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Abstract 

This research explores the business case for sustainability as experienced 

by small and medium sized, house building construction companies in the 

UK and Sweden. The authors investigate what benefits, if any, these 

businesses have gained from adopting environmental and socially 

responsible business practices. The authors also set out to understand the 

barriers and drivers influencing the companies in respect of sustainability. 

The purpose of the thesis was to help sustainability practitioners in their 

work with the sector. The research had three separate strands of 

investigation; interviewing industry experts who had wide experience of 

the sector; interviews with companies that had some relevant 

experiences; and a detailed survey was sent to companies asking them to 

rate their experiences to date and estimate their future expectation on 

sustainability issues. The findings were collated, analyzed and an 

overview of the benefits, barriers and drivers for the sector were 

discussed. A sector specific strategic approach to dealing with the 

companies was presented for use by the practitioners. 

Keywords: sustainability, business case for sustainability, small and 

medium enterprises, house building construction, sustainability 

practitioner, strategic sustainable development 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

The world is currently operating in an unsustainable manner. Business has 

been an integral contributor to the overall sustainability problems of today, 

however, it also represents an area of major opportunity. Previous studies 

have highlighted that, for large companies, moving towards sustainability 

has proven to be sound business strategy. Research on smaller companies in 

this field is limited. 

In the EU, small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) represent 99% of all 

enterprises and employ approximately 75 million people. Their cumulative 

sustainability impact is large and is not to be overlooked. SME operations 

are inherently different than their large business counterparts and therefore 

require that they be studied separately.  

Companies that operate in different sectors encounter different factors that 

influence their business. Thus, the authors chose to isolate SMEs in the 

house building construction (HBC) sector for a variety of reasons: it is a 

significant industry in all countries around the world, involves a very high 

number of SMEs, it is a major user of natural resources, has a large 

influence on the lives of many people through the longevity of the outputs 

(i.e. houses) and has also been subject to strong legislative pressure to 

improve its performance in relation to sustainability. These traits are 

indicative of the industry in both the United Kingdom (UK) and Sweden. 

Thus, the authors chose to research these two countries together. 

The investigation of the business case for sustainability is aimed at 

informing and assisting sustainability practitioners in their work with SMEs 

in the HBC sector. Willard (2005) outlines the business case for 

sustainability as encompassing business benefits, barriers and drivers. In 

researching the benefits the authors relied heavily on the work of Willard 

(2002 and 2005) and the major topic areas in which companies were 

experiencing business benefits. The authors focused on these specific areas 

to see whether or not these pertained to SMEs in the HBC sector. The six 

areas of benefits as referenced in Willard‟s (2002) model are namely: 

increased revenue, eco-efficiencies, reduced risk and easier access to 

capital, reduced costs of hiring, increased employee productivity and 

reduced attrition. Other research around the barriers and drivers referred 
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mostly to the entire construction industry and, as such, were explored 

specifically for the SMEs in the HBC in this thesis. 

For SMEs in the HBC sector to strategically move towards sustainability, 

backcasting from a vision of a sustainable future within the constraints of a 

principled definition of sustainability is a powerful exercise. The vision of 

success (i.e. sustainability) is described through a set of sustainability 

principles, derived from a scientifically rigorous, consensus-based, system-

level understanding (Holmberg et al. 1996; Robèrt 2000; Holmberg & 

Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006). These basic principles for sustainability state: 

“In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing: 

1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‟s crust; 

2. …concentrations of substances produced by society; 

3. …degradation by physical means (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000); and 

... in that society,  

4. …people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine 

their capacity to meet their needs (Ny et al. 2006).” 

These sustainability principles offer the SMEs in the HBC the constraints 

within which success for any business can be envisioned. This would 

ensure that SMEs in the complex HBC sector maintain a vision unique to 

their organization, whilst strategically moving towards sustainability. 

The authors believe that the business case for sustainability is an important 

informant for sustainability practitioners who backcast from sustainability 

principles with SMEs in this sector. As such, the authors titled their thesis 

as “The Business Case for Sustainability for SMEs in the HBC Sector in 

the UK and Sweden.” The questions this thesis aims to address are: 

Primary Research Question: What is the business case for sustainability 

within the SMEs in the HBC sector in the UK and Sweden? 

Secondary Research Questions: 

1. What are the main benefits that accrue to the businesses in moving 

towards sustainability? 

2. What are the main barriers for the businesses in moving towards 

sustainability? 

3. What are the main drivers for the businesses in moving towards 

sustainability? 
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Methods 

The authors divided the thesis process into four phases. In the first phase, 

literature review was conducted to assess the current understanding of the 

business case for sustainability in general and for SMEs. Research around 

HBC sector also took place. The authors identified various organizations 

and industry experts in the HBC sector in the UK and Sweden with the aim 

of informing their primary research. In the second phase, the authors 

focused on primary research which included semi-structured interviews 

with industry experts and company personnel as well as distributing a web-

based company survey. This variety of primary research methods allowed 

the authors to view the sector from diverse angles and, in turn, gain a more 

thorough understanding on the companies‟ perspectives and experiences in 

relation to the business case for sustainability. To collect data, the authors 

attended two major trade exhibitions; one in the UK and one in Sweden. In 

total, 24 industry experts and 10 company personnel were interviewed and 

a total of 13 completed surveys were received. The third phase involved 

data analysis starting with reviewing the recorded interviews and then 

collating results. In analyzing the results, the authors followed-up with all 

company personnel and survey respondents who volunteered to be 

contacted. In phase four, the authors sought feedback on the practicality of 

their results from both company personnel and industry experts to distill the 

information into useful recommendations for sustainability practitioners 

who use strategic sustainable development with SMEs in the HBC sector. 

Results 

Benefits for moving towards sustainability: Overall there was insufficient 

evidence to suggest that engaging with sustainable business practices has 

produced increased revenue for the companies. The eco-homes market is 

still niche and companies wishing to build a brand around sustainability are 

not seeing the benefits for many years. The over-riding business benefit 

appears to be the future-proofing of the company against such factors as the 

inevitable legislative drive, increasing consumer awareness, introduction of 

third party certifications and the development of an emerging market. A 

massive confounding variable related to this business benefit is the current 

recession. 



 ix 

Waste and transportation are the major business benefits realized in terms 

of eco-efficiencies.  Cost savings related to administrative expenses and 

energy usage offer slight benefits depending on the size of the firm. 

Although the use of eco-materials is currently more expensive, it will be a 

future area of benefit. There was no evidence of a business benefit found in 

easier access to capital, however, the decreased business risk a company 

faces in dealing with external industry changes suggests that a benefit does 

exist. 

Due to the conflicting data collected and overshadowed by the current 

recession, the business benefits around reduced costs of hiring, increased 

employee productivity or reduced attrition are inconclusive. It was difficult 

for company personnel to confidently predict whether sustainability 

practices led to reduced costs of hiring. An emerging result was around the 

notion of the younger generation of HBC employees who are more aware 

of sustainability issues and bring fresh ideas to organizations. In employee 

productivity, some companies have confidently seen an increase when 

involved in more sustainable projects whereas other companies seem to 

find it decreasing productivity or making no change. However, there is 

some evidence to support that a business benefit exists for builders in the 

improved quality of finished projects which indirectly relates to increased 

employee productivity. Companies which have noticed benefits in reduced 

attrition as a result of moving towards sustainability are confident in the 

linkage whereas most interviewee‟s have yet to see a business benefit. 

Barriers in moving towards sustainability: Industry experts and company 

personnel cited various factors that act as barriers to adopting sustainability 

among the SMEs in HBC sector. There is a low level of eco-literacy among 

home buyers and employees within SMEs. The market currently does not 

offer any price premium for eco houses and the investments for building an 

eco- brand are long term. The results show a rather conservative nature that 

inhibits change towards sustainability within the HBC sector. 

Drivers for moving towards sustainability: Industry experts and company 

personnel cited three main factors driving these SMEs towards 

sustainability, namely, legislation, industry collaboration and public 

awareness. A wide range of sustainability-related legislation has driven 

these SMEs to move towards sustainability. Companies are collaborating in 

new ways with other firms up and down the supply chain and across the 

industry to engage in sustainability around sub-contracting, long term 

relationships, voluntary initiatives and prefabrication. There is also a 
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growing awareness and public debate on the global environmental 

challenges which are affecting eco-home demand and employee demands 

of employers. 

Discussion 

The study found that the business case for sustainability in the HBC sector 

is emerging from a niche into a mainstream phenomenon. This emergence 

is happening fast and gathering pace. Businesses that prepare to engage 

with this market stand to gain real benefits. To date the benefits are 

restricted only a few of Willard‟s (2002) benefits listed above and there is 

often no simple causal relationship between the actions taken and the 

benefits gained. Furthermore, it takes several years before a business can 

really see these benefits on its bottom line and so it requires a real 

commitment by the company to stay with the strategy in the early years 

before the payback occurs. 

The main benefits are in waste management and transportation efficiencies. 

There are some real strategic, and ultimately, financial benefits in building 

the eco-brand of the company now to meet the emerging market and reap 

future benefits. There is an investment required in up-skilling and training 

within the company to meet the new challenges but once this has been done 

there are productivity benefits to be gained. It is not that the employees 

work faster, but the quality and attention to detail meets the more exacting 

demands of building eco-houses.  

On the downside, the barriers for the companies were plentiful and varied. 

Though it costs more to build an eco-home, the mainstream market is not 

prepared to pay an extra premium which puts a squeeze on the available 

profit margins for companies. There is an eco-literacy gap both within the 

firms‟ technical capabilities and for buyers who are still confused around 

the topic of sustainability. The financial institutions have not engaged in 

sustainability for this sector to benefit companies. The current recession has 

severely affected the HBC sector and has pressured the sector to act even 

more price competitively than normal to survive. This means firms have 

little extra capital to invest in a long term commitment such as moving 

towards sustainability. The industry is a very conservative industry in many 

ways and there is little sign of this changing.   

The main drivers of the industry at the moment is the legislation that affects 

all aspects of the work of the companies and the industry collaborations 
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from network and associations, sub-contracting and the business 

relationships involved across the industry. 

For the sustainability practitioner, the authors have suggested ways to work 

closely with these firms, to speak their language and to help present the key 

areas where the business case for sustainability can encourage a move 

towards sustainability.  

Conclusions 

In conclusion, it can be said that for a HBC company that plans to 

strategically move towards sustainability, there are good long term benefits. 

However, most of these benefits take effort and perseverance to unearth. As 

this emerging market gathers pace and grows in size, the potential rewards 

for companies that have prepared for these changes greatly increases. 

Knowledge of this sector specific information can assist a sustainability 

practitioner in working with a company to build the vision, goals, and plans 

within the constraints of a principled definition of sustainability by which 

to backcast from. As sustainability movement progresses, those 

practitioners who have sector-specific knowledge are positioned to greatly 

accelerate sustainability in business.  
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Glossary 

Backcasting: A process by which one can strategize and plan based on an 

envisioned future state. Planners can then make informed actions which 

lead towards this goal. This concept is especially powerful when 

backcasting from a principle-based definition of sustainability.  

BASTA: The BASTA system aims to speed up the phasing out of 

hazardous substances in construction. It is a database of products which 

have been assessed according to their chemical ingredients. The 

responsibility of assessment lies with suppliers. See Appendix E for further 

details. 

BF9K: BF9K is a product certification system for quality, environmental 

and safety systems developed by the Stockholm Byggmästareförening in 

collaboration with several of the association's member companies. BF9K 

has the same ethos as ISO 9001, 14001 and OHSAS 18001, and is intended 

to lead to continuous improvements. The BF9K system is suitable for both 

small and large construction businesses. See Appendix E for further details. 

Blind alley: This is a figure of speech used to describe a course of action 

which leads to an outcome on which one cannot later build upon. It has no 

strategic benefit for an organization. 

Brand image: This represents the image in the consumers‟ minds of the 

total experience of the company. It refers not only to the final product but 

also to issues such as customer service, value, after sales service. The 

image has to be worked on strategically by the firm if it is to be successful 

Code for Sustainable Homes: The Code for Sustainable Homes is a 

national standard for sustainable design and construction of new homes in 

the UK. It is a voluntary standard introduced in April 2007 and is intended 

to promote higher environmental standards in the housing in UK. It 

provides a measure of sustainability against nine categories – energy and 

CO2 emissions, water, materials, waste, surface water run-off, health and 

well being, pollution, management and ecology (with mandatory 

performance standards for the first six categories). The rating system 

involves six levels. 
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Driver: Stakeholders, processes or activities that compel or positively 

influence companies to adopt sustainability practices. 

Eco-builder: A building company which actively plans to build using eco-

materials and construct houses which are above regulatory requirements in 

terms of environmental and/or social features. 

Eco-conscious consumer: This consumer has an especially good 

understanding of the environmental and social issues before purchasing a 

product or service. These consumers are deemed to be more aware of 

sustainability than the average population and willing to pay more for eco-

products. 

Eco-efficiency: Measures which companies take to reduce their 

consumption of resources and waste. In the thesis the authors generally 

refer to areas of eco-efficiency in: waste, transportation, fuel or in-office 

practices. 

Eco-House / Eco-Home: A house that exceeds minimum compliance as set 

by the laws and regulations within the country. 

Eco-Labeled Building: The Nordic Eco-label for buildings is a trademark 

in the Nordic region and can be applied to communicate environmental 

performance and commitment to health and the environment. Its 

requirements cover the construction process, materials and energy 

consumption; it can be awarded to three types of buildings: Small houses, 

(including cottages and holiday homes), apartment buildings/ blocks of flats 

and pre-school buildings. 

Eco-materials: A material that is above the minimum level of compliance 

as set by the laws and regulations within the country. The materials are in 

general subject to the „precautionary principle‟ whereby any materials with 

potential harmfulness to the environment or society are not used. 

Eco-Products: Products across all sectors of the economy that have 

marketed themselves as environmentally or ethically aware and having 

being produced with respect to their social and ecological footprint. 

Employee Productivity: Productivity is a measurement of the efficiency of 

production, taking the form of a ratio of the output of goods and services to 

the input of factors of production, including employee hours worked. 
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Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development: The Framework for 

Strategic Sustainable Development is a five-level framework that can be 

used to understand and plan progress towards a sustainable society, by 

using backcasting from sustainability principles to prioritize strategic 

actions (Robèrt et al 1997; Ny et al. 2006). It is built upon a generic 

framework for planning and decision making in complex systems utilizing 

five distinct, non-overlapping levels: (1) System, (2) Success, (3) Strategic 

Guidelines, (4) Actions, and (5) Tools (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).  

FSSD: Stands for Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development. 

Future-proofing: The phrase future proofing describes the exclusive 

process of trying to anticipate future developments, so that action can be 

taken to minimize possible negative consequences, and to seize 

opportunities. 

GDP: Gross Domestic Product is the total market value of all final goods 

and services produced in a country in a given year; this is equal to total 

consumer, investment and government spending, plus the value of exports, 

minus the value of imports. The GDP growth rate is most often taken as an 

indicator for growth of economy. 

HBC: Stands for house building construction 

Industry Expert: An industry stakeholder who has a working knowledge 

of the industry from an overall perspective. In this thesis this term refers to 

those who answered broader-level industry questions. They do not include 

personnel from house building construction firms. 

Large business: Companies which have greater than 250 employees, 

greater than 100 million Euros annual turnover or greater than 250 housing 

units built annually. 

Mainstream: This refers to the mass market to which most consumers 

subscribe. In relation to the housing market it refers to the standard, 

dominant market that has no particular differentiating features. 

Micro enterprise: Micro enterprises are companies with less than 10 

employees.  

Passive House: The basic idea for a passive house is a well-insulated, 

airtight construction with mechanical ventilation. The building is primarily 
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heated by passive solar gains and secondarily from heat of its inhabitants 

and electronic and electrical appliances. Building components which are 

necessary in any house – the building envelope, the windows and the 

ventilation system – are optimized to reduce the need for energy for space 

heating to the lowest possible level. Thermal bridges must be avoided, as 

must infiltration through the building envelope. These improvements result 

in a building that works almost like a thermos. 

Prefabricated House: A „prefab‟ is any type of home that is made from 

easy-to-assemble building parts that were manufactured off-site. A prefab 

house can be put together and made livable in as little as a few days. 

Re-skilling/up-skilling: Refers to the training needed by already qualified 

or trained personnel, established in their careers that need to learn new 

skills in order to keep up with changing requirements, new techniques, and 

new products in order to maintain their employability. Up-skilling refers to 

the situation where an individual is just receiving further training for a part 

of their job whereas re-skilling more often refers to receiving training to 

perform a new or different job. 

Responsible Sourcing: Integrating social and environmental 

considerations into the supply chain. This is a major element of assisting an 

industry to make significant moves towards sustainability. For many 

companies purchasing decisions are a vital element of moving towards 

sustainability and so sourcing their suppliers responsibly is critical. 

Semi-structured interview: An interview that follows a prescribed set of 

topics but allows for a discussion on each topic and is less directed than a 

structured interview.   

SME: Small and Medium Enterprises are companies which have greater 

than 10 and less than 250 employees, greater than 1 million Euros and less 

than 100 million Euros annual turnover and greater than 100 and less than 

250 housing units built annually. 

Sub-contractors: Refers to the practice of delegating some parts of a 

contract to other firms or individuals who are not directly employed by the 

„main‟ contractor. The sub-contractor is hired to provide a service (e.g. 

heating system as part of the overall contract that may be for building a 

house). This is now an extremely common method within the construction 

sector. 
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Sustainability: A state where the four sustainability principles are met. 

