard work and stress and more about 
focus, planning and patience.” David Kaiser, CEO, Dark Matter Consulting (Harvard 
Business Review May 2011: p 24). 

In measuring the Triple Bottom Line, it should also be remembered that some activities 
considered to be CSR by a company can conceal other more harmful actions. British Petroleum 
is a classic example of this where focus on the environment and renewable energy has been seen 
to mask drilling in sensitive areas as well as oil spills. In addition, CSR activities by brewing 
companies can be seen to be hypocritical. The case of brewing companies involved in CSR 
activities is also seen as hypocritical, as ultimately the product is alcohol which leads to a number 
of social and health problems: 
 

“CSR becomes nonsensical when it is applied to businesses whose mission is to create products that are 
addictive, hazardous, or destructive.” (Ludescher and Mahsud 2010: pp124). 

 
In such cases, how can the Triple Bottom Line be accurately measured? We argue that it cannot. 
However, this does not mean that all CSR faces the same problem. In the case of Innocent 
Drinks their product is pressed fruit in various flavours, packaged in a form that makes it 
accessible and appealing to a wider range of consumers than selling actual fruit would be. 
Innocent could choose to cut corners and produce a cost-effective product in order to maximise 
profits but instead they have chosen to follow a path where sourcing of the raw materials, 
production and distribution is done in a transparently sustainable way. Judging by their success 
and market dominance across Europe, this approach (with the obviously high costs being passed 
on to the consumer) has been a success.  
 
A new measurement system, GIIRS (Global Impact Investing Rating System), is recently 
developed and will in September 2011 be taken into real action. 
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GIIRS assesses the social and environmental impact (but not the financial performance) of 
companies and funds using a ratings approach analogous to Morningstar investment rankings or 
S&P credit risk ratings. GIIRS includes the following features: 
 

� Verified Company Ratings and Fund Ratings; 
� Ratings for developed and emerging markets globally; 
� Aggregate ratings, as well as ratings within numerous impact areas and industry sectors; 
� Social and environmental performance metrics and key performance indicators specific to 

different industries, impact areas, and investor preferences; and 
� Benchmarking and analytics for longitudinal comparability. (GIIRS, 2011) 

 

5.4. Organizational form and its implications 
What is needed in order to further develop the Triple Bottom Line thinking seems to be the 
collaboration between Social Entrepreneurs, companies, NGOs, non-profit organisations and 
government, i.e. developing a Hybrid Value Chain (HVC). In our study we have found that Tetra 
Pak for a long time have been doing this in the area of partnership to provide school milk. Which 
is an excellent example on focusing on the higher purpose and goal rather than politicking 
and debating.  
 
The Social Enterprise, Mitt Liv, utilize the benefits of partnership when they work together with 
large companies that want to enhance diversity and inclusion of women of immigrant 
background in the Swedish work force.  
 
Max have been working with the Social Entrepreneur the Natural Step and it is also working 
together with Samhall; which is a limited company wholly owned by the Swedish state, but 
compete on the same footing and with the same pricing as other businesses. 
 
In order to scale the impact of Social Entrepreneurs, Ashoka are working with a number of 
entrepreneurs in the Globalizer project9. The Swedish “the Natural Step” and Karl-Henric 
Robért are part of a project where the aim is to start a movement, like the Nobel Peace Prize 
Winner Jerry White with Survivor Corps has done. Jerry White has now closed shop, not giving 
up but the movement will drive itself, the organization may have been his but the mission 
belongs to millions. The aim is to something similar with the Natural Step, one important part of 
this is making the TNS-methodology open-source. 
 
 

                                                 
9 http://www.ashokaglobalizer.org/fellows_2011 
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6. Conclusions and Implications  
By reviewing a wide range of literature on the subject and combing this with empirical research based on cases where 
the private sector or economic actors have contributed to social issues and the environment, the authors hoped to 
approach an understanding of how most actors actually operate in this field and their success in this regard.  
 

6.1. Summary 
Traditionally, social and environmental issues were seen to be the preserve of the public sector or 
civil society, and the private sector was seen to operate in a way that at best generated profits for 
owners of capital or at worst contributed to social and environmental ills in the pursuit of profit.  
 
What we have set out to argue in this paper is that this perspective of companies is erroneous 
and that, further, for sustainability to be achieved companies need to change the way they 
perceive themselves so that they contribute to social and environmental betterment. This also 
means that the perception of the role of companies in society also needs to be changed.  
 