Sustainability Principles: Four principles for sustainability built upon 

scientifically rigorous, consensus-based, systems-level understanding that 

define the minimum conditions for a sustainable society. They state that, in 

a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing… 

SP1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‟s 

crust; 

SP2. …concentrations of substances produced by society; 

SP3. …degradation by physical means (Holmberg and Robèrt 

2000); and 

…In that society, 

SP4. People are not subject to conditions that systematically 

undermine their capacity to meet their needs (Ny et al. 2006). 

Triple Bottom Line: Financial, social and environmental measurements of 

a firm or organization‟s policies and actions that determine its performance 

as a sustainable organization. 

Waste Management: Willard (2002) equates wastes with squandered 

corporate assets and elaborates various eco-efficiency measures that include 

substituting less expensive eco-friendly materials, reduce, recycle and reuse 

of materials and wastes, transport and lower administrative expenses. 

Waste management is the management of all of these types of waste. 

Zero Carbon Home: Zero carbon means that, over a year, the net carbon 

emissions from all energy use in the home would be zero. This is an effort 

by the UK government to progressively improve energy/carbon 

performance through its Building Regulations to achieve zero carbon 

housing for new homes in year 2016. 



 xvii 

Table of Contents 

Statement of Contribution .......................................................................... ii 

Acknowledgements ..................................................................................... iv 

Executive Summary ................................................................................... vi 

Glossary ...................................................................................................... xii 

Table of Contents .................................................................................... xvii 

List of Figures and Tables ....................................................................... xxi 

1 Introduction ............................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Business and Sustainability ............................................................... 1 

1.2 SMEs and Sustainability .................................................................... 2 

1.2.1 Advantages for SMEs in Moving towards Sustainability ..... 3 

1.2.2 SMEs‟ Barriers in Moving towards Sustainability ............... 3 

1.2.3 SMEs‟ Drivers for Moving towards Sustainability ............... 4 

1.3 SMEs and the House Building Construction Sector .......................... 4 

1.3.1 HBC Sector in the United Kingdom and Sweden ................. 5 

1.4 The Business Case for Sustainability................................................. 5 

1.4.1 A Model for the Business Case for Sustainability ................ 6 

1.4.2 Gap in Business Case for SME HBC Companies ................. 7 

1.5 Strategic Sustainable Development and the Business Case............... 8 

1.5.1 HBC Sector as a Complex System ........................................ 8 

1.5.2 Relevance of the Business Case for SSD .............................. 8 



 xviii 

1.5.3 Backcasting from Principles of Sustainability ...................... 9 

1.5.4 Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development ........... 10 

1.6 Thesis Purpose and Scope ............................................................... 11 

1.6.1 Purpose ................................................................................ 11 

1.6.2 Scope ................................................................................... 12 

1.7 Research Questions ......................................................................... 12 

2 Methods ................................................................................................. 13 

2.1 Research Approach .......................................................................... 13 

2.2 Phase One - Literature Review ........................................................ 13 

2.3 Phase Two - Primary Research ........................................................ 14 

2.3.1 Industry Expert Interviews .................................................. 14 

2.3.2 Company Personnel Interviews .......................................... 15 

2.3.3 Company Survey ................................................................. 16 

2.4 Phase Three - Data Analysis and Discussion .................................. 17 

2.5 Phase Four - Feedback and Recommendations ............................... 17 

2.6 Expected Results ............................................................................. 18 

3 Results ................................................................................................... 21 

3.1 Benefits ............................................................................................ 21 

3.1.1 Increased Revenue .............................................................. 21 

3.1.2 Eco-Efficiencies .................................................................. 24 

3.1.3 Reduced Risk and Easier Access to Capital ....................... 26 

3.1.4 Reduced Costs of Hiring ..................................................... 27 



 xix 

3.1.5 Increased Employee Productivity ....................................... 28 

3.1.6 Reduced Attrition ................................................................ 29 

3.2 Barriers............................................................................................. 30 

3.3 Drivers ............................................................................................. 32 

4 Discussion .............................................................................................. 35 

4.1 Benefits ............................................................................................. 35 

4.1.1 Increased Revenue .............................................................. 35 

4.1.2 Eco-Efficiencies .................................................................. 37 

4.1.3 Reduced Risk and Easier Access to Capital ........................ 39 

4.1.4 Reduced Costs of Hiring ..................................................... 41 

4.1.5 Increased Employee Productivity ....................................... 42 

4.1.6 Reduced Attrition ................................................................ 43 

4.2 Barriers............................................................................................. 44 

4.2.1 Low Levels of Eco-literacy: ................................................ 45 

4.2.2 No Price Premium for Eco-houses ...................................... 46 

4.2.3 Long-term Investment for Building an Eco-brand .............. 47 

4.2.4 The Conservative Nature of the Industry ............................ 47 

4.2.5 Complexity Associated with the HBC Sector ..................... 48 

4.3 Drivers ............................................................................................. 49 

4.3.1 Legislation ........................................................................... 49 

4.3.2 Industry Collaboration ........................................................ 50 



 xx 

4.4 The Relevance of the Business Case to Strategic Sustainable 

Development .......................................................................................... 53 

4.5 Validity ............................................................................................ 54 

4.6 Weaknesses ...................................................................................... 55 

4.7 Further research ............................................................................... 57 

4.7.1 Research Program with Business Clusters .......................... 57 

4.7.2 Other Areas of Further Research ........................................ 58 

5 Conclusions ........................................................................................... 60 

References .................................................................................................. 61 

Appendix A – List of Experts and Company Personnel Interviewed .. 70 

Appendix B – Interview Questions for Experts ..................................... 73 

Appendix C – Interview Questions for Company Personnel ................ 74 

Appendix D: Survey Questionnaire ........................................................ 76 

Appendix E – Overview of Some Organizations and Initiatives .......... 84 

Appendix F: Feedback Sheet ................................................................... 89 

Appendix G: Using the FSSD for Strategic Planning in HBC Sector .. 93 

Appendix H – Research Program with Business Clusters .................... 97 



 xxi 

List of Figures and Tables 

Table 1.1. Key Statistics for SME HBC Companies in UK and Sweden ..... 5 

Figure 1.1. Stakeholders and Processes in the Construction Industry .......... 8 

Figure 1.2. Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (Robèrt et al. 

2007) ................................................................................................... 10 

Figure 2.1. Phases of Research ................................................................... 13 

Table 2.1. Breakdown of Primary Research Data ....................................... 14 

Table 2.2. Expected Results of Research. ................................................... 19 

Table A.1. List of Experts Interviewed ....................................................... 70 

Table A.2. List of Company Personnel Contacted ...................................... 72 

Table A.3. List of Sustainability Practitioners ............................................ 72





 1 

1 Introduction 

Global society is operating in an unsustainable manner. Nature has been 

utilized beyond its capacity to renew and regenerate indefinitely 

(Venetoulis and Talberth 2005). The abuse of natural capital in this way 

systematically strips the opportunity for future generations to utilize the 

resources we enjoy today. Human activity in the past 50 years has 

contributed to a decrease in biodiversity at an unprecedented rate resulting 

in a weakened ability for ecosystems to provide their services such as the 

provision of food and clean water, to society (Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment 2005). Additionally, anthropogenic global warming and 

climate change has resulted in rising sea levels, unmanageable fresh water 

cycles and natural disasters (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

2007). Developing countries are most vulnerable (Ludwig et al. 2007) but 

the effects of these changes threaten all the earth‟s citizens in a myriad of 

ways. In a society of 6.7 billion people (Population Reference Bureau 

2008) where 1.4 billion live in abject poverty (Chen and Ravallion 2008) 

and with the population expected to grow to 9 billion inhabitants by 2050 

(United Nations 1999), major changes are required for us to sustain a 

healthy society in the future. 

 

For an individual, it is extremely difficult to make meaningful progress 

towards sustainability. Since the scale of these complex problems 

transcends borders, cultures, economies and generations, collective action 

is required to make a substantial impact. Individuals, businesses and 

governments need to not only decrease their ecological footprint but also 

remove barriers so that people in society have the capacity to satisfy their 

fundamental human needs in order to live healthily and happily together 

(Max-Neef 1991). Because business has been shown to have a massive 

negative impact on sustainability (Hawken 1994), enabling change in this 

sector of society represents a crucial opportunity in moving towards a 

sustainable society. 

1.1 Business and Sustainability 

Business currently has a major negative impact on sustainability but offers 

potentially high leverage when it comes to mobilizing the world in moving 

towards sustainability (World Business Council for Sustainable 

Development 2010). This is largely because of its overall impact on 
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resource use and the profit-driven values that result in the short-term and 

non-holistic approach to how we treat the earth and our fellow citizens. The 

practice of a “take-make-waste” system has been the dominant model for 

achieving financial success to date. However, some businesses are 

beginning to realize the interconnectedness between sustainability and 

business success. For example, with unexpected fluctuations in the price of 

oil, companies are being forced to shift away from their dependence on 

fossil fuel whilst realizing the ongoing consequences of unsustainable 

resource use (Capgemini 2008). Early adoption of sustainability has proven 

to be sound business strategy as these companies have enjoyed financial 

benefits (Capra and Paulini 1995).  

1.2 SMEs and Sustainability 

In the European Union (EU), small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) 

are defined as companies with less than 250 employees, less than 50 

million Euros in annual turnover and less than 43 million Euros in annual 

balance sheet total (European Commission 2003). They represent 99% of 

all enterprises and employ approximately 75 million people in the EU 

(European Commission 2003). 

Due to the sheer number of businesses in this segment, the cumulative 

sustainability impacts of SMEs are large. It has been estimated that SME‟s 

contribute up to 70% of all global pollution (Hillary 2000). In the United 

Kingdom, SMEs collectively contribute as much as 60% of carbon dioxide 

emissions (Marshall Report 1998) and are responsible for up to 60% of 

commercial waste and 80% of pollution accidents (Environmental Agency 

2003). Due to the collective number of employees involved in SMEs, the 

issues of occupational health and safety, human resource management and 

the ubiquitous nature of SMEs in every community, it can be said that 

SMEs also have a huge impact on social sustainability.  

SME operations are different than their large business counterparts due to 

their management style, organizational structure, flexibility to move into 

new markets and innovativeness (Greenbank 2001; Poutziouri 2003; 

Schindehutte and Morris 2001; Verdú-Jover et al. 2006; Tilley 2000).  

These differences require that they be studied separately. 
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1.2.1 Advantages for SMEs in Moving towards Sustainability 

SMEs possess several advantages over larger firms for moving towards 

sustainability and make them suitable candidates to begin the move. SMEs 

are often more locally or regionally focused than big businesses (Moore 

and Manring 2008) which put them in closer connection with local markets 

and their stakeholders (Jenkins 2006). 

Due to their smaller size and less capital intensity in projects, SMEs are 

very nimble and versatile in the marketplace (Jenkins 2006; Schindehutte 

and Morris 2001). Since survival is their foremost concern, investments are 

often made with a short-term, cash-flow mindset allowing them to quickly 

respond to market shifts or quickly capture emerging markets (Jenkins 

2006). As such, actions by small firms can be seen as a process of 

adaptation and evolution in response to prevailing external factors rather 

than as an internalized function of planning, as is found in larger firms 

(Schindehutte and Morris 2001). SMEs are also naturally efficient when 

organizational culture change is necessary because their core values are 

heavily influenced by the owner or CEO (Schindehutte and Morris 2001). 

1.2.2 SMEs’ Barriers in Moving towards Sustainability 

Although SMEs have a large collective impact on sustainability and are 

suitable candidates to initiate the move, there are barriers for them in doing 

so. Revell and Blackburn (2007) describe the barriers for SMEs in adopting 

sustainability as related to owner-managers‟ low levels of eco-literacy, 

negative perception of the business case for sustainability, lack of pressure 

from both customers and supply chain, and “vulnerable compliance” 

(Revell and Blackburn 2007). Vulnerable compliance refers to the idea of 

SMEs perceiving compliance as an increased cost, coupled with a lack of 

awareness of regulation and perception that enforcement of regulation as 

weak (Revell and Blackburn 2007). In a related study, Armstrong et al. 

(2007) revealed that many of the barriers for SMEs could be sorted into 

three key areas of concern: lack of information; too expensive; and too 

complicated. The barriers mentioned above are exacerbated by the fact that 

sustainability is a large and wide ranging topic and there is a strong need to 

define clearly what success might mean in relation to sustainability. They 

also refer to SMEs in all industries operating in all countries despite the 

unique barriers that exist in each circumstance. An analysis of an individual 

sector is necessary and would add to the existing body of research.  
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1.2.3 SMEs’ Drivers for Moving towards Sustainability 

The European Multi Stakeholder Forum on Corporate Social Responsibility 

(2004) identified several drivers that influence SMEs including: cost 

savings, external relations, opportunities and innovation development. Bob 

Willard (2005) identifies current drivers for SMEs as the owner/managers 

personal values and beliefs, a public relations crisis and regulatory 

pressures. Despite the existence of these studies, the authors of this thesis 

believe that drivers for SMEs are different for each business sector, for 

example, the drivers for a SME in tourism may be different from those for a 

SME in construction.  

1.3 SMEs and the House Building Construction 
Sector 

A large sector involving SME businesses is that of the house building 

construction (HBC) sector. The authors will examine SMEs within this 

sector for the following reasons: 

 It is a major user of natural resources 

 It has very high number of SMEs involved 

 It is a significant sized sector in all countries  

 It has a large influence on the lives of many people due to the 

longevity of its product outputs (i.e. houses) and; 

 It is prone to strong legislative pressure to improve its 

environmental performance 

 

Osmani and O‟Reilly (2009) have outlined some of the key drivers for 

sustainability for the HBC sector including; tougher legislation, innovation 

within the supply chain, consumer demand, decreasing business risk of 

future legislation, possible sales premiums and other financial incentives. 

However, based on personal work experience, the authors of this thesis 

believe that there could also be other factors driving the SME HBC sector 

towards sustainability like growing awareness of environmental issues, 

economic trends and the process of tendering for contracts. These unique 

drivers are important leverage points for companies in adopting 

sustainability because they can strongly influence the barriers and amplify 

the benefits for the companies. The reactions and strategic response of the 

SMEs in this sector to these pressures can vary from ignoring the signs to 
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proactively developing an eco-brand. The uniqueness of the sector in 

relation to these drivers suggests the need of specialized information for 

sustainability practitioners who work with SMEs in the HBC sector.   

1.3.1 HBC Sector in the United Kingdom and Sweden 

This study will focus on SMEs in the HBC sector in the United Kingdom 

(UK) and Sweden. These are both developed countries located in Europe 

and construction is a major industry employing a significant number of 

workers. The following table outlines a few key statistics for SMEs in the 

HBC sector in the two countries the thesis has focused on. 

Table 1.1. Key Statistics for SME HBC Companies in UK and Sweden 

Country Statistics (2008) UK Sweden 

Population (million) 61.4
A
 9.3

C
 

Number of SME house building companies  29,009 

(<299 

employees)** 

16,625
C,1

 

People employed in house building sector 177,000 
A
 43,874

C,2
 

Housing unit completions (annual) 182,710
B
 

 

32,021
C
 

A. UK Office for National Statistics 

B. UK Department of Communities and Local 
Government 

C. Statistics Sweden 

C,1. Refers to all SME building companies 
C,2. Also includes non-residential

 

There exist many similarities regarding SMEs in the HBC sector in both the 

UK and Sweden. For example, the current recession has negatively affected 

the HBC sector, SMEs in this sector have both experienced increased 

legislation in moving towards sustainability, a number of voluntary 

initiatives have taken place to date and there are housing shortages 

particularly in the major cities. For these reasons the authors believe that it 

is appropriate to consider the HBC sector in the two countries within the 

same study. 

1.4 The Business Case for Sustainability 

This thesis will define the business case for sustainability as including 

business benefits, barriers and drivers that together influence both the HBC 

sector at large and individual companies on the road towards sustainability. 

The business case for sustainability has been studied by authors such as 
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Willard (2002), Esty and Winston (2006) and Salzmann et al. (2005). 

However, most research to date has focused on large businesses (Tilley 

2000; Revell and Rutherfoord 2003). As sustainability becomes a core issue 

for business, it is crucial to note that since SMEs are different by nature 

than large firms in both management practices and their relationships with 

external stakeholders (Verdú-Jover et al. 2006) there is a need to study the 

business case for sustainability for SMEs separately. Knowledge of this 

information would also support a sustainability practitioner to better 

understand SMEs in the HBC sector in moving towards sustainability 

1.4.1 A Model for the Business Case for Sustainability 

In 2002 Willard published „The Sustainability Advantage‟ and it‟s follow 

up in 2005, „The Next Sustainability Wave‟. Both clearly outline the ways a 

business can reap financial reward through pursuing sustainability 

practices. The 2002 model was based on research on large companies in the 

Information Technology sector. Willard (2005) attempts to distil this model 

down to SMEs and explains six distinct benefits which are detailed below 

with explanatory comments. These benefits are as follows: 

Increased revenue: Revenue can be increased through gaining competitive 

advantage and attracting the eco-conscious consumer who is more loyal and 

willing to pay a higher price for eco-products. Revenues can also be 

increased through moving to a service-based business model (e.g. selling 

the service of lighting a room rather than a light bulb) where suitable; a 

greater market share is gained through attracting new buyers and new 

markets are opened up through the product line developments. 

Eco-efficiencies: These cost savings (e.g. reduced costs on waste, 

transportation and overall administrative expenses) are to be gained by 

substituting less expensive eco-materials and by reducing, recycling and 

reusing materials and wastes. Waste management is concerned with the 

elimination of all types of waste and may involve behavioral changes, work 

practices as well as efficiencies. The reduction of which can lead to direct 

cost savings for a business. Eco-efficiencies are also concerned with supply 

chain concerns, the use of eco-materials and/or better transportation 

management of vehicles travelling to and from the worksite.  

Reduced risk and easier access to capital: Any business incurs risks that 

may be financial, market, product, capital cost or balance sheet in nature. 
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For a small business the costs associated with these are generally seen as 

insurance premium costs and the interest rates on borrowing. A business 

with strategic sustainability plans to better manage risks should experience 

reduced costs in both insurance and lending rates. These companies are also 

better positioned to deal with future business risk mostly in regards to 

avoiding fines and penalties associated with new legislation. 

Reduced hiring costs: The cost of hiring a new employee can be substantial 

and if a company has a good „brand‟ reputation as being both 

environmentally and socially responsible, then a higher number of talented 

individuals will want to work for the company. This can reduce costs of 

soliciting top talent. 

Increased employee productivity: Employees will become motivated by the 

company‟s adoption of sustainability practices and this will lead to 

increased productivity. The practices may include better environmental 

practices, improved working conditions, better employee benefits or 

providing more training. Matching the employees‟ personal beliefs with the 

motives of the company in these ways can result in a greater appreciation of 

the company by employees and, in turn, increased employee productivity. 

Reduced attrition:  A business may be better able to retain the services of 

key personnel through the improved working conditions and the fact that 

employees will positively respond to the goals of the business when 

adopting sustainable practices. Avoiding the cost of lost productivity 

resulting from losing a talented employee represents a business benefit.  

Willard (2002) believes that these topics provide benefits which can be 

used as a basis to analyze the potential business benefits for other sectors.  

1.4.2 Gap in Business Case for SME HBC Companies 

In relation to SMEs in the HBC sector, a gap currently exists in the study of 

the business case for sustainability that the authors believe is worthy of 

study. As noted previously, SMEs in the HBC sector are different from 

other SME sectors, and therefore are likely to experience different barriers, 

drivers, and benefits.  As such, tailoring this model to SMEs in this sector 

requires further study. The authors feel that elucidating the sector specific 

business case by uncovering the benefits, drivers and barriers for SMEs 

would help inform a sustainability practitioner to work with these firms. 
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The authors of this thesis have used the benefits for SMEs identified in 

1.4.1 as the basis for their examination of the benefits realized by SMEs in 

the HBC sector. 

1.5 Strategic Sustainable Development and the 
Business Case 

1.5.1 HBC Sector as a Complex System  

The HBC sector‟s movement towards sustainability involves great deal of 

complexity. This can be ascribed to the presence of many stakeholders (see 

Figure 1.1) with disparate drivers that move them towards sustainability. 

Besides this, the construction sector uses a myriad of manufactured 

materials and equipment during construction which acts as a significant 

barrier to the sector‟s movement towards sustainability.  

 
* Adapted from http://crimsonoakmgt.com 

Figure 1.1. Stakeholders and Processes in the Construction Industry 

There is a need for a conceptual model in order to effectively support the 

SMEs in HBC sector‟s progress towards sustainability and its stakeholders.  

1.5.2 Relevance of the Business Case for SSD 

Because the HBC sector involves a great deal of complexity, a systems 

understanding can better inform both the practitioner and the SMEs in this 

sector. In order for sustainability practitioners to support SMEs to 
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strategically move towards sustainability, it is important to speak their 

language, and also better understand their perspective (i.e. the benefits, 

drivers and barriers) for them to move towards sustainability.  

The authors believe that an investigation of the business case for 

sustainability could provide such information. The business benefits could 

act as leverage points for the companies to engage in sustainability while an 

understanding of the barriers and drivers could help planners be strategic 

when adopting sustainability practices. 

1.5.3 Backcasting from Principles of Sustainability 

As noted earlier, there is a need for each societal stakeholder to play its role 

if global society is to move strategically towards sustainability, which 

includes SMEs in HBC sector. Strategic planning begins with a vision of 

success which is constrained by principles that define sustainability, or a 

description of the requirements that must be met for society to become 

sustainable. The vision of success (i.e. sustainability) is described through a 

set of sustainability principles, derived from a scientifically rigorous, 

consensus-based, system-level understanding (Holmberg et al. 1996; 

Robèrt 2000; Holmberg & Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006). These basic 

principles of sustainability state that: 

 

“In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing: 

1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‟s crust; 

2. …concentrations of substances produced by society; 

3. …degradation by physical means (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000); and 

…in that society, 

4. ...people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine 

their capacity to meet their needs (Ny et al. 2006).” 

 

Starting with a vision helps the planning process by linking the present with 

the future in a strategic way: once a vision for the future is determined, 

planners ask, “What shall we do today to get there (Holmberg, and Robèrt 

2000)?” This is known as backcasting, a planning procedure which 

involves envisioning a successful outcome in the future and then 

prioritizing measures to reach those outcomes. „Backcasting from 

sustainability principles‟ (from the organization‟s description of success 

within the constraints of principles for sustainability) is particularly helpful 
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in complex systems since it allows for a departure from present 

unsustainable extrapolations (Holmberg, and Robèrt 2000).  

 

These sustainability principles offer the SMEs in HBC the constraints 

within which success for any business can be envisioned. This would 

ensure that SMEs in the complex HBC sector maintain a vision unique to 

their organization, whilst strategically moving towards sustainability. 

1.5.4 Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development  

The various unsustainability issues highlight the need for new solutions and 

a generally accepted framework for discussing such problems and their 

solutions can be helpful (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). Given the 

complexity in the HBC, a framework which incorporates a systems view of 

sustainability would be useful for planning in complex systems.   

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) offers itself 

as a scientifically robust model for planning and decision making in 

complex systems (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). The structured five 

interdependent levels allow for planning in complex systems (Figure 1.2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2. Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (Robèrt et 

al. 2007) 

Society within ecosphere compliant with principles 

for socio-ecological sustainability (i.e. 4 

Sustainability principles) 

Backcasting from success and using associated 3 

prioritization questions as a minimum  

 

Society within the ecosphere, including the social 

and ecological laws/rules/norms which govern this 

system 

System 

Success 

Strategic Guidelines 

Actions that help move the global socio-ecological 

system towards success 
Actions 

Tools that support efforts to achieve sustainability Tools 
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The FSSD promotes a whole systems perspective for moving towards 

sustainability. Backcasting from a shared vision of success (outlined 

earlier) and choosing measures based on three minimum prioritization 

questions ensures that the company is strategically moving towards 

sustainability. The three questions are: will this measure bring us closer to 

sustainability, is this measure taken a platform for future measures, and is 

the measure a low hanging fruit (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).  

1.6 Thesis Purpose and Scope 

1.6.1 Purpose 

Strategically moving towards sustainability requires companies develop 

their vision within the constraints of sustainability principles. The thesis 

aims at providing sustainability practitioners working with these companies 

with a better understanding of the business case which will help them 

support these companies in moving towards sustainability. Having sector-

specific knowledge, a practitioner is better able to use backcasting and 

strategic guidelines to prioritize actions, motivate personnel and build 

momentum within the company. 

This thesis aims to investigate the business case for sustainability for SMEs 

in the HBC sector. A stronger knowledge of the business case for 

sustainability for this sector, as represented by the benefits, barriers and 

drivers, would help a sustainability practitioner to be better prepared to 

effectively assist companies. The results of this research can be used for the 

following purposes:  

 To motivate SMEs in HBC sector for change towards sustainability. 

 To support sustainability practitioners working with this sector 

through a better understanding of the experiences of SMEs in HBC 

(i.e. the drivers, barriers, and benefits) so they may support these 

SMEs in moving strategically towards sustainability.  

 To help sustainability practitioners working for SMEs in HBC 

speak the industry language. 
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1.6.2 Scope 

Sector and geography: SMEs in the HBC sector in the UK and Sweden. 

Level of technical detail: The authors assess the overall business case of 

moving towards sustainability and not the „technical‟ construction practices 

involved; for example, the technical advantage of one material or product 

over another. 

Depth of study: Willard (2002) presents a comprehensive overview of the 

business case for sustainability. The authors focus on Willard‟s (2002) 

proposed topic areas but the depth of enquiry is restricted due to constraints 

of time. 

Definition of sustainability: Although the authors use the four SP‟s as the 

definition of sustainability, the sector uses an array of terms such as “eco”, 

“green”, “zero carbon” and “environmental and social practices”. The 

authors used the terms that were familiar to the interviewee when collecting 

data however, analyzed results through the lens of the authors‟ definition. 

1.7 Research Questions 

The discussions hereto have led the authors to the following primary 

research question: What is the business case for sustainability within the 

small and medium sized enterprises in the house building construction 

sector in the United Kingdom and Sweden? 

In analyzing the above question the authors asked three secondary research 

questions to further articulate their understanding of the business case for 

sustainability: 

1. What are the main benefits that accrue to the businesses in moving 

towards sustainability? 

2. What are the main barriers for the businesses in moving towards 

sustainability? 

3. What are the main drivers for the businesses in moving towards 

sustainability? 
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2 Methods 

This thesis was undertaken to gain an understanding of the business case 

for sustainability for SMEs in HBC in terms of the benefits, barriers and 

drivers. The following sections describe the approach and methods used to 

meet these objectives.  

2.1 Research Approach 

The thesis was divided into four phases as shown in Figure 2-1. There were 

overlaps in the dates between the various phases. 

 
            

    

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1. Phases of Research 

2.2 Phase One - Literature Review 

The business case for sustainability has been the focus of much research 

around sustainability over the past two decades (Salzmann et al 2005). The 

literature review focused on assessing the current understanding of general 

approaches to sustainability within businesses, furthermore amongst SMEs 

across all sectors and finally, within the HBC sector. Articles, books, 

websites and industry reports were read and reviewed by the authors of this 

thesis to establish what other authorities in the field believed the business 

case for sustainability to be. This provided the authors with a good 

understanding of the current field of research and helped them develop 
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sound, practical recommendations for the primary research approach to be 

taken in the thesis and to inform the subsequent results‟ analysis and 

discussion. The authors also focused on identifying various organizations 

and expert authorities in the HBC sector in the UK and Sweden with the 

aim of informing their primary research. 

2.3 Phase Two - Primary Research 

The primary research was divided into interviews with industry experts 

along with company personnel as well as surveys with a wider range of 

company personnel. Interviews with industry experts were chosen to give a 

macro level perspective on the HBC sector. Based on these interviews a 

web-based survey was administered to inform the authors of the 

companies‟ perspective around the benefits, barriers and drivers around 

sustainability both to date and in the future. Company interviews were 

conducted to gain a more comprehensive and deeper understanding of these 

topics. 

Table 2.1. Breakdown of Primary Research Data 

Details of Primary Research  Total 

Industry Experts interviewed 24 

Company personnel interviewed 10 

Survey completed by company personnel  13 

2.3.1 Industry Expert Interviews 

Industry experts were identified from both countries based on research in 

Phase One. They represented various HBC stakeholders (e.g. House 

Building Federation in UK or Swedish Construction Federation in Sweden) 

and were all intimately involved in HBC. Their expertise was around the 

industry as a whole and not necessarily the individual company.  

The authors attended two major trade exhibitions; the first, a three-day 

exhibition in London called Eco Build, and the second, a four-day 

exhibition in Stockholm called NordBygg. These opportunities were used 

to conduct interviews with industry experts. The interviews conducted at 

these exhibitions were arranged in advance.  
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Industry expert interviews were semi-structured by design to gain insight 

into the current trends, their understanding of the SMEs‟ experience of 

sustainability, and their suggestions for the design of the web survey. See 

Appendix B for a list of topics covered during these interviews. Most 

interviews were held in person at the two major trade exhibitions or at the 

organization‟s office. The authors felt that face-to-face contact would allow 

for easier follow up when the data analysis stage arrives. 

The authors also conducted many unstructured interviews during the two 

exhibitions which improved their understanding of HBC sector. These 

interviews took the form of unplanned discussions with exhibitors and 

attendees. The authors did not ask specific questions to the individuals but 

allowed for a wide discussion on a range of topics and the outcomes of 

these conversations are not included in the results. 

2.3.2 Company Personnel Interviews 

Interviews with companies were organized with personnel within the 

companies who would be most capable of discussing sustainability in 

relation to their organizations. Referrals from industry experts as to which 

companies to contact were helpful in locating businesses engaged in 

sustainability. Such companies (Appendix A) had gained some experience 

and were able to share their insight into the benefits, barriers and drivers in 

moving towards sustainability. Databases of HBC companies from 

construction federations (e.g. the Swedish Construction Federation) were 

also used to identify and contact businesses for interviews. The authors 

engaged with companies at the time and place of their convenience. Where 

face-to-face meetings were not possible, the authors conducted telephone 

interviews. Similar to industry expert interviews, interviews with company 

personnel (Appendix C) were semi-structured by design. Sending the topics 

of the interviews in advance assisted the interviewees in preparing for the 

interview and thus allowing deeper insight for the thesis. 

The authors also followed-up with companies in regards to questions that 

interviewees were not able to answer during the interview which helped 

improve the robustness of the study. 
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2.3.3 Company Survey 

In late March and early April the authors distributed a web-based survey to 

SME HBC companies in the UK. Unfortunately, though initial agreement 

had been reached with the Swedish Construction Federation to distribute 

the survey in Sweden, this did not materialize. 

Survey Design: The survey, as shown in Appendix D, contained sets of 

questions designed to gather the company personnel‟s‟ perceptions of the 

business benefits, barriers and drivers in accordance with the research 

questions. The survey asked for feedback on their experiences to date as 

well as their thoughts on the future. Many of the questions asked 

respondents to rate a given statement from 1 (very poor) through to 5 (very 

good) as the authors felt that a yes/no answer were too simplistic to be of 

use for in-depth analysis. Space was also provided for the respondents to 

make additional comments on some of the topics. 

The survey was aimed to gather information on the business benefits, 

barriers and drivers from SME house builders who have both engaged and 

not engaged in sustainability. As interviews with company personnel aimed 

at collecting data from engaged companies, the survey acted as the main 

channel to receive information on those not engaged. Survey questions 

were based around both previous experience and future expectations to help 

elucidate the future benefits, barriers and drivers. 

The survey was designed to take no more than 20-25 minutes to complete 

and this was tested by administering it with a few people before being 

distributed. Prior to distribution the authors also gathered feedback on the 

questions from the industry experts interviewed earlier. Several personnel 

from industry networks and associations agreed to distribute the survey. 

Survey Distribution: Contact people at the networks and associations 

distributed the link to the web-based survey using their email distribution 

lists; they also requested that recipients of the survey complete it. This 

allowed for the link to „negotiate‟ through the companies‟ e-mail spam 

filters. The survey link was also placed on construction industry blogs and 

discussion forums. Using these networks allowed access to thousands of 

companies across the sector, though many recipients were likely not SME 

house builders. Initial screening questions were asked to ensure that the 

target audience was in fact SME house builders before results were 

analyzed. 
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The authors followed-up with survey respondents who volunteered to be 

contacted and their responses were further elaborated on. Survey follow-up 

occurred with 2 survey respondents. 

2.4 Phase Three - Data Analysis and Discussion 

With permission from the interviewees, the interviews were audio recorded 

and notes were taken throughout. Following the interview the authors 

reviewed the recorded interviews and created a spreadsheet of collated 

results. One spreadsheet was dedicated to industry expert interviews and 

another was dedicated to company personnel interviews. Results on each 

spreadsheet were recorded based on topics relating to the research questions 

to better identify and understand the strands of opinion for future analysis.  

In analyzing the results the authors concentrated on the similarities of the 

HBC sector in each country in an effort to articulate the combined results 

and discussions as indicative of the overall HBC sector in developed 

countries. As such, the thesis has not compared and contrasted the two 

countries but rather focused on the businesses themselves and their 

understanding of the topic. 

Because of the similarity between the topics discussed for both the 

interviews and the survey, the authors considered all results together and 

followed the threads of enquiry through each group of respondents. There 

was broad agreement on many of the topics across the sets of results 

received which proved to be particularly useful when it came to discussing 

and drawing conclusions for the business case for sustainability for SMEs 

in the HBC sector. When analyzing the results, the authors also followed-

up with all company personnel and survey respondents who volunteered to 

be contacted again and their responses were further elaborated on. 

2.5 Phase Four - Feedback and Recommendations 

After analyzing the results, the authors then sought feedback on the 

practicality of their results and requested feedback from both company 

personnel and industry experts. A synthesis of key results was emailed to 

the industry experts and company personnel (Appendix F). This process 

was used to improve the validity of the authors‟ analysis of the results and 
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ensure that there were no gaps in the analysis process. Results were sent to 

all 34 interviewees of which seven were returned and approved (three 

company personnel and four industry experts).  

Based on all of the information and feedback collected in this phase, the 

authors make recommendations for how a sustainability practitioner 

working in the SME HBC sector can make use of this information in 

regards to strategic sustainable development. This information is presented 

in the context of the FSSD in Appendix G as a useful tool for sustainability 

practitioners when working towards sustainability within the HBC sector. 

2.6 Expected Results  

The authors of this thesis were keen to find out whether or not the benefits 

identified by Willard (2002) for the larger businesses also exist for the 

smaller businesses. This study investigated the existence and scale of these 

potential benefits. Willard (2002) in his model states that for the SME 

sector there are potential profit increases available (estimated as 46%). The 

authors did not expect to find a significant profit increase available to 

businesses that pursued a sustainability agenda. 

Due to environmental management being perceived as a cost by SMEs, the 

competitive nature of the industry and combined with the current recession, 

the authors expected that the business case for sustainability may be very 

weak or not exist at all for SMEs in the HBC sector up to this point in time.  

Based on the current literature, there are many barriers for SMEs adopting 

sustainability as referred to in the introduction. The authors expected to find 

cost factors and eco-literacy as the main barriers for SMEs in the HBC 

sector but are unsure of the others. 

Referring back to Osmani and O‟Reilly‟s (2009) key drivers for 

sustainability in the HBC sector, the authors expect to see legislation as the 

most prominent driver for the sector. The authors were unclear about what 

other drivers are relevant for small building companies. 