We began by questioning the neo-classical economic theory that a company’s primary role is to 
generate profits for its owners and that engagement in social issues, or Corporate Social 
Responsibility, is thereby a distraction from the primary purpose. We conducted a literary review 
of a wide number of theories that encourage a wider understanding of the company, either by 
shifting from a stockholder to stakeholder perspective or by widening the way that companies 
actually do business. To summarise these theories we chose to use the term Triple Bottom Line, 
first coined by Elkington in 1994.  
 
We arrived at a simple model that framed our research. We propose that there are four views of 
business activity:  

� The traditional neo-classical approach which we argued was hypothetical; 
� Similar to the first approach, Corporate Social Responsibility is seen simply as a cost 

(reactive); 
� The third approach views Corporate Social Responsibility as necessary in order to make 

money, that is CSR is no longer seen as simply as a cost but a necessary avenue to make 
money (reactive); 

� The fourth approach views Corporate Social Responsibility as a business opportunity 
which should be actively pursued as part of a core strategy (proactive). 

 
Focusing on the 3rd and 4th approach, we chose four main cases from the Swedish arena, 
reflecting multi-national companies, smaller businesses and Social Enterprises. The companies 
differed widely and using a multiple case-study approach (Yin 2009) each were studied using 
interviews and/or questionnaires. What each had in common was that they all worked, 
admittedly in different ways, towards a Triple Bottom Line.  

6.2. Conclusions 
In comparing the three cases, one important conclusion we arrived at was that there is a 
distinction between a philanthropic approach to Corporate Social Responsibility or sustainability 
and what we view as a Triple Bottom Line approach. As the ISO 26000: 2010 tells us, there has 
to be a move away from believing that there are quick fixes or quick wins from engaging in 
piecemeal philanthropy towards a clear understanding that the Triple Bottom Line approach, or 
Triple Bottom Line thinking, is a business opportunity and a means to expand business. Cases 
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where the company engages in activities that generated economic benefits and social and 
environmental benefits at the same time are far more likely to be successful for the company and 
society. In contrast to this, when a company engages in philanthropy, the engagement in social 
and environmental activities is always an “add-on”. This has two major consequences: “add-ons” 
can be easily removed during an economic downturn and as the activities are never part of the 
company’s core approach they do not receive the same amount of energy or strategizing that 
business activities do. The result of the latter is that social and environmental activities are not 
aligned with a company’s key competencies or core strategy and are as a result, quite simply put, 
not market-grabbing, innovative, dynamic interventions. 
 
A counter argument to this approach is that companies engage in Corporate Social Responsibility 
because they have to. Consumers, for example, arguably have more power over companies today 
and are more aware of social and environmental issues, which forces companies to adapt in order 
to meet those demands. The trouble with this argument is that in many societies, consumers 
continue to demand things that are bad for them, bad for society, bad for the environment and 
bad for future generations. It can be argued that government legislation exists to limit companies 
producing whatever those consumers who are not socially or environmentally aware want, yet 
that does not explain why many companies engage in societal or sustainable marketing (Kotler 
2008) that benefit societies and the environment to an extent which is ahead of legislation or 
ahead of consumers’ demands. We argue, therefore, that the phenomenon of a proactive Triple 
Bottom Line approach cannot be explained by this argument. 
 
This leads to the question of which organisations are more likely to be reactive or proactive. It is 
fair to say that larger corporations tend to be more reactive to the Triple Bottom Line and often 
start their Triple Bottom Line thinking when for instance when they are forced to change, by 
legislation or demands from customers. The trouble with this approach is that new 
environmental legislation, for example, is not merely a cost for the company but is often saving 
money for the company in the long run. In addition, work done by companies in order to be 
compliant with environmental legislation can lead to stumbling on innovations that might not 
have been explored otherwise. This confirms the need for a proactive approach where Triple 
Bottom Line thinking becomes central rather than peripheral, and is imbedded in core strategies 
rather than reactions. 
 
When comparing larger corporations to Social Enterprises, the drivers differ dramatically. While 
some large corporations, such as Ericsson, have taken laudable strides to shift sustainability and 
social responsibility into core business, we conclude that privately owned enterprises (which are 
not on the stock market and can therefore work more steadily on a longer time horizon) in 
combination with a CEO that strongly believes in a Triple Bottom Line are the optimal 
combinations to drive sustainability.  
 