The authors also expected that it would be difficult to quantify business 

benefits for a SME house builder. The authors believed that simple causal 

relationships between „good sustainable business practices‟ and the bottom 

line would be difficult for SMEs to determine and, as such, would be a 
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major barrier for SMEs in pursuing such practices. Furthermore, the effects 

on the „softer‟ issues of business value such as brand value and employee 

loyalty would be very difficult for businesses to measure even though they 

may believe that they exist. Allied to this the authors expected that, because 

of the trans-disciplinary nature of sustainability the value gained would be 

difficult to identify clearly, and perhaps take some time to accrue to 

businesses.  

 

Based on the above, the authors‟ expected results of the research are 

presented in the following table. 

Table 2.2. Expected Results of Research. 

Business Benefit Expected Results 

Increased Revenue 1. Market share and sales may increase but only 

slightly and are likely due to the price premium 

for eco-homes. 

Eco-efficiencies 1. Eco-efficiencies may occur in waste management, 

transport efficiency and administrative costs but 

no details of where this may happen. 

2. Eco-material cost savings unlikely as prices are 

expected to be higher than standard products 

Reduced Risk and 

Easier Access to 

Capital 

1. Authors were unsure if this benefit exists and also 

whether or not it would be identified by 

companies. 

Reduced Hiring 

Costs 

1. Authors were unsure if this benefit exists but, if 

anything, there might be a slight benefit. 

Increased 

Employee 

Productivity 

1. Authors were skeptical that such practices would 

be more productive as eco-houses are more 

complex to build 

2. Better HR practices will result in improved 

employee satisfaction but the authors were unsure 

how many HBC companies would have these 

practices in place 

Reduced Attrition 1. Authors were unsure that employees in SMEs 

would stay longer due to sustainability practices. 
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Barriers Expected Results 

Eco-literacy Secondary research shows this would be a barrier for 

the firms as it is an industry wide problem and is 

expected to be the same for this study. 

Too Expensive 

(referred to as „no 

price premium‟ in 

discussion) 

Cost factors are likely to be a barrier for SMEs but in 

what capacity is unclear. Distinguishing cost factors 

between the premium available to niche market and 

the mainstream market make the authors unsure of the 

expected result. 

Others  Authors are unsure of the other barriers in which the 

research hopes to further elucidate. 

Drivers Expected Results 

Legislation In line with other research, this will be a major driver. 

Others Authors are unsure of the other drivers which this 

research hopes to further elucidate. 
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3 Results 

The results of this research found that SME house builders are finding 

business benefits primarily in eco-efficiencies and specifically in waste and 

transportation. There is evidence to support a business benefit for reduced 

risk however this is not true for easier access to financing. The evidence 

was inconclusive regarding reduced costs of hiring, reduced attrition and 

increased employee productivity. However, productivity offers a business 

benefit in the form of increased quality. Though no benefit exists in 

increased revenue, companies are finding a business benefit in their ability 

to be prepared for future markets. 

The consequent barriers found in this research were: the costs of building 

an eco-home accrue to the builder whereas the benefits are reaped by the 

homeowner, absence of consumer demand, technical knowledge and 

training, the current recession and the focus on environmental 

sustainability. This research uncovered three main drivers within the sector, 

which are: legislation, industry collaboration and public awareness. 

A list of 24 industry experts, 10 company personnel and 2 sustainability 

practitioners interviewed can be found in Appendix A. Appendix E 

includes further background and information on the organizations, building 

codes, eco-labels and certifications mentioned in this section.  

3.1 Benefits 

Based on Willard‟s (2002) model of the business benefits for sustainability 

as outlined in the introduction, he elucidates six main topic areas. In 

studying these topic areas, several of his business benefits were confirmed 

while others were either not proven or inconclusive. Where expected 

benefits were in fact found to be barriers, they will be presented along the 

topic areas of Willard‟s (2002) model and referred back to in the barriers 

section. 

3.1.1 Increased Revenue 

Overall there was insufficient evidence to determine whether engaging with 

sustainable business practices have produced a positive income stream for 
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the companies. The over-riding business benefit appears to be the future-

proofing of the company against future changes in the market. The eco-

homes market is still a niche market. Companies wishing to build a brand 

around sustainability are not seeing benefits related to revenue for several 

years. A massive confounding variable related to this business benefit is the 

current recession. 

Long Term Gain/Future-Proofing: Developing a brand around 

sustainability is seen more as a strategy for future-proofing, or preparing 

against inevitable trends in the market, than for immediately increasing 

revenue (Speller 2010; Dalgarno 2010; Jarnhammar 2010; Hoffman 2010; 

Bell 2010). Understanding and adapting to these trends takes time, money 

and effort (Speller 2010; Hoffman 2010). As such, firms wishing to build a 

brand around sustainability are doing so as a longer term strategy and not 

for any immediate gain (Dalgarno 2010; Speller 2010). Because many 

industry experts and companies interviewed believe that the eco-homes 

market will grow in the future it is important for companies to begin 

strategizing in order to reap this future benefit (Sunden 2010; Silverskär 

2010; Speller 2010; Bell 2010; Wellhagen 2010; Mattsson 2010; Persson 

2010). The increasing popularity of certifications and standards (e.g. Nordic 

Eco-label and Code for Sustainable Homes) for homes in the past few years 

points to the growing size of this market (Skandamoorthy 2010; Eade 

2010). Both companies and industry experts believe that building to these 

standards and certifications help improve the overall market for eco-homes 

(Eade 2010; Skandamoorthy 2010; Mölldal 2010; Jarnhammar 2010). 

The survey shows all respondents believed their move into sustainable 

practices had not been profitable to date, though 39% thought that it would 

become so in the medium term (2-5 years). 39% of survey respondents 

believed that these practices have been a cost to date. Another 39% believe 

that it has been a cost but will result in some future revenue. Speller (2010) 

states that developing new revenue streams from the sustainability activities 

may be a future possibility, but represents only a small portion of revenue 

increase compared to their current situation. 

Niche Market: The demand for eco-homes is still a niche market (Slaughter 

2010; Wilkinson 2010; Bergman 2010; Webb 2010; Buttress 2010; Speller 

2010; Stowe 2010) and so companies need to be careful how much of their 

product and brand they commit towards sustainability (Slaughter 2010; 

Jones 2010; Jarnhammar 2010; Bell 2010). There is no obvious market pull 

by customers which would affect a company‟s overall market share with 
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the end consumer (Sunden 2010; Buttress 2010). Mainstream customers are 

prioritizing location, cost and design over an eco-home (Sunden 2010; Bell 

2010; Kumar 2010; Greven Dahl 2010; Hammer 2010). Though the larger 

HBC businesses have labeled this as an emerging market, it will be some 

time before the mainstream SME building companies will be capable of 

incorporating the technical details that go into making an eco-home 

(Wilkinson 2010; Buttress 2010; Corbey 2010).  

Building a Brand: Although only 42% of survey respondents believe that 

developing a brand around sustainability offers them an immediate 

competitive advantage, 46% believe that it will do so in the future and 

several interviewees believe the same (Jarnhammar 2010; Greven Dahl 

2010; Hoffman 2010). Several interviewees believe that, the main reason 

for building a brand around sustainability is due to the personal beliefs of 

decision makers within the companies (Iwaszkiewicz 2010; Stowe 2010; 

Dalgarno 2010) and this commitment is especially needed in the initial 

stages in order to lead organizational change towards sustainability. 

Smaller house building firms can develop a local brand by concentrating on 

the one-off bespoke jobs for the client (Wilkinson 2010; Jones 2010; 

Corbey 2010; Frampton 2010; Persson 2010; Speller 2010) or through the 

housing association or development company which is building for their 

own long-term investment as owners and renters of property (Wilkinson 

2010; Jones 2010; Corbey 2010; Sunden 2010).  

A primary method of developing an eco-brand and increasing revenue is 

through the achievement of these third party certifications (Skandamoorthy 

2010; Eade 2010; Mölldal 2010; Speller 2010). The survey showed only 

46% believed that the attainment of certification was positive and only 23% 

believing it was negative. Some interviewees linked this ambivalence to the 

lack of consumer awareness and understanding of issues involved in 

sustainability (Iwaszkiewicz 2010; Bergman 2010). 54% of survey 

respondents feel that this lack of consumer understanding negatively affects 

their entry into the eco-home market which represents a barrier for 

companies. However, the survey shows that 85% of the companies feel that 

consumer awareness will improve in the future. 

Recession: The major factor currently governing revenues is the recession 

(Slaughter 2010; Oxley 2010; Wallhagen 2010; Wilkinson 2010; Dalgarno 

2010; Peace 2010). House building completions have drastically declined in 

the past 2 years and many good businesses have failed (Corbey 2010), thus, 
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other companies are reverting to the old ways of doing things where cost is 

the only factor in decision making (Jones 2010; Jarnhammar 2010; Peace 

2010). 

3.1.2 Eco-Efficiencies 

Waste and transportation are areas for major business benefits for SMEs in 

the HBC sector. Cost savings related to administrative expenses and energy 

usage offer slight benefits and vary based on the size of the firm. Although 

eco-materials are currently expensive, use of these materials may provide a 

benefit in the future. Prefabrication also offers many eco-efficiency 

benefits. 

Waste Management: Waste is one area where proper management has 

resulted in significant cost savings for companies (Jarnhammar 2010; 

Sunden 2010; Hammer 2010; Silverskär 2010; Eade 2010; Greven Dahl 

2010; Persson 2010). These savings have occurred for two reasons, first, an 

outright reduction in the waste generated and, second, waste segregation, 

both of which result in a reduced amount of waste being sent to the 

expensive landfill (Greven Dahl 2010; Sunden 2010; Hoffman 2010; 

Hammer 2010; Speller 2010; Eade 2010; Bell 2010).  Bergman (2010) 

successfully segregated waste and resold it as raw material to recyclers or 

other buyers.  

Reducing and segregating waste has proven a business benefit for several 

companies although there is often a challenge in the initial stages of reusing 

or reselling materials in changing employees‟ behavior such that they are 

conscious of which skip waste is put into (Sunden 2010; Hoffman 2010; 

Bell 2010). However, once this barrier has been overcome, substantial cost 

savings are available. By properly segregating materials, recycling, re-use 

or re-selling can be introduced (Bergman 2010; Jarnhammar 2010). 

Bergman (2010) talks about being mindful in the re-use and recycling of 

waste materials, especially with the producers with whom they have a 

„take-back‟ type scheme. This arrangement allows for discounts on 

materials from suppliers. These forms of costs savings or revenue streams 

amount to a significant business benefit for companies. However, to make 

inroads into waste management they need to be involved in the design stage 

of house building (Speller 2010) and makes more economic sense for work 

sites with more available space than smaller ones (Bergman 2010; Sunden 

2010; de Souza 2010; Jarnhammar 2010). Government regulation such as 
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mandatory site waste management plans has also influenced companies to 

take actions around waste (Jones 2010; Bergman 2010). 

Eco-Materials: The extra costs of building eco-houses are in part due to 

higher prices of the materials being used and represents a barrier for 

companies (Jarnhammar 2010; Wellhagen 2010; Slaughter 2010; Oxley 

2010; Sunden 2010; Bergman 2010; Silverskär 2010; Speller 2010; Åberg 

2010; Bell 2010; Frampton 2010). Most interviewees felt that as eco-homes 

become more mainstream the costs of the materials as well as the overall 

price of the house would also decrease (Iwaszkiewicz 2010; Jarnhammar 

2010; Sunden 2010; Speller 2010; Åberg 2010; Sunden 2010; Hoffman 

2010; Silverskär 2010; Wellhagen 2010; Frielich 2010; Bell 2010). 

Currently, the cost premium for eco-materials is estimated to be in the 

region of between 5-20% higher than standard building materials (Speller 

2010; Dalgarno 2010).  

Savings from Overall Administrative Costs: Savings in administration 

expenses is another slight cost saving that has been identified for 

companies. The results show that though companies have accomplished 

some cost savings, the percentage of these savings in relation to overall 

costs is very small and few details were available. Within the head office 

some eco-efficiencies have been introduced but more as a policy of 

„practicing what you preach‟ than as a serious cost saving exercise (Mölldal 

2010; Hoffman 2010). The smaller building companies have lean overhead 

costs with a lot of administration being carried out through a single and 

often small office. The costs of these are often absorbed into the overall 

building costs and so it is very hard to distinguish between the two sets of 

costs. For medium sized firms there was a more identifiable business 

benefit than the smallest firms (Mölldal 2010). 

Transportation: The construction industry is a heavy user of transport with 

large trucks bringing materials to and from the sites. Companies are trying 

to reduce these deliveries but mainly for financial reasons and not from any 

inherent wish to reduce environmental impact (Sunden 2010; Hammer 

2010; Silverskär 2010; Dalgarno 2010). The fact that not every company 

has to pay for deliveries suggests that a business benefit is greater for those 

who pay for each delivery (Frielich 2010). Companies which understand 

the impact of transportation on sustainability have put efforts into reducing 

employee commuting (e.g. offering bicycles to employees, incentivizing 

public transit passes) which does not necessarily produce an increased 
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saving however shows the company is taking sustainability seriously 

(Hoffman 2010; Mölldal 2010).  

Pre-fabrication: Major eco-efficiencies can be realized by implementing 

pre-fabrication into the house building process. Pre-fabrication offers many 

benefits related to increased revenue such as greatly reducing waste both 

on-site and in production, improving quality standards, reducing the 

amount of transportation necessary and reducing environmental damage 

and on-site accidents (Stowe 2010; Dalgarno 2010; Bergman 2010; 

Silverskär 2010; Slaughter 2010). 

3.1.3 Reduced Risk and Easier Access to Capital 

In regards to risk, the business benefit was analyzed in two separate areas: 

insurance premiums and easier access to capital where no evidence of a 

business benefit was found; and the business risk a company faces in 

dealing with external industry changes where evidence for a business 

benefit does exist. 

Insurance Premiums and Easier Access to Capital: It appears from 

company personnel and industry experts that there is no business benefit for 

companies with respect to insurance premiums and easier access to capital 

(Oxley 2010; Iwaszkiewicz 2010; Slaughter 2010; Mattsson 2010; Åberg 

2010; Eade 2010; Sunden 2010; Bergman 2010; Speller 2010; Dalgarno 

2010; Wilkinson 2010; Frampton 2010). 73% of survey respondents 

recorded no change in the costs associated with insurance premiums and 

two respondents reported a savings. There may, however, be a slight 

savings in insurance premiums for a company with an environmental 

management system (Sunden 2010), although this sector has not seen any 

progress from financial institutions in regards to offering economic 

incentives for companies that have better environmental and social 

performance. Though the business benefit does not exist now, interviewees 

believe that these potential savings will emerge in the future to yield a 

business benefit for moving towards sustainability (Bergman 2010; 

Dalgarno 2010; Åberg 2010; Persson 2010; Eade 2010). 

Currently, there is no easier access to financing for companies in moving 

towards sustainability (Slaughter 2010; Iwaszkiewicz 2010; Oxley 2010; 

Wilkinson 2010), however this may become a business benefit in the future 

(Åberg 2010; Bergman 2010). As an aside, though some grant funding for 
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advanced environmental and social projects exists, it is not well 

communicated and particularly difficult for SMEs to access due to their 

strain on time and resources (Steensma 2010). 

Business Risk: There is evidence to support that a business benefit exists for 

companies in regards to a decrease in business risk (Mölldal 2010; Speller 

2010; Dalgarno 2010; Bergman 2010; Hammer 2010) related to decreasing 

number of accidents, environmental problems and fines or penalties 

associated with underperformance of regulatory or contractual agreements 

(Speller 2010; Silverskär 2010; Hammer 2010; Dalgarno 2010). Some 

companies were not only in a position to avoid financial penalties but they 

were able to gain competitive advantage through better business planning 

and improved response rates (Bergman 2010; Dalgarno 2010; Hoffman 

2010; Frampton 2010). 64% of survey respondents agree that the adoption 

of environmental and social practices decreases their risks of adhering to 

new legislations, with 27% strongly agreeing. 

Bergman (2010) has found a substantial intangible business benefit of 

reduced business risk from adopting sustainability. The company is highly 

proactive in the field of sustainability and participated in the Building 

Living Dialogue which strengthened relationships with the Government 

such that the Government contacts them for advice on issues relating to 

sustainability in the HBC sector. 

3.1.4 Reduced Costs of Hiring 

Due to the conflicting data collected and overshadowed by the current 

recession, results related to the business benefit for reduced costs of hiring 

are inconclusive. 

Industry experts and company personnel in the HBC sector had mixed 

opinions on the linkage between sustainability and reduced costs of hiring 

for SMEs. Some believe that there was a positive correlation in the sense 

that good sustainability practices improve a company‟s image to both 

customers and potential employees (Speller 2010; Dalgarno 2010; Eade 

2010). By linking company values to that of employees, Hoffman (2010) 

discussed how these good management practices were allowing the 

company to attract talented local employees and hire even during a 

recession. However, the actual amount of business benefit from the reduced 
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costs of hiring was not definitively known to any of the company personnel 

interviewed.  

Conversely, other company personnel and industry experts believed that 

there was no linkage between a reduction in the costs of hiring and business 

benefits for moving towards sustainability. Many believe that because of 

the recession, individuals would take any job that they can get (Bergman 

2010; Speller 2010). Several company personnel and industry experts 

frankly answered “I don‟t know” to this interview question (Jarnhammar 

2010; Sunden 2010). 

An unexpected result was that several interviewees brought up the 

distinction between older employees and young potential employees, where 

it was said that the younger generation seems to be more understanding of 

sustainability issues and have more fresh ideas (Bergman 2010; Mölldal 

2010). These ideas could place pressure on employers to address 

sustainability measures and meet the demand of the youth who are 

interested in tackling these new challenges (Speller 2010; Mölldal 2010). 

Such interest could lower the cost of recruitment especially of local 

construction college graduates. One firm interviewed had concentrated 

heavily on the social aspects of sustainability and had progressive policies 

of recruiting disabilities, ethnic minorities and ex-offenders and this firm 

immediately replied in the positive when asked to discuss the recruitment 

issue (Hoffman 2010). However, no interviewees were able to correlate 

business benefit to this result. 

3.1.5 Increased Employee Productivity 

Some companies have confidently seen an increase in employee 

productivity related to an increased focus on environmental and social 

practices whereas other companies seem to find it decreasing productivity 

or making no change. Thus, the conflicting data around increased 

employee productivity as a business benefit for sustainability is 

inconclusive. However, there is evidence to support that a business benefit 

exists for companies as a result of the improved quality of projects. 

The majority of interviewed industry experts and company personnel linked 

employee productivity and sustainability directly to education and 

communication (Sunden 2010; Bergman 2010; Wellhagen 2010; Kumar 

2010; Åberg 2010; Greven Dahl 2010; Slaughter 2010; Corbey 2010). It 
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appears that if a company educates and communicates sustainability to their 

employees they will become more motivated and engaged (Wellhagen 

2010; Sunden 2010). The scale of enthusiasm may differ from company to 

company because productivity also depends on how well a company is 

managed (Buttress 2010; Steensma 2010; Oxley 2010). One company with 

very strong social sustainability commitments and employees sharing the 

company‟s core values felt that their productivity was higher than before 

(Hoffman 2010). 

Few industry experts and companies suggest that a business benefit related 

to increased productivity absolutely exists (Dalgarno 2010; Eade 2010; 

Mattsson 2010). It is difficult to quantify but there was a noticeable 

difference in productivity, motivation and teamwork among employees on 

projects with higher engagement and specialization with sustainability 

issues (Dalgarno 2010; Wilkinson 2010; Hoffman 2010). Also, one survey 

respondent realized an 11-25% increase in productivity in relation to their 

sustainability practices. 

Others believed that no change in productivity exists due to sustainability 

measures (Bergman 2010; Iwaszkiewicz 2010). However, the survey 

showed some respondents have experienced an actual decrease in 

productivity associated with sustainability to date and believe this will 

continue in the future. 63% of survey respondents have experienced a 0-

10% decrease in productivity to date while 11% see a future decrease in 

productivity ranging from 0-25%.  

Where a team environment is developed it is possible to increase the quality 

through better workmanship (Wilkinson 2010; Speller 2010; Dalgarno 

2010). Some believe that the business benefits related to education and 

communication lie mostly in the quality of the finished product (Speller 

2010; Wilkinson 2010; Hoffman 2010; Silverskär 2010). This leads to 

lower costs for the company relating to the correction of defects. Thus, if 

productivity was redefined as the overall long term costs associated with a 

project, then a business benefit would exist. 

3.1.6 Reduced Attrition 

Due to conflicting data and the effects of the current recession, results 

related to the business benefit for reduced attrition are inconclusive. 

Companies which have noticed benefits in reduced attrition as a result of 
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moving towards sustainability are confident in the linkage between the two.  

However, most interviewees have yet to see a correlation between their 

sustainability-related activities and employee attrition.  

In regards to reduced attrition, companies tend to see that their employees 

are staying longer (Bergman 2010; Speller 2010; Dalgarno 2010; Hoffman 

2010; Eade 2010). However, it is unclear whether this is directly linked to 

the sustainability measures that they undertake and not just a result of the 

current economic period (Speller 2010; Dalgarno 2010; Oxley 2010). 

Though engagement with sustainability may improve how proud an 

employee is of the company they work for, the way an individual company 

is managed can greatly affect retention (Eade 2010; Bergman 2010). 

Companies with fun-at-the-workplace programs (e.g. wine draw, Christmas 

parties and staff retreats) see that employees stay with the company longer 

(Bergman 2010). In addition, it is crucial that the company values link with 

personal values when it comes to retention (Bergman 2010; Hoffman 

2010). In this event, there is likely to be a reduction in attrition. However, 

100% of the survey respondents reported that as a result of the company‟s 

environmental and social practices, there was no change in employee 

retention. 

3.2 Barriers 

Industry experts and companies cited various factors that act as barriers to 

adopting sustainability among the target companies. The main barriers 

identified in this research were: the costs of building an eco-home accrue 

to the builder whereas the benefits are reaped by the homeowner, the 

absence of consumer demand, technical knowledge and training, the 

current recession and the narrow focus on environmental sustainability. 

Costs and Benefits of Eco-homes: One of the major barriers cited by experts 

and company personnel is that the costs of building eco-homes accrue to 

the companies whereas the benefits are reaped by the home buyer 

(Mattsson 2010; Kumar 2010; Åberg 2010; Dalgarno 2010; Persson 2010; 

Buttress 2010; Webb). Interviewees overall agree that the costs of building 

eco-houses are higher than standard houses although it is difficult to predict 

by how much since it depends on materials used and number of houses 

built (Åberg 2010; Jarnhammar 2010; Greven Dahl 2010; Corbey 2010; 

Buttress 2010). The benefits of constructing an eco-home on the other hand 
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accrue to the users of the house over the life of the house and not the 

companies which build them.  

Within the UK for example, a home at Level 1 according to the Code for 

Sustainable Homes will cost roughly £3,000-3,500 per unit over standard 

costs and up to £40,000-50,000 for the highest level (Level 6) (Corbey 

2010; Dalgarno 2010). A major factor affecting this increased house price 

is due to eco-materials being more expensive so the cost of producing an 

eco-home over a standard house is more expensive for companies 

(Slaughter 2010; Buttress 2010; Persson 2010; Greven Dahl 2010; 

Silverskär 2010; Eade 2010; Åberg 2010; Mattsson 2010; Corbey 2010; 

Oxley 2010).  

Absence of Consumer Demand: Another major barrier is the absence of 

demand from mainstream house buyers (Jarnhammar 2010; Persson 2010). 

In the absence of demand, companies are reluctant to bear the extra cost 

associated with construction of eco-houses when customers are not willing 

to pay (Slaughter 2010; Mölldal; 2010; Sunden 2010; Jones 2010; Webb 

2010). In fact, when it comes to purchasing a home a consumer is faced 

with confusion as to what an eco-home is (Webb 2010; Oxley 2010; de 

Souza 2010; Jones 2010; Corbey 2010; Sunden 2010). Many experts 

ascribe this to the home buyers‟ lack of understanding of potential savings 

of eco-homes (Åberg 2010; Bergman 2010; Greven Dahl 2010; Mattsson 

2010; Kumar 2010; Iwaszkiewicz 2010; Speller 2010). For the consumer 

the payback period varies with the eco-efficiency measure involved (e.g. 

solar panel, extra insulation etc.) but can be over seven years and for many 

of the homeowners this is longer than they will own the house and so is not 

relevant in their purchasing decision (Corbey 2010; Oxley 2010; Webb 

2010; Speller 2010). Most consumers are not well informed even about 

major building standards such as the Code for Sustainable House in the UK 

(Corbey 2010). 

Technical knowledge and training: Technical knowledge among SMEs was 

perceived as another barrier to adopting sustainability (Ekosander 2010; 

Åberg 2010; Mattsson 2010; Slaughter 2010; Speller 2010). Techniques to 

build eco-homes are not commonly available for SMEs (Mattsson 2010; 

Sunden 2010; Speller 2010; Greven Dahl 2010; Wellhagen 2010). Sunden 

(2010) gave an example of companies‟ lack of knowledge within the 

company in building energy-plus houses as envisaged in the EU 2020 

targets on houses with regards to energy efficiency. One reason cited for 

lack of knowledge among SMEs is that people engaged in building 
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construction get to spend very little time on training and education of new 

technologies like new materials for insulation or ventilation systems 

(Kumar 2010; Åberg 2010; de Souza 2010; Mattsson 2010). 

Individuals within this sector are reluctant to change from their traditional 

way of doing work or even to undertake training (Wellhagen 2010; Åberg 

2010; de Souza 2010; Corbey 2010; Mölldal 2010; Frielich 2010; Persson 

2010; Frampton 2010). There is also a steep learning curve for companies 

to enact new building practices or use new materials in the short term 

(Bergman 2010; Åberg 2010; Speller 2010; Corbey 2010; Oxley 2010; 

Mattsson 2010; Wilkinson 2010; Frielich 2010; Bell 2010). In the UK the 

up-skilling targets to meet the Zero Carbon Homes goals are very ambitious 

and industry experts do not believe they are achievable (Slaughter 2010; 

Buttress 2010). 

Recession: The current recession is a barrier as real financial difficulties 

and uncertainties resulting from the recession are major headaches for 

company decision makers (Wellhagen 2010; Peace 2010; Bell 2010). Many 

outstanding contracts for work to be done were not honored by the 

developers in 2009 making a bad situation worse (Wellhagen 2010). 

Companies are more averse to taking risk in recessionary periods and thus, 

are focusing on immediate sales. This further inhibits companies in taking a 

long term strategy (Corbey 2010; Oxley 2010). The recession has meant 

that many sustainability-conscious builders have gone out of business so 

the industry has lost a lot of skill and understanding (Corbey 2010). 

Narrow Focus on Environmental Sustainability: Companies mostly talk 

about sustainability as related to the environment and often neglect the 

social aspects (Greven Dahl 2010; Frielich 2010; Jarnhammar 2010). The 

element of sustainability related to how people engage with buildings is not 

very well recognized (Oxley 2010; Jarnhammar 2010). Jarnhammar (2010) 

feels that while environmental issues have been discussed since the early 

1990's in Sweden, the social aspects are only being integrated very slowly.  

3.3 Drivers 

Industry experts and company personnel interviewed cited various drivers 

to adopting sustainability among the target companies. The main drivers 

were categorized into three headings: legislation, industry collaboration 

and public awareness.  
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Legislation: Most company personnel and experts agree that government 

legislation has been the biggest driver for SMEs in the HBC sector to adopt 

sustainability initiatives on many levels (Ekosander 2010; Gustafsson 2010; 

Kumar 2010; Åberg 2010; Webb 2010; Slaughter 2010; Corbey 2010; 

Iwaszkiewicz 2010; Peace 2010; Buttress 2010; Bergman 2010; 

Jarnhammar 2010; Hoffman 2010; Speller 2010). At the EU level, 

Ekosander (2010) and Frielich (2010) elaborated on the targets for year 

2020 on environmental efficiency that mandates a declaration of energy use 

in the house through its lifetime. At the national level in Sweden, Kumar 

(2010) pointed out that the government has stipulated energy efficiency 

norms individually for the North and South zones of Sweden and mostly in 

the range of 110-120 kwHr /mtr sq of energy per home.  

These regulations encompass a wide range of environmental parameters 

like U-values, ventilation systems, energy efficiency and materials (Kumar 

2010; Bergman 2010; Åberg 2010). Similarly at the national level in the 

UK, the government has introduced the Code for Sustainable Homes. This 

measures the sustainability of a new home against nine categories of 

sustainable design, rating the 'whole home' as a complete package. It uses 

a one to six star rating system to communicate the overall sustainability 

performance of a new home which is then ranked between Level 1 (low) 

and Level 6 (high). The program of introducing legislative measures is seen 

as a vital step in moving the industry in the right direction (Skandamoorthy 

21010). A wide range of sustainability-related areas (e.g. indoor air quality, 

energy, materials, etc.) are now being mandated by legislation and have 

been major drivers for SMEs in moving towards sustainability 

(Jarnhammar 2010). 

Industry collaboration: Many interview discussions revolved around the 

companies and industry associations collaborating around the topic of 

sustainability. Companies are engaging in new ways with other firms up 

and down the supply chain, such as through the Association of 

Environmentally Conscious Builders, Building Living Dialogue, and Good 

Home Alliance (Frampton 2010; Webb 2010; Wilkinson 2010; Speller 

2010; Kumar 2010 Åberg 2010; Corbey 2010; Stowe 2010; Mattsson 2010; 

Bergman 2010; Ekosander 2010; Dalgarno 2010). Many experts involved 

in these associations spoke of the need for collaborative working (de Souza 

2010; Stowe 2010; Kumar 2010; Åberg 2010; Jarnhammar 2010; Greven 

Dahl 2010). Supply chain management forums, a form of collaboration, are 

working to improve overall industry efficiencies and resource use. The 
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responsible sourcing of materials is well established and many procurement 

agencies and personnel are building these requirements into purchasing 

contracts (Webb 2010; Skandamoorthy 2010). It is interesting to note that 

company personnel interviewed are beginning to locate “preferred partners” 

on jobs (Speller 2010; Ekosander 2010; Silverskär 2010) and are also 

becoming the suppliers of choice for others. Some company personnel 

mention a change in emphasis from the „price-driven‟ sub-contracting 

model to a more value based, long-term relationship of trusted partners 

(Wilkinson 2010; Speller 2010) as a further form of collaboration. 

Another example of collaborative working is the Building Living Dialogue 

in Sweden. Those involved wanted to reach beyond the limits laid down in 

laws and regulations primarily in three prioritized areas: the indoor 

environment, the use of energy and the use of natural resources. The 

Building Living Dialogue project has been very successful in its attempt 

since it was able to bring together various stakeholders in the building 

sector that normally do not get to meet (Kumar 2010; Mattsson 2010; 

Åberg 2010). Other examples include the Ecocycle Council, BASTA and 

Sustainable Business Hub. 

Public Awareness: The growing awareness and public debate on the global 

sustainability challenge is also perceived by experts and companies as a 

driver to adopting sustainability (Mölldal 2010; Mattsson 2010; Bergman 

2010; Sunden 2010). As stated earlier, 85% of survey respondents feel that 

this awareness will improve in the future and customers will become more 

influential in driving the agenda. This growing awareness will translate into 

sustainability being a more important factor in a housing decision for 

mainstream consumers (Wellhagen 2010). 

From a Human Resources perspective, new people entering the 

construction sector from technical institutions are bringing new knowledge 

into the sector (Greven Dahl 2010; Oxley 2010). Experts felt that the 

younger generation is more interested in issues related to sustainability and 

hopefully this will be carried throughout the HBC industry in time 

(Mattsson 2010; Wellhagen 2010; Bergman 2010; Oxley 2010). 
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4 Discussion 

In this section, the authors present a discussion of the key findings of their 

research against the expected results, in line with the research questions. 

The business benefits in moving towards sustainability have been based on 

the areas outlined by Willard (2002) as discussed in the introduction. The 

authors reflect on the benefits, barriers, and drivers identified in the 

research. All discussions will refer back to the importance of these findings 

for a sustainability practitioner. This discussion will also elaborate on the 

reasons the authors believe various results differed from their expected 

results regarding benefits, barriers, and drivers.   

4.1 Benefits 

Results in the areas of benefits related to eco-efficiencies and reduced costs 

of hiring aligned with the authors‟ expected results. Results for benefits 

related to increased revenue and increased employee productivity were 

different to the authors‟ expected results. The authors were uncertain of 

what results to expect related to reduced risk and easier access to capital 

and reduced attrition. It is important to note that attaining these benefits 

involves long term commitment on behalf of the firm and no simple causal 

relationship between cost and benefits were found. 

4.1.1 Increased Revenue 

Overall, the market for eco-homes is only emerging and, as such, no 

immediate benefit of increased revenue is reported which was in line with 

expected results. There is a strong belief that this market will grow in the 

future and, therefore, a marketing strategy focusing on building eco-homes 

is a good long term strategy for a building company. Companies that 

acquire third level certification for their work can build an eco-brand that 

is an important step in accruing benefits.  

Niche market: Willard (2002) explains the opportunity for businesses to 

increase their revenues by differentiating their products to attract „green‟ 

consumers. He cites a metaphor of society moving deeper into a funnel 

used by Karl-Henrik Robèrt to illustrate how companies are being squeezed 

by declining resources and increasing customer, competitor and regulatory 
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pressures that, in turn, offer an opportunity for businesses to differentiate 

their products and have an early mover advantage. Therefore, prior to 

beginning their primary research, the authors were expecting that building 

companies would benefit in terms of increased revenues by building eco-

homes for buyers who are concerned for the environment. 

The actual results contradicted the authors‟ expectations in respect of the 

mainstream market. However, the results also indicate that the market for 

eco-homes is likely to grow. The fact that interviewees are stating that this 

market will grow in the future suggests that moving towards sustainability 

is a good, long term business strategy and a crucial element for a 

sustainability practitioner to communicate to a company. This delay around 

the actual and potential revenue benefits is broadly in line with the expected 

results outlined earlier. 

Building a Brand: The results show the increasing popularity of 

certifications and standards for homes in the past few years and thispoints 

to the growing size of this market. There is an increasing popularity of 

certifications and standards for homes which serve the dual purpose of 

improving consumer confidence in purchasing an eco-home, while at the 

same time offering the building firm a framework within which to develop 

an eco-brand. Both companies and industry experts believe that building to 

these standards and certifications help improve the overall market for eco-

homes by building consumer awareness. This finding suggests that a 

sustainability practitioner can help prepare a company for this growing 

market by encouraging them to attain certification.  

It was found that smaller house building firms can develop a local brand as 

a builder of eco-homes in two major ways. Firstly, they can concentrate on 

the one-off bespoke jobs for the environmentally conscious client. The 

other niche market is the housing association or development company 

which is building for their own long-term investment as owners and renters 

of property. The mainstream house market is different because normally the 

final purchaser is not involved in the building process at all. The niche 

customers are more aware of the technical issues involved in eco-home 

building, understand the long term return on investment and thus, are more 

willing to pay the extra upfront cost of building an eco-home. A 

sustainability practitioner informed with this information can effectively 

advise companies moving towards sustainability on where the major 

streams of revenue in the HBC sector lie. 
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In summary, interviewees are stating that the market is emerging from the 

niche into the mainstream and as such it represents a considerable 

opportunity for long term strategic benefit for a company. A sustainability 

practitioner must realize that responding to this emerging market, will take 

time and effort before the benefits are realized.  