Small enterprises are in a better position to challenge the status quo yet they face serious 
challenges. For a Social Enterprise to be sustainable in the work it is doing it needs long term 
capital and the possibility to scale its business, not necessarily creating an economy of scale but 
rather scaling the impact. This requires an innovative approach to doing business and also brings 
with it the problems of more expensive products and services. A Social Enterprise adopting a 
proactive Triple Bottom Line approach needs to focus on communicating the intrinsic value of a 
product or service. This investment, in terms of time and money in increasing awareness of what 
the company is trying to accomplish, results in a more expensive product for the end customer 
(for example organic produce). However, the customer/consumer is more likely to be willing to 
pay more if they understand the intrinsic value, which requires educating the consumer and 
society.  
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For many this may seem like a utopia or anti-capitalist, but we have set out to show that 
companies can operate in ways that benefit society or the environment as well as the companies 
themselves. This does not mean that all companies are heading in that direction but the purpose 
of our paper is to demonstrate that some are, that some are doing it in more effective ways than 
others, and that some are even creating new win-win situations by focusing on social and/or 
environmental issues as part of a core strategy. We have attempted to show that there are optimal 
organizational forms for the Triple Bottom Line and that the widely acknowledged need for a 
more sustainable society needs a radical rethinking. When capitalism is rethought and business 
activities are no longer seen as antithesis to sustainability and social awareness then new 
synergies, opportunities and drivers for development are unleashed.  
 

6.3. Implications 
The implications of our arguments are that capitalism needs to move away from a “short 
economy”, that is a narrow, short-term focus on immediate profits and quarterly earnings, 
towards a long-term partnership approach. This was a recurrent theme in the literature review 
and confirmed in the case studies, irrespective of the type of organization.  
 
A second major implication is that future business leaders need to receive an education that is 
separated from politicized and ideological neo-classical approaches to the firm – so that external, 
often “hidden” costs and consequences of business decisions are taken into account. Quite 
simply, this means business schools and MBA programmes need to change the way they teach 
and to make sustainability or a “shared value” a quintessential part of the curriculum.  
 
Finally, development agencies and NGOs need to move away from an attitude of mistrust that 
excludes the private sector from development. The private sector, and specifically companies, 
need to be central players in development agendas rather than on the periphery.  
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Appendix 1: List of organisations and/or people contacted 
 
Interviews 

- Matilda M Gustafsson, Sustainability Director, Ericsson (20th May 2011) 
- Erin Fronoff, Ashoka (25th May 2011) 
- Karl-Henrik Robèrt, The Natural Step and Ashoka Fellow/ Professor at Blekinge 

Institute of Technology (23rd May 2011) 
- Lars Johan Jarnheimer, former MD at Tele2 (23rd May 2011) 
- Neil Archer, Country Manager for Eli Lilly Scandinavia (27th May 2011) 
- Dan Germain and Viktor Sylvan, Innocent Drinks (11th May 2011) 
- Pär Larshans, Sustainability Director Max Hamburgers (9th August 2011) 
- Sofia Appelgren, Founder, Mitt Liv (12 th August 2011) 
- Ingemar Larsson CEO at Länsförsäkringar Göteborg and Bohuslän (12 th August 2011) 

 
Questionnaires 

- Ashoka (www.ashoka.org) 
- Mötesplats för samhällsentreprenörer (http://www.samhallsentreprenor.se/) 
- Acumen Fund 
- Tetra Pak 

 
Email responses to specific questions 

- Stuart L Hart, Cornell University 
- Karl-Henrik Robèrt, The Natural Step/ Professor at Blekinge Institute of Technology 
- Göran Broman, Professor at Blekinge Institute of Technology 

 
Other sources of information 

- International Council of Swedish Industry (Näringslivets Internationella Råd) – NIR 
- Swedish Workplace HIV/Aids Programme (SWHAP) 
- SIDA Business for Development: http://www.sida.se/English/Partners/Private-

sector/Business-for-Development-B4D/  
- NextBillion.net – Blog 
- ChangeMakers.com – Blog 
- Ashoka.org – Blog 
- Harvard Business Review – Blog and Web Seminars 
- Stanford Social Innovation Review – Blog and Web Seminars 
- World Bank – Live Web Broadcast 
- Skoll Forum 
- Capeltic.org 
- Aspen Institute 
- Entreprenörskaps Forum, Seminar: “The Entrepreneur Changing Society – a seminar 

about social entrepreneurship”, May 30th 2011 
- UNDP Commission on the Private Sector & Development 

http://www.undp.org/cpsd/report/index.html  
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Appendix 2: Questionnaires/Questions for structured 
interviews 
Company questionnaire 

1) In developing a Corporate Social Responsibility strategy, what guides the selection of the social 
and/or environmental activities or initiatives to get involved with? 
  
2) Do any theories by scholars, academics or business thinkers influence your decisions over the 
strategy, approach or selected activities? If so, could you mention them? 
  