A sustainability practitioner can help a firm build a brand and prepare for a 

growing market by helping them match building practices with appropriate 

certifications and standards. Building a strong local brand can help them to 

secure future revenues and standards and certifications can support a brand. 

(Wilkinson 2010; Steensma 2010; Slaughter 2010). 

4.1.2 Eco-Efficiencies 

Eco materials are more expensive than standard building materials and so 

do not represent a benefit to building companies in line with the expected 

results. Benefits can be seen resulting from waste management, 

transportation and administrative expenses. This is in line with the 

expected results, although it takes planning, strategic intent and patience to 

realize these gains. 

Willard (2002) equates wastes with squandered corporate assets and 

elaborates various eco-efficiency measures that include substituting less 

expensive eco-friendly materials, reduce, recycle and reuse materials and 

wastes, reduce transport and lower administrative expenses.  The authors 

expected that businesses could accrue benefits around some of these eco-

efficiency measures since these are perceived as direct costs to the 

company, but they did not expect the widespread agreement around the 

benefit available from waste management. The authors also expected that 

eco-materials would be more expensive. 

Eco-materials: These are currently more expensive than standard products 

and as such, no lower cost benefits accrue to the firms. The interviewees 

unanimously supported this finding and given that the use of materials is 

such a major input cost of the houses this has major repercussions for the 

companies. How these costs move in the future is uncertain and this will 

form part of the discussion of barriers in the next section.  

Waste Management: The interviewees explained the intricacies of 

accessing these gains, which involves allowing time for the employees to 
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adopt the appropriate work habits. For example, in the results Bergman 

(2010) states how the waste segregation process led him to a business 

benefit. He elaborated that it was initially difficult to operationalize because 

only a slight mix of materials would result in a massive price increase for 

disposal because the waste would be considered mixed-waste and non-

recyclable. However, as employees understood these ramifications and 

waste segregation became habitual, the company can actually make profit 

from their waste. It is important to note that this business benefit is 

conditional upon the size of a worksite which can support the several skips 

required for segregation. It is worth noting that the cost of dealing with 

construction waste has skyrocketed, thus acting as a driver for companies to 

deal more effectively with waste. By improving waste efficiencies SME 

house builders can turn what is currently a large cost into a revenue stream, 

which is a major potential business benefit. 

The increasing trend of prefabrication of building materials for house 

construction also offers a great opportunity to reduce waste both in 

production and on-site (Stowe 2010; Dalgarno 2010; Bergman 2010). 

Savings from Overall Administrative Costs: The research identified a small 

business benefit for moving towards sustainability which aligns with the 

authors‟ expected results. It is important to outline that the greater the size 

of the administrative premises, the greater the possible business benefit of 

eco-efficiencies. This is an important piece of information for a 

sustainability practitioner. Some of the smaller companies operate from a 

home office and the scale of their operations represents minimal savings 

(Wilkinson 2010), whereas a larger head office represents opportunities for 

a much more sizeable business benefit. Such initiatives are useful from a 

„walk the talk‟ perspective that helps instill new thinking throughout the 

company and also helps improve brand image (Mölldal 2010). The 

complexity of causal relationships associated with sustainability initiatives 

was expected though this causes difficulties for the company decision 

makers. A practitioner could assist management to explore and unearth 

these possible benefits to give a truer picture of the sustainability agenda. 

Transportation: It is noteworthy for a sustainability practitioner that 

companies do strive to decrease the costs of transportation to and from 

work sites, though this may reflect a general drive in cost savings, rather 

than an intended move towards sustainability. However, several companies 

interviewed realize that transportation is a sustainability issue and can yield 

a business benefit if carefully managed (Bergman 2010; Sunden 2010). 
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This is particularly relevant in the pre-fabricated house building sector, 

where the cost of deliveries is worthy of intense scrutiny (Bergman 2010). 

A direct causal relationship between fewer deliveries and increased profit 

exists as a central tenet in the business model. The potential for using the 

pre-fabrication systems to promote a more sustainable construction sector 

will be further discussed in the Drivers section. 

An underlying issue when identifying benefits related to cost savings in 

SME HBC companies is that measuring and tracking the actual savings of 

environmental and social practices is quite difficult (Speller 2010; Hoffman 

2010; Frielich 2010). This is evident in the challenge all interviewees had 

when they were asked to estimate a potential saving of the measures.  By 

monitoring performance, be it environmental or social, a company can 

begin to translate both the actual impacts and business benefits of moving 

toward sustainability. Some work is being done by national authorities on 

the development of management tools to assist firms in tracking and 

monitoring and these tools are helpful for companies (e.g. Construction 

Excellence‟s KPIs and the BF9K). 

Sustainability practitioners must be aware of these potential savings in such 

areas as waste management, transport and use them to demonstrate some 

short term financial gains are available to companies.  Such benefits are 

important for companies in a competitive sector such as the HBC however, 

companies also need to be aware how strategically adapting to access these 

benefits can also result in the wider benefits that may accrue  

4.1.3 Reduced Risk and Easier Access to Capital 

The authors were uncertain whether reduced risk and easier access to 

capital would be a business benefit. The results show that for the eco-home 

sector to develop into the mainstream market there is a need for the 

financial institutions to become more involved with financing projects that 

promote sustainability. The companies that develop the technical and 

personnel skills to work with the demands of building eco-homes and 

dealing with tightening legislation can gain a future competitive advantage 

through the avoidance of fines and penalties.  

Financial risk: The lack of involvement of the major financial institutions 

in promoting eco-homes and eco-building indicates that they still do not 

recognize the market as mainstream. Unless and until these financial 
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players commit to improving access to capital for more sustainable projects 

this market will likely continue to be a niche market.  

The authors expected that the competitiveness of the HBC market would 

have a major impact on the move towards sustainability and, should small 

eco-builders gain access to cheaper finance, they would be more 

competitive. The authors believe that financial institutions should consider 

developing such projects to build their own brand or to meet the constraints 

imposed by ethical investment funds. Offering better access to capital for 

consumers purchasing eco-homes would also support a move towards 

sustainability. In either case, the SMEs with good brands will be better 

placed for this market development. 

Only a few survey respondents indicated that they are currently saving on 

insurance premiums based on their environmental and social practices. As 

cited above, industry experts believe, however, that a change may soon take 

place. The increased occurrence and severity of floods and natural disasters 

are costing insurance companies heavily as shown by Kunreuther and 

Michel-Kerjan (2009). The authors believe that companies that are best 

prepared to avoid such environmental risks, whether through strategic 

planning, better quality of work or improved environmental understanding 

should be rewarded for these practices. Many interviewees believe that this 

risk reduction will result in lower premiums in the future. Those companies 

with strategic plans in place stand to gain from these. The sustainability 

practitioner should explain this potential to client companies as it is not an 

obvious benefit. 

Business risk: A real business benefit for a SME house builder is related to 

the avoidance of future problems which could result from legislation. The 

authors were initially unsure about whether SMEs in this sector could 

realize this benefit but now think it is an important area for a sustainability 

practitioner to identify and communicate to client companies. This is 

because reframing their strategic response to current and future legislation 

can provide opportunity. For example, moving from a „cost of compliance‟ 

understanding, to one of „proactive planning granting market placement‟ 

can provide potential competitive strategic advantage to a company. 

The sweeping legislation introduced regarding sustainability in this 

industry, has strongly influenced the practices of all businesses. The 

companies that were ahead of the curve in these measures were more 

insulated from the negative effects associated with being unprepared for 
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these legislative changes. As shown in the results, some companies were 

able to gain competitive advantage from this through better business 

planning and improved response rates.  

Most interviewees believe that policies around sustainability will continue 

to influence legislation for the construction industry and the restrictions on 

business will tighten. Those companies that understand this business benefit 

can strategize to be leaders in sustainability. The downside of damaging the 

company brand image through legislative transgressions and the negative 

publicity involved in prosecutions does not seem to occur to the smaller 

businesses in the authors‟ estimation. The actual costs of avoiding such 

penalties and prosecution are too difficult for SMEs to measure, though this 

does not lessen the potential negative effect. A practitioner could explain 

the nuances of these hidden benefits to the client companies.  

4.1.4 Reduced Costs of Hiring   

The construction industry mostly concentrates on environmental measures 

and has given little recognition to many of the social measures (including 

employee relations) needed to move towards sustainability. This is a major 

oversight as sustainability is a value-based competency and as such, needs 

the engagement, understanding and commitment of all within the industry 

(including employees) for real progress to be made. The results for the 

business benefit of reduced costs related to employee hiring were 

inconclusive, however, the current recession has skewed the affects of all of 

the employee-related topics discussed here.  

The authors expected that this theme would be difficult to elucidate in their 

study, however, it may offer a slight business benefit. The results have 

shown mixed and conflicting responses. It is the authors‟ opinion that 

trying to link such an intangible business benefit to sustainability is a 

challenge for SMEs. This demonstrates the difficulty of quantifying some 

of the benefits as described in the expected results section.  

In the case of Hoffman (2010), as mentioned in the results, the authors 

believe that for local SMEs that attract good local talent with interests in 

sustainability could be a good management practice. Such personnel would 

share company values and promote the company. The current freeze on 

hiring due to the recession should not blind management to the future 

benefits of attracting the right people as the inevitable upturn comes. 
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As mentioned in the results, the younger generation seems to be more 

understanding of sustainability issues and have more fresh ideas. Such 

interest could lower the cost of recruitment especially of local construction 

college graduates. 

The possible benefits of good management practice in relation to hiring as 

well as a focus on younger potential employees may be areas of interest to 

sustainability practitioners. 

4.1.5 Increased Employee Productivity 

The topic of increased productivity is complex and needs explanation; it is 

more related to improved quality of work and attention to detail than in 

higher output per man, per year. Good human resource policies can also 

yield rewards for companies through better team work, pride in the work, 

and the elimination of shoddy workmanship. The authors did not expect to 

see higher output per man per year type productivity benefits and were 

unsure whether SMEs would be engaged with better HR practices.   

Imparato and Harari (1994) explain employee productivity as being equal 

to ability multiplied by motivation. While ability has more to do with 

acquiring talents for the company; motivating people involves appealing to 

their intrinsic drivers. Willard (2002) says that companies can awaken 

intrinsic motivations of their employees by connecting the purpose of their 

work to the vision of the company (Willard 2002). Prior to initiating this 

research, the authors did not expect to see benefits related to productivity 

resulting from company engagement in sustainability.  

The results regarding employee productivity were inconclusive. From the 

information gathered it was not possible for the authors to measure the 

relationship between years of sustainability engagement and level of 

employee productivity, though several of the firms interviewed felt they 

were beginning to see the benefits (Wilkinson 2010; Bergman 2010; 

Dalgarno 2010). There is a steep learning curve for companies to enact new 

building practices or use new materials in the short term. Getting over this 

learning curve might be what it takes to realize an increase in productivity. 

Training and increasing familiarity with new methods or materials will 

increase confidence and ability. Once this confidence has been gained, 

employees have the potential to increase their productivity as evidenced by 
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the results (Dalgarno 2010; Mölldal 2010). Training will also decrease the 

number of initial costly mistakes in using new practices and materials. 

However, time and resources are scarce for SME house builders and this is 

hard for them to balance when they tend to perceive training as a cost 

(Corbey 2010). Building eco-homes can involve more complex 

construction techniques and this can slow the productivity. In the very 

competitive HBC environment that would mean extra costs to the firm.  

On the other hand, many employees who take pride in their work enjoy the 

challenge offered by new building practices, and furthermore, they can help 

foster a sense of pride, and attention to detail in their colleagues. As shown 

in the results, highly specialized projects and working in teams can 

represent a business benefit in increased quality of the finished product.  

Noting these positive effects of sustainability on productivity helps a 

sustainability practitioner in working with a company. There are strong 

links between the three HR topics discussed here and better hiring and 

retention may also build better productivity through team work and vice 

versa.  As these eco-projects become more mainstream, skills and behavior 

changes need to be developed across a wider employee population. This 

will bring challenges to firms as not everyone may be as motivated as the 

initial movers.  

The business benefit of increased productivity is hidden within the overall 

employee practices, it takes time to emerge and quantifying or measuring 

these increases is difficult for the companies. The sustainability practitioner 

needs to be aware that unearthing this business benefit is about improved 

quality of the finished project more than output per man per year. 

4.1.6 Reduced Attrition 

Building a team around a brand image requires a high degree of continuity 

in personnel who share company values. Though the business benefit is 

inconclusive, the authors feel that building long term relationships with 

core employees could be important in working towards sustainability.  

Interviewees recognized that holding onto a core team of committed 

individuals is a key to team building (Hoffman 2010; Dalgarno 2010; 

Bergman 2010). Although they have an idea of how many employees are 
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leaving the organization, the reasons for leaving are not tracked and so it is 

not possible to link the attrition rate to their sustainability practices 

The authors believe that because of the nature of the work involved (i.e. 

physically building a house) there are opportunities for companies to 

develop a sense of commitment through the quality of workmanship. If 

employees engage with and take pride in their work they will be reluctant 

to move elsewhere. This is evidenced by some company employees staying 

many years with the same organization (Persson 2010; Hoffman 2010; 

Hammer 2010). Hoffman (2010) pointed out that though some employees 

might leave when new values are agreed upon, prospective employees 

sharing these values are attracted to the company and in time, a committed 

and cohesive team is developed. As stated before, industry collaborations 

can provide business benefits so the authors believe that having committed 

employees who remain with the company long enough to develop these 

inter-company connections is an asset for the firm. 

4.2 Barriers 

Many potential barriers were identified earlier such as the lack of 

consumer or supplier pressure, the tendency to see legislation as just a cost 

and compliance issue, the fact that there is no clear definition of 

sustainability in the sector. The literature review revealed many barriers 

for SMEs in moving towards sustainability such as low levels of eco-

literacy, lack of pressure from customers, inadequate information, and it 

being perceived as too expensive. Also, because of the complex nature of 

sustainability, the authors believed quantifying the value gained, especially 

on the „softer‟ issues of business such as brand value and employee loyalty, 

would be difficult and therefore a barrier for SMEs. The research revealed 

that these are indeed difficult issues for businesses.  Based on the 

understanding of the results, the authors have combined the barriers here 

under different headings than in the results section in order to make a more 

flowing discussion.  

 

The barriers facing the companies are many and varied and, taken together, 

they represent daunting obstacles for the emergence of a profitable eco- 

house construction sector. The authors have grouped the findings into five 

major topics for discussion: 
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 Low levels of eco-literacy 

 No price premium for eco-houses 

 Long term investment for building an eco-brand. 

 The conservative nature of industry  

 Complexity associated with the HBC 

4.2.1 Low Levels of Eco-literacy:  

The issue of eco-literacy is a two pronged problem for companies; one 

stems from an internal skills problem across all levels of a construction 

business, the other is the lack of awareness amongst consumers. Dealing 

with these comprehensively, presents a barrier that is greater than what an 

SME in the HBC can solve individually. 

To move towards sustainability, companies need to develop a shared 

understanding around sustainability; this requires training at all levels of the 

business from boardroom to tradesmen. For example, it is of little use 

having an architect who designs homes using materials and methods 

unfamiliar to the tradesman. In Willard‟s (2002) model he assumes that all 

company personnel would require five days sustainability training spread 

over five years. Building companies may require more training than this as 

the range of products, materials and processes are greater than in other 

industries (Wellhagen 2010). Furthermore, the cost of this training is seen 

as a burden of time and money by many small companies, particularly in a 

recession (Corbey 2010; Mattsson 2010; Oxley 2010).  

Morgan et al. (2008) points to a systemic problem of training for the 

industry both at the entrant level and the up-skilling of the current 

workforce. Yet the targets for building „zero carbon‟ homes in the UK 

require a massive re-skilling of the industry and, as mentioned in the 

results, several of the UK experts do not believe the targets are achievable. 

If the eco-home is to be established as a mainstream market then the scale 

of the training needed is substantial, and the authors believe that SMEs 

need to turn to networks and collaboration for support. The efforts of 

voluntary grass roots, innovative training initiative for individuals such as 

Building Living Dialogue in Sweden and Association for Environmentally 

Conscious Builders and Good Homes Alliance in UK are to be applauded.  

The authors‟ study of the industry pointed to the challenges for the small 

firms in relation to training and overcoming them is crucial for a 

sustainability practitioner in the HBC sector to be aware of. 
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There is a related issue of education for the consumer around sustainable 

housing. This issue is too big for the SME builders to tackle, but it has a 

deleterious effect on the development of the niche market into a 

mainstream market. The consumer awareness is growing in parallel with 

the media attention given to issues such as climate change and energy costs. 

However, the results show consumers are confused with what the benefits 

of an eco-home are. The authors recognize that there is a small niche 

market of sustainability conscious people and some micro-sized companies 

are building radical eco-houses for this market. Any construction company 

wishing to build eco-homes for sale to the mainstream market has to wait 

for the general public to create a demand in the marketplace.  

4.2.2 No Price Premium for Eco-houses 

There is a fundamental break in the industry value chain where the building 

companies who invest the extra cost of developing an eco-house for the 

mainstream market find it difficult to recover the cost from the consumer. 

Most people interviewed for this thesis agreed that the mainstream home 

buyers are currently not prepared to pay more for an eco-house. As stated in 

the results, the main buying decisions for the consumer are primarily 

location and price, followed by house design. The degree of sustainability 

of a home is currently a low priority. A difficulty in achieving a higher 

price for eco-homes is that consumers are not benefiting from the payback 

period of eco-efficiency measures because they often do not stay in the 

house long enough, as shown in the results. This creates a fundamental 

break in the value chain where the company must pay for the installation of 

a feature which does not yield a benefit, since the buyer is not willing to 

accept a payback period that is too long. Building companies in order to 

cover the extra costs for building an eco-home need to sell at a premium if 

they are to maintain their profit margins. When faced with a decision 

regarding a price increase of the home, consumers almost always prefer 

lower price over sustainability. Therefore, a sustainability practitioner can 

advise companies to not move too quickly into the eco-homes market 

before the mainstream house buyers understand the long term benefit of 

eco-homes. 
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4.2.3 Long-term Investment for Building an Eco-brand 

Accessing the potential business benefits of moving towards sustainability 

by successfully building an eco-brand requires a long term investment and 

a companywide commitment from the target businesses. This long-term 

commitment can be a considerable issue for many SMEs, but can lead, 

eventually, to a competitive advantage. 

The investment needed for a company to establish its brand as an eco-home 

builder has a long payback period. The construction companies that are 

seeing returns on their investment in sustainable practices have generally 

been engaged for over six years (Wilkinson 2010; Bergman 2010; Dalgarno 

2010). In a fiercely competitive market this is a long term strategy for 

smaller companies and must be recognized as such by sustainability 

practitioners. The authors learned that many good building companies with 

sustainability commitments have failed in the last two years, further 

showing how a company is never insulated from market forces. 

The total commitment by management is needed if the investment in the 

development of a sustainability strategy is to succeed and this takes time 

and effort. In championing moves towards sustainability, a change agent 

needs to have the executive support to enable action around building an 

eco-brand. To be effective, a sustainability practitioner would be advised 

that a move towards sustainability cannot rest on the shoulders of one 

individual. 

4.2.4 The Conservative Nature of the Industry 

There is a general resistance to change reflected by the behaviors of both 

the company and home buyers. This has significant impacts on the adoption 

of new technologies and measures related to the move towards 

sustainability. 

The HBC sector has several features that mitigate the take-up of new ideas 

such as sustainability which a sustainability practitioner needs to be aware 

of when advising a company. The industry is one of the oldest sectors of 

the economy and by nature very conservative, and the authors found that 

there is a definite ethos of „this is the way we do things‟ that is resistant to 

new ideas. Resistance to new ideas has major implications given the need 

for training of personnel in regards to moving towards sustainability. It has 
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been difficult for companies to convince employees that there are better 

ways to build when they have been building for several years. Through the 

course of this study, the authors found examples of very good businesses 

with a willingness to change. However, for this behavior to become 

mainstream is a challenge for the industry as the numbers of individuals 

needing training is so large. The process of initiating change as seen in the 

Building Living Dialogue was a good example of effective industry wide 

training. 

Some resistance is also coming from the consumers who are cautious about 

spending large sums of money in purchasing a new home, on a new idea 

they may view as only a trend. Since a home is often the single most costly 

item most consumers ever purchase, they are less willing to take risk. Many 

of the most technically advanced eco-houses look different to traditional 

houses and the associated societal labeling may be off-putting to many 

potential buyers. The financing and mortgage companies are reluctant to 

lend to buyers for „non-standard‟ houses as they feel this may actually be a 

higher risk for their investment (Slaughter 2010). The contractors are 

equally reluctant to speculatively build for this market if there is a chance 

that the house may remain unsold for the required price at the end of a 

lengthy investment period.  

4.2.5 Complexity Associated with the HBC Sector 

Due to the number of players involved in the industry‟s lengthy supply 

chain there is exceptional complexity which can cause difficulties when 

makeing change happen. From initial designers, through material suppliers, 

investors, regulatory officials, up to the final buyers, all must want to make 

the changes in roughly the same timeframe and towards similar goals if 

change is to happen quickly and smoothly (Stowe 2010; de Souza 2010; 

Oxley 2010). Combined with the conservatism mentioned above, this 

amounts to a real challenge for the companies. An example of this 

complexity is in the issue of waste management. Greater efficiencies in 

waste management may require some changes to industry practices, for 

instance, sorting and grading waste on site. For this to happen, several large 

skips are required to be located on site and many small sites do not have 

space for these. The solution to these problems may require the co-

operation of several different players in the industry and represents an 

important area for which a sustainability practitioner can offer guidance. 
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All of the above issues combine to create a barrier for companies in moving 

towards sustainability. To successfully negotiate these barriers, a SME in 

the HBC needs to have good strategic intent. 

4.3 Drivers 

Apart from legislation, the authors had no strong expectations of what the 

major drivers might be before starting on this research. For discussion 

purposes, the authors will concentrate on legislation and industry 

collaboration as they believe they are the main drivers as found in the 

results. Below, the discussion on collaboration is based on the combined 

research done in this study, no direct research questions were asked related 

to collaboration but on examining the totality of the answers and 

discussions held, collaboration came out as a common driver.  

4.3.1 Legislation 

Legislation is by far the most influential driver of the industry to date which 

agrees with the expected results. Most building contractors adopt a 

reactionary response to legislation and treat it as an imposition or restriction 

on their activities. A few of the most progressive companies that were 

interviewed  felt positive about the role of legislation and its effect on their 

business and the overall move towards sustainability. The authors believe 

that those companies with holistic sustainability strategies can gain a 

competitive advantage in respect of legislation. Sustainability practitioners 

could advise client companies of the potential benefit of such preparedness. 

Much of the future legislation is announced well in advance of coming into 

force. For example, targets for carbon emissions are clearly communicated 

several years in advance and national governments must adhere to both 

national and international agreements. Therefore, governments will look at 

domestic industries with heavy impacts. Construction and house building, 

as high carbon-emitting industries, are being forced to help meet these 

targets. However, these emissions are mostly from of the use of energy 

throughout the useful life of the home and not in its construction (Buttress 

2010; Kumar 2010; Persson 2010). Strategically moving towards 

sustainability greatly assists companies in preparing for upcoming 

legislation and a sustainability practitioner with knowledge of this should 

communicate the importance of being prepared. 
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The process of introducing legislation is more inclusive than ever before 

and so it behoves management to engage with the legislative process in 

order to gain an advantage. This can enable the company to be more 

proactive regarding legislative changes. The results show that for the 

foreseeable future, legislation will continue to be the major driver of the 

industry‟s approach to sustainability. Legislation is reaching to all sizes of 

firms across the industry and into specific areas that heretofore were not 

considered (e.g. waste management). A company can no longer escape the 

effects of legislation and a good way of dealing with this can be to develop 

a corporate strategy around how the company will prepare for, and engage 

with legislative changes.  

4.3.2 Industry Collaboration 

As stated previously, the construction industry involves a huge number of 

stakeholders with a range of understanding of sustainability and what it 

means for them.  Engaging such a disparate industry into working together 

is a complex but necessary task and all players should be involved. The size 

of the sustainability problem to be met is too daunting for any one sector of 

the industry to attempt on its own. 

There are examples of various stakeholders in the industry re-thinking these 

issues in a variety of forums which the authors have previously cited and 

believe can help SMEs move the sustainability agenda forward. Supply 

chain management forums involving many stakeholders are working to 

improve overall industry efficiencies and resource use. The idea of 

responsible sourcing of materials is well established and many procurement 

agencies and personnel are building these requirements into purchasing 

contracts. Many public contracts now use the clout available to them to 

make demands on successful bidders to prove their activities in respect of 

sustainability.  Imaginative procurement policies from the industry‟s major 

players could be used to promote eco-homes (Skandamoorthy 2010). The 

Olympic developments in London, currently have procurement policies that 

are not only eco-sensitive but also focus on including local SMEs in a 

program called “Compete4”. Some of these types of provisions could be 

adapted to the eco-homes market.  

Sub-contracting: Over the past thirty years, building practice has 

increasingly been to hire sub-contractors for a given project. This has led to 

a large degree of fragmentation of responsibilities to the extent that it is 
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often nearly impossible to apportion responsibility when something goes 

wrong. This is true on all sizes of contracts where price and completion 

dates outweigh all other factors of consideration. As noted in the results, 

company personnel interviewed are beginning to locate preferred partners 

on jobs and are also becoming the suppliers of choice for others. Large 

companies are making demands on potential sub-contractors they may use, 

to demonstrate their commitment to sustainability if they want to be placed 

on the preferred supplier list. This is partially driven by major procurement 

agencies requiring that large contractors display real commitment to 

employing smaller local firms on contracts. Sustainability practitioners 

should be aware that for SMEs who can prove their bona fides in 

sustainability commitments, sub-contracting to larger firms can allow them 

access to new markets that would otherwise be unavailable to them. 

Long-term relationships: Where houses are commissioned by the future 

long term owners of a building is where many of the best examples of eco-

building can be found. The results show that this can be seen with private 

house buyers who commission a one-off house, with the social housing 

associations in the UK and many of the development companies in Sweden 

who design, build and maintain ownership of apartment blocks. The pivotal 

difference is the long-term commitment that these stakeholders have with 

the building and so price is superseded by value in their analysis of the 

return on investment of any given project. Here, we see the value of long-

term relationships when it comes to appreciating the investment in quality 

and eco-efficiencies. 

In an effort to attain the quality of work and attention to detail needed to 

build eco-houses, some firms are moving away from the „price-driven‟ sub-

contracting model to a more value based, long-term relationship of trusted 

partners as mentioned in the results. Price is still an important factor but as 

part of a value based consideration. Many of those interviewed spoke of 

how such informal arrangements occur naturally over the course of the 

journey towards sustainability. Practitioners should encourage companies to 

make this a more deliberate, formal strategy of intentional collaboration. 

In building an eco-brand an SME should be able to make use of 

commitment to a locality by joining forces with others who could help 

build their brands together. An essential element of sustainability is „think 

global, act local‟ and SMEs could use this by promoting their services 

locally better than a larger firm could do. 
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Another aspect of the importance of „long-term relationships‟ is the ever 

decreasing length of time that house owners remain in a house which has a 

knock-on effect on the investment decisions made in respect of eco-

efficiency measures. Any emerging industry or sector needs to develop a 

smoothly operating value chain, from initial producer to final consumer if it 

is to become a mainstream phenomenon. However, this may demand a 

radical realignment of market forces and so can take a long time to 

materialize especially if any of the dominant players resist necessary 

changes. To correct the break in the value chain within the sector, where a 

company incurs the costs of installing an eco-efficiency measure but the 

home owner reaps the benefits, may involve moving to a service based 

industry model rather than the current product ownership model as 

described by Hawken et al. (1992). Though this might greatly assist in the 

development of eco-homes, it would take a major shift in the societal base 

of home ownership and there is no sign that the mainstream market is 

moving this way.   

Collaboration for pre-fabrication: Another example where collaboration 

could drive sustainability in the overall industry is through the benefits in 

the growing use of pre-fabrication of houses. The benefits are best accessed 

when there is good supply chain management between businesses. This 

research has discovered examples of waste reduction, transport savings, and 

productivity increases that have been gained by companies through the use 

of pre-fabrication (Bergman 2010; Dalgarno 2010). The investment in the 

set up costs for pre-fabrication is very large however, SMEs can partner 

with the larger suppliers. The SMEs can gain some financial benefits from 

pre-fabrication by perhaps reducing their „build costs‟ through the 

efficiencies it offers, thus closing the gap between their costs and the price 

the customer is willing to pay. In order to achieve this SMEs must work to 

the higher tolerances, quality measures and production schedules that the 

supply chain partners demand within a pre-fabrication system. Many 

interviewees made reference to the fact that prefabrication is a growing 

phenomenon in the industry and believe that this will continue to be so, as 

it provides some real  opportunities for waste reduction, resource use and 

energy efficiencies. 
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4.4 The Relevance of the Business Case to Strategic 
Sustainable Development 

As noted in the introduction, strategically moving towards sustainability 

requires companies to develop their vision within the constraints of 

sustainability principles. The thesis aims at providing sustainability 

practitioners working with these companies with a better understanding of 

the business case, which will help them support these companies in moving 

towards sustainability. Having sector-specific knowledge, a practitioner is 

better able to use backcasting and strategic guidelines to prioritize actions, 

motivate personnel, and build momentum within the company. 

This study has articulated the business case for sustainability for SMEs in 

the HBC sector. How can the findings and discussion points be synthesized 

for a sustainability practitioner to consider in their work? The following are 

the key areas practitioners can be aware of: 

Rapidly Growing Eco-home Market: The eco-home market is emerging 

very quickly mostly due to legislation (driver) and increasing consumer 

awareness (driver). This emerging market represents a major business 

opportunity (benefit) for house builders. The conservativeness of workers in 

the sector (barrier) needs to be overcome in order to respond to this future 

market. 

Eco-Literacy: Low levels of eco-literacy (barrier) exist for both the 

company personnel and the consumer. Encouraging sustainability-related 

training for employees can improve eco-literacy and employee engagement 

which can have a positive impact on quality of workmanship and teamwork 

resulting in savings for the company (benefit). If companies choose to 

develop a strong eco-brand and educate customers (especially buyers of 

one-off houses on the long term benefits of an eco-home) builders may be 

well-positioned to attract green customers and in the process gain an early 

mover advantage.  

Legislation: Strategically building ahead of regulations (driver) may help 

companies in two ways. Firstly, companies that have strategically 

reorganized to meet regulatory requirements avoid the severe costs of 

reacting to these changes. Secondly, good environmental and social 

performance around new regulations protects companies from the risk of 

corresponding fines and penalties (benefit).  Eco-conscious customers shy 
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away from companies that have a tainted brand image due to failing to meet 

regulations. 

Industry Collaboration: Associations and organizations are advancing 

sustainability (driver) by encouraging and supporting companies in 

working together. Information, tools, forums and resources are helpful for 

companies in overcoming the initial barriers of getting started. Experienced 

eco-builders have found that through these networks, working relationships 

with others along the supply chain have developed to mutual advantage 

(benefit).  

Eco-efficiency: For a building company, the visible implementation of eco-

efficiency measures builds momentum because their success encourages 

employees (benefit) who are skeptical of sustainability and resistant to 

change (barrier). The key benefits from eco-efficiencies in the HBC sector 

are in the areas of waste management and transportation. Companies may 

prioritize these actions for immediate benefit and, through strategic 

planning these areas can yield true long term gains. Medium sized 

companies can enjoy greater eco-efficiencies in decreased administrative 

costs in their head office.  

As introduced in section 1.5.4, the Framework for Strategic Sustainable 

Development can be a useful tool for planning and decision making in 

complex systems. During the course of this thesis, some key aspects related 

to sustainability were highlighted. Since these are not directly related to the 

research questions posed in this thesis, the authors have discussed them in 

Appendix G. It is hoped that being aware of these aspects can help 

Sustainability Practitioners if they choose to use the FSSD with SMEs in 

HBC sector who intend on strategically moving towards sustainability. 

4.5 Validity 

The results as previously outlined were based on the input from multiple 

stakeholders (Appendix A). The array of those interviewed supported a 

triangulation method of improving the validity of the authors‟ outlined 

results, and helped to decrease validity threats (Maxwell 2005). This is 

largely because the triangulation of this study allowed for incorporation of 

stakeholder interests. Extreme and discrepant responses were given detailed 

analysis and were followed-up on (Frampton 2010; Frielich 2010). The 
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results and conclusions were shared with research participants and the 

corresponding feedback was noted and incorporated into the research. This 

response validation improved the validity of the thesis outcomes (Maxwell, 

2005). For these given reasons, the authors feel that the results of the 

presented research were valid. 

A challenge to the validity of the research may be apparent in the 

population of survey respondents. This research focused on companies 

which have engaged with sustainability and as such was not represented as 

a sample of the total population but rather as an analysis of a sub-sector of 

the population.  Although the survey was aimed to also attract companies 

with little to no engagement with sustainability, the respondents were those 

who already have a stake in sustainability. As such, there was a deficiency 

in the number of HBC firms who have not engaged in sustainability in the 

survey and interview techniques.  

The interviewers used semi-structured interviews as a means to determine 

the answers to the research questions. However, they each have a 

predetermined mental model of what the expected results should be which 

carry over into their own opinions of what results should look like. 

Although every possibility was taken to minimize this interviewer bias by 

designing interview and survey questions in non-leading language, the 

nature of the interviews may represent a slight interviewer bias. This 

extended to the proof of the existing business model as outlined by Willard 

who was a collaborator and supporter of this thesis. The intention was to 

build on this model rather than prove it wrong, which was an element the 

researchers were always mindful of. 

Although many experts and companies were interviewed, the results have 

been analyzed from the overall industry perspective. In any qualitative 

research, it is impossible to speak definitively on behalf of the entire 

industry or accurately measure the statistical significance of the data 

compiled. By interviewing a diverse group of stakeholders in this research 

the authors believe an effective understanding of the HBC sector has been 

attained. 

4.6 Weaknesses 

The study has taken place in two separate geographies, Sweden and the 

UK, with the intention of making an industry analysis of the HBC sector. 
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Through the research, there were several common threads which adds 

credence to take an industry approach to this issue. However, there are a 

few inherent weaknesses associated with combining data from two 

countries. Firstly, the countries have different laws which govern the 

sustainability practices for HBC firms. The two countries have different 

demographics and consequently different industry structures and 

employment figures. They could also be described as being at different 

points of engagement with issues of sustainability. However, the authors 

believe that these differences are not significant enough to interfere with 

the understanding of the business case for sustainability for SMEs in HBC 

which is the focus of this research.  

There was an unexpectedly low survey response and it was distributed to 

only one of the two countries studied. It is the authors‟ belief that SME 

construction companies suffer from „survey fatigue‟ since they are 

constantly approached by federations, government and students to share 

information. This was a major challenge in the production of this thesis.   