3a) Which do you think is more desirable or more effective?  
- Executing CSR activities directly 
- Partnering with international organisations (such as the UN, Oxfam etc) 
- Donating to international organisations and programmes (such as the UN, Oxfam etc) 
- Providing credit for local, small-scale organisations or activities directly. 
  
3b) If a mix is best, what situations determine it? 
3c) Which of the above are not desirable? 
  
4) Many, such as Milton Friedman, argue against CSR, saying that a company’s core focus should 
be on maximising economic value for its shareholders. Do you believe that engaging in CSR 
activities is incompatible with profit maximisation? Why/Why not? 
  
6) Do you think social entrepreneurs are related to CSR? 
  
7) What do you think really motivates your corporation to engage in CSR? 
 
To Ashoka / Social Entrepreneurs 

1) Which countries are you operating in? 
2) How would you define your activity? 

a) Not-for-profit 
b) Profitable but not Profit Driven 
c) Profit Driven 
d) Other … 

3) Why did you become a Social Entrepreneur?  
4) What is your background (profession/academic)?  
5) How big is your organisation in terms of number of employees? 
6) Is your organisation run with your own money or with funding? If funding, could you 

indicate whether the source is private investment or public funds (such as a donor or 
international organization)?   

7) Are you working in collaboration with other profit-driven or not-for-profit driven 
organisations?  

8) Are you utilizing the Ashoka network? If yes how? 
9) Are you planning to scale up your activities?  
10) Would you be willing to partake in a short interview? 
 
(NB A Swedish translation of the above was also done but is not included here) 
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Appendix 3: Selected email responses 
1. Stuart L Hart (author of Capitalism at the Crossroads 2010) on Porter’s Shared Value: 

 
“Dear John:  I think the Porter and Kramer article is a skillful restatement of many pre-existing 
ideas, but without any acknowledgment of those prior ideas.  Work that they draw from, but do 
not acknowledge includes:  1. My own work on Sustainable Value, “Shattering the Trade-Off”, 
Base of the Pyramid business, and creating Mutual Value (see my book, “Capitalism at the 
Crossroad”); 2. The entire Stakeholder Management literature, the original piece being done by 
Ed Freeman in the 1980s; and 3.  Jed Emerson’s work on “blended value”.” 
 
2. Karl-Henrik Robèrt (The Natural Step International and BTH) 

 
“Hej Marie, 
 
Likt Göran hinner jag inte delta i samtal om detta, men jag har ändå några synpunkter som jag 
gärna delar med mig av. Den arena du och dina medarbetare vill vara på är högeligen aktuell, inte 
minst för ett MBA program som vill ligga i framkant. Det har inte med politiska manifest eller 
liknande att göra, utan bygger på rent empirisk kunskap. Koncept som har med CSR, CRI, 
Stakeholder dialogues, ISO 26000, socialt entreprenörskap  formligen sköljer över business 
literaturen, och att närma sig detta på ett vetenskapligt sätt är inte svårt. Däremot är det riktigt att 
sociala aspekter på business, liksom på socialt entreprenörskap, ofta är  flummigt hanterat. Vilket 
i sin tur ökar, inte minskar, behovet av bra utförda studier. Huruvida detta bör ”godkännas” på 
ett MBA program handlar alltså mer om de vetenskapliga frågor ni vill ställa, och den metodik ni 
vill använda, än ert intresse som sådant. 
 
Anledningen till det ökade intresset är tvåfaldigt: dels behövs business som en motor för att 
hjälpa till med växande problem som har med vår icke hållbara värld att göra. Här har man gjort 
olika försök att vädja till business att ta ökat ansvar, och ibland med flummiga metoder försökt 
krysta fram affärsnyttan. Det är kanske detta din handledare oroar sig för? Men behovet kommer 
också från det motsatta hållet. P g a vår icke hållbara värld, där marknader blir mer och mer 
hållbarhetsdrivna av behovsskäl, måste business söka nya förhållningssätt för att inte tappa 
pengar i form av (i) missriktade investeringar som inte är relevanta för framtiden och ökade 
kostnader t ex opportunity costs,  kostnader för erosion av det ekologiska systemet t ex 
förgifning, klimatförändringar och utarmning av ekosystem, erosion av det sociala systemet t ex i 
form av minskad tillit mellan människor och mellan människor och oika institutioner, minskad 
produktivitet, ökade transaktionskostnader, mer sjukskrivning osv osv. vilket i sin tur har 
beröringspunkter med erosionen av det ekologiska systemet. Här finns onda cirklar, t ex för att 
människor börjar tappa tilltron till våra ledares och näringslivets förmåga att göra något åt 
ovädermolnen som nu hopar sig.” 