The design of a survey is always a trade-off between asking enough 

questions to access good information and the risk of asking too many 

questions and reducing the number of surveys completed. In hindsight the 

survey was too big. This can be garnered from the fact that 154 people 

accessed the survey, 76 started but only 13 completed it. This was very 

disappointing for the authors and, whilst there is a degree of „survey 

fatigue‟ due to the number of survey‟s distributed to companies in this 

industry (Freilich 2010; Slaughter 2010), it may also suggest certain 

ambivalence on behalf of the HBC businesses about the topic of 

engagement with environmental and social activities. In spite of the low 

survey response, the longer and detailed survey that the authors created 

resulted in highly useful information from the 12 completed surveys. 

Despite the poor survey response, the authors were very pleased with the 

amount of information received from companies and industry experts who 

were generous with their time and considerate in their responses. Their 

depth of knowledge, experience and understanding was freely shared and 

has greatly enhanced the work of this thesis. However, finding target 

companies who were willing to talk about their experiences proved to be a 

difficult task. This is understandable as for many company personnel the 

belief was that „there was nothing in it for them‟ and given their busy 

schedule they did not need to spend valuable time discussing research that 

in their opinion would be of no use to them. It took a lot of time and effort 
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to find and persuade companies to participate in an interview and though 

the authors would ideally have wanted to interview more companies this 

was not possible within the timeframe allotted. 

The authors believe that the time taken to design and distribute the survey 

may have been better spent on identifying companies that were willing to 

be interviewed. This could also have been done by visiting groups or 

networks of companies that gather to discuss topics of interest on 

sustainability and the interviews could have been conducted at these 

meetings. This would however have taken more time and resources than the 

authors had time for in this study. 

The company personnel interviewed were from companies of a variety of 

sizes though they fell into the spectrum of small and medium sized 

enterprises – up to 250 employees. However, within this group companies 

have greatly differing management issues between the owner-led micro 

enterprise and the 250 employee established company with several layers of 

decision making. This study does not present itself as a comprehensive 

industry overview but as a step in the much needed understanding of a vital 

sector of the economy. 

4.7 Further research 

The authors believe that working within a sector to gain a deeper 

understanding of the benefits, barriers and drivers for companies moving 

towards sustainability has been a useful exercise. Inevitably, it has led to 

further questions that need to be explored with more time or more in-depth 

engagement with companies. 

4.7.1 Research Program with Business Clusters 

Program: Building capacity amongst SMEs in moving towards 

sustainability using the FSSD as a guidance tool. 

This program would engage with SMEs in a given sector over a period of 

time and offer training, advice and guidance to the companies in the use of 

the FSSD. These learning experiences with the program could further help 

to build practical steps for similar companies elsewhere. Clusters could be 
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formed in a number of countries following a similar pattern and run by 

managers (MSLS graduates) in each country.  

The program should collaborate with an industry association or network in 

each country who could offer support and advice to the program on sector 

understanding, local issues, company identification, legitimization, and 

future dissemination. The authors believe that such a program would gain 

by having the back-up of a third level college in each country, preferably 

one with experience in the sector or with enterprise development. Such 

partners would help embed and promote the idea of sustainability as a 

trans-disciplinary function. 

Given the international nature of program it would be possible to approach 

international organizations such as the World Business Council for 

Sustainable Development, UN programs, EU agencies, and Sector 

development associations. This research should lead to a strong enterprise 

development platform for use by SMEs and the use of the FSSD within a 

sector. Such a program could fit well with the Real Change research 

program under the auspices of BTH management. Further detail on this 

program can be found in Appendix H. 

4.7.2 Other Areas of Further Research 

Industry network study: A further study on the business case for 

collaboration within the entire house building industry would be an 

interesting area to build on the sector analysis of this thesis. This scope was 

identified in conversations with industry experts and companies around the 

necessity for collaboration within the industry to help it move towards 

sustainability. There is a gap in research around how best to use the 

collaborative frameworks of networks, associations, supply chain 

management, and training to help the industry become more sustainable. 

Given the competitive nature of the industry and the negative effect this has 

on moving towards sustainability, any understanding of how to improve 

collaboration could have major knock-on effects. 

Retro-fitting existing stock: A major area of study that would complement 

the author‟s research would be a study on retro-fitting and construction on 

existing stock. New house building adds less than 1% to current housing 

stock each year. The importance of retro-fitting the current stock to 

improve energy consumption is a massive task for any industry and has 
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long term implications for the nation‟s emission targets.  How can retro-

fitting construction companies find a business benefit in moving towards 

sustainability? What are the barriers to developing this sector of the 

market? These are important areas of research needed to inform any major 

decisions taken to influence the HBC sector. 

Incentives: Another interesting topic which is an important area of study for 

the future of this industry includes incentivizing the required actions. For 

example, how would the use of eco-incentives encourage behavior rather 

than the more common focus on penalties to discourage behavior? How 

might pricing mechanisms be used to support those companies producing 

eco-houses to bring these to the market at a price the consumer is able to 

pay?  

Other areas for further research: Some of the results of this study were 

inconclusive and warrant further study.  Examples include the business case 

for the employee hiring and retention, the benefit of improved access to 

finance and insurance for eco-projects, and identifying the causal 

relationships between actions on „softer‟ business issues and the benefits to 

be gained. All of these issues point to potential further research topics that 

would add to the overall understanding of the business case for 

sustainability for SMEs in the HBC sector. 



 60 

5 Conclusions 

“When people can see a vision and simultaneously recognize what can be 

done step by step in a concrete way to achieve it, they will begin to feel 

encouragement and enthusiasm instead of fright.” 

- Erich Fromm (To Have or To Be?) 

Overcoming the problem of unsustainability needs a concerted effort by 

everyone. In this thesis the authors investigated the business case for 

sustainability for the SMEs in HBC. Their aim was to inform sustainability 

practitioners to better understand the sector and the challenges and 

opportunities within it, in order to more effectively support these businesses 

in their progress towards sustainability. 

The findings highlight that there is currently a low level of eco-literacy 

among builders and consumers. So far this has limited the demand for eco-

homes meaning that builders currently cannot attain any price premium for 

eco-homes and consumers are not seeing the long term value of eco-homes. 

The conservativeness and complexity of the sector make it seem that 

adopting sustainability would be a daunting task for SMEs. 

The findings, however, highlight the emerging market for eco-homes for 

house building companies. Amidst various legislative drives, increasing 

consumer awareness on the global environmental challenges, and 

introduction of third party certifications, businesses definitely stand to gain 

by strategically planning to reap these benefits. Businesses will need to 

adopt a long term strategy and stay committed to building the eco-brand in 

order that these benefits can be gained. Companies that choose to do so 

may be well-positioned to attract green customers and in the process gain 

an early mover advantage. Businesses can realize benefits through waste 

management, transportation, energy and fuel efficiencies. These will 

require investments in up-skilling and training of personnel as well as a 

willingness to change. 

Based on the findings, the authors discussed the relevance of their findings 

in relation to strategic sustainable development when working with these 

companies. Sustainability practitioners can be aware of these findings when 

helping SMEs for establishing the short, medium or long term goals for a 

company and help them work with companies to progress strategically 

towards sustainability. 
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Appendix A – List of Experts and Company 
Personnel Interviewed 

Table A.1. List of Experts Interviewed 

Contact Person Position Location 

Åberg Johnny  Public Relations Officer, Boverket 

(National Board of Housing Building 

and Planning) 

Karlskrona 

Buttress Ian  Project Officer, Zero Carbon Hub Milton 

Keynes, UK 

Corbey Simon  Technical Manager, Good Homes 

Alliance 

London 

Eade Veronica  Product Manager – Building and 

Energy, Ecolabelling Sweden 

Stockholm 

Ekosander 

Susanne  

Expert, Systems Coordinator, 

Stockholms Byggmästareförening 

Stockholm 

Frielich Danielle Environmental Manager, Swedish 

Construction Federation 

Stockholm 

Greven Dahl 

Karl-Erik 

Advisor Sustainable Business 

Development, Chamber of Commerce 

and Industry of Southern Sweden 

Malmo 

Gustafsson 

Bengt 

Consultant, Stockholms 

Byggmästareförening 

Stockholm 

Iwaszkiewicz 

Casimir 

Associate Director of Research, Inbuilt 

Consultancy 

Hertfordshire 

Jarnhammar Lars  Swedish Environmental Research 

Institute (IVL), Former CEO of Best 

Online AB 

Stockholm 
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Jones Nick  Associate Director, Inbuilt Consultancy Hertfordshire 

Kumar Yogesh  Environmental Manager, 

Fastighetsägarna  

Stockholm 

Mattsson 

Susanne  

Project Manager, Sustainable Business 

Hub 

Malmo 

Oxley Steve  Deputy Editor, Sustain Magazine Manchester 

Peace Sarah  Research Manager, Chartered Institute 

of Building (CIOB) 

London 

Persson Mats  Project Manager, Projekt Byggaren AB Karlskrona 

Skandamoorthy 

Jaya  

Head of Innovation and Enterprise, 

Building Research Establishment 

London 

Slaughter John  Head of External Affairs, Home 

Builders Federation (HBF) 

London 

Souza Jon de  Director, Construction Excellence London 

Steensma Susan  Manager, Construction Industry 

Environmental Forum (CIEF) 

London 

Stowe Geoff  Project Officer, Alliance for 

Environmentally Conscious Builders 

(AECB) 

Wales 

Webb Ian  Marketing Director, Aggregate 

Industries 

Leicester 

Wellhagen Bjorn Construction Expert, Swedish 

Construction Federation 

Stockholm 

Wilkinson Peter  Member, Alliance for Environmentally 

Conscious Builders (AECB) 

Wales 

 

 

 



 72 

Table A.2. List of Company Personnel Contacted 

Contact Person Position Location 

Bell Richard Head of Design, Lacey Simmons Surrey 

Bergman Lars  Technical Consultant, LB-Hus Bromolla 

Dalgarno Stewart  Director of Project Development, 

Stewart Milne Ltd 

Aberdeen 

Frampton Giles  Owner, Ecodeveloper Ltd Dorset 

Hammer Roger Brant  Environment and Quality, Småa AB Stockholm 

Hoffman Mats  Environmental Manager, Dipart Stockholm 

Molldal Karolina Officer, Arcona Stockholm 

Silverskär Ann-Sofie  Architect, Hem1 Karlskrona 

Speller Adrian  General Manager, Speller Metcalfe Worcester 

Sunden Henrik  Officer, Järntorget Stockholm 

 

Table A.3. List of Sustainability Practitioners 

Contact 

Person 

Organization Location 

Bob Willard Board of Director, The Natural Step, Canada Ontario 

Jonas 

Oldmark 

Head of Real Change Partnerships, The 

Natural Step International 

Stockholm 
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Appendix B – Interview Questions for Experts 

The following is a list of questions used for semi-structured interviews with 

industry experts in the UK and Sweden: 

Overall What has been the experience of companies since 

engaging with environmental and social activities? 

Benefits, 

barriers, 

drivers 

What are some benefits, challenges and drivers for SMEs 

in adopting environmental and social good practices? 

Legislation What has been the effect of recent legislation on 

companies' overall performance? 

Eco 

efficiencies 

Have companies experienced savings on waste, fuels, and 

transport through introducing more efficient devices and 

awareness or by using recycled products?  

Have companies accessed cheaper eco-products  

Revenue 

increase 

Have companies gained revenues due to greater market 

share, new markets, more loyal customers, higher price 

paid for the eco products? 

Risk reduction Through better strategic planning of business has there 

been a reduction in insurance premiums and/or bank 

interest rates on loans? 

Do you think companies are better placed to avoid risks 

such as fines or penalties, environmental accidents etc if 

they have a strategy for sustainability? 

Employee 

hiring 

Is it easier to hire people due to the good employer brand 

of companies and the fact that the company is doing more 

meaningful work, do people apply to companies for work 

without their advertising a position? 

Employee 

productivity 

Are companies‟ employees more engaged with the eco-

homes projects and so do they have higher productivity as 

a result? 

Employee 

retention 

Do companies‟ employees tend to stay longer because 

they believe in what the business is doing in the area of 

Green Building/ Sustainable Development? 
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Appendix C – Interview Questions for Company 
Personnel 

The following is a list of questions used for semi-structured interviews with 

company personnel in the UK and Sweden. The questions asked against 

some of the topics are described in italics. 

 

1. Background Information: 

Name: Title/ Designation: Name of Organization: 

City: How many Employees work in 

the organization? 

Roughly, what is the annual 

turnover of the company in 

terms of revenues? 

 What percent of the company‟s 

annual turnover is attributed to 

house building construction? 

Roughly, how many houses 

does the company build each 

year? 

 

2. Market:  

 Profitability of green houses? (Do you make eco-houses, can you 

elaborate on how profitable is it to build eco-houses?) 

 % of turnover that is green (is that growing)? (What percent of your 

annual turnover is attributed to eco-house construction? Do you 

find this market growing?) 

 Is sustainability part of building company image? 

 Is being green a push from architects, pull from customers or own 

strategy? 

 

3. Eco-Efficiency:  

 People say that eco-efficiency is a big cost saving, what are your 

thoughts? 

 Have you cut down material use? 

 Are you recycling materials or using recycled products? 

 Are you substituting materials with eco-materials? 

 Have these initiatives made money? 

 What tools, standards or certifications do you use to measure this? 

(Extra cost?)  
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 Do you take eco-efficiency measures at the office? 

 

4. Risk:  

 Insurance premiums and access to finance (Through better strategic 

planning of business has there been a reduction in insurance 

premiums and/or bank interest rates on loans? 

 Is good governance having positive effects for external relations? 

 Regulations (Do you think that your company is better placed to 

avoid risks such as fines or penalties, environmental accidents etc if 

you have a strategy for sustainability?) 

 

5. Hiring of best talent:  

 How do you recruit? How do people find you? Is finding top talent 

a challenge for you? 

 Is there a connection between green operations and hiring talents? 

 

6. Employee productivity:  

 How do you measure productivity? Do you measure it for 

individuals, teams and company as a whole? 

 Has employee productivity been higher since beginning to adopt 

sustainability practices or on green contracts? 

 

7. Employee retention:  

 What are your attrition rates? How does this compare to the industry 

average? 

 Do you track turnover of staff?  

 Cost of turnover of staff (e.g. perceived as disruptive)? (Do 

employees tend to stay longer because they believe in what the 

business is doing in the area of Green Building/ Sustainable 

Development?) 

 

8. Barriers 

 What challenges have you seen so far in adopting sustainability 

practices? 

 What do you foresee the future challenges to be? 

 

9. What has been driving sustainability within your organization?  
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Appendix D: Survey Questionnaire 

Thank you for taking part in this survey which investigates how house building companies 

are engaging with environmental and social business practices. Even if your company is 

not formally promoting such practices we would be keen to gain your answers to our 

questions. 

 

The environmental issues might include eco-certifications, waste control initiatives, using 

recycled materials and/or producing eco-homes. 

 

Social activities may range from innovative health and safety improvements, eco-

education and training programs. Also these may include volunteering and charitable 

activities by employees, corporate sponsorships, awareness building and many others. 

 

The survey covers six topics and should take about 20 minutes of your time to complete. It 

is part of an international survey in both UK and Sweden and is backed by the construction 

industry associations in each country. The results of this survey will be presented to 

federations and the authorities in both countries to help inform policy. 

 

The survey is based on the work of the international author Bob Willard and he has offered 

all participants of this survey FREE access to his web-based DVD's that explain the 

business benefits to 'sustainability'. After submitting your survey you will be instructed on 

how you can access these helpful resources. 

 

There will also be a draw for all survey participants for an annual subscription to Sustain 

magazine (donated by Sustain magazine) and copies of The Green Building Bible (donated 

by AECB). 

 

Again, thank you for taking the time to complete our survey. 

 

Matt Mayer, Pravin Mallick and Victor Branagan 

Blekinge Institute of Technology, Sweden 

 

Please estimate how many permanent employees you have? 

Less than 10 11-50 51-250 251-350 over  350 

 

Please estimate how many housing units your company builds per year? 

Less than 10 11-50 51-250 251-350 over  350 

 

Please estimate your company‟s annual revenue/turnover? 

< £2 Mn £2-5 Mn £5-10 Mn £10-20 Mn £20-50 Mn over £50 Mn 

 

Please estimate what percentage of your revenue/turnover is related to house building? 

0-20% 21-40% 41-60% 61-80% 81-100% 

 

How would you rate your engagement with both environmental and social practices? 

 Not engage Somewhat Engaged, intend Committed  I‟s at the core of 
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at all engaged to do more our values 

Env practices      
Social practices      
 

How many years have you been engaged with specific or targeted environmental and 

social practices as part your business? 

 Not engaged < 2 years 3-5 yrs 6-10 yrs > 10 years 

Env practices      
Social practices      
 

Has your engagement with env. and social practices increased over the past few years? 

Yes, somewhat Yes, a lot No I don‟t know Not Applicable 

 

Does your company have policies in any of the following areas (check all that apply): 

Sustainability Environment Corporate Social 

Responsibility 

Employee Health and 

Safety 

Other 

 

Have you built to any of the following standards? 

BREEAM 

 

Code for 

Sustainable 

Homes 

Level 0-3 

Code for 

Sustainable 

Homes 

Level 3-6 

AECB 

Silver 

or 

Gold 

LEED 

 

Passive 

House 

Have not 

heard of 

these 

standards 

Others 

 

MARKET 
How do you view the growth of the market for eco-homes in the next 5 years? 

1 - Stagnant 2 - Slight growth 3 - Some growth  4 - Strong growth  

 

How much do you believe the following drivers influence the eco-home market? 

 Very Negative Negative Neutral Positive Very Positive Not Applicable 

Your own co strategy       
House buyers       
Estate agents/sellers       
Media coverage       
Architects, designers       
material suppliers       
Local government       
National government       
 

Does engagement with environmentally responsible and community sensitive practices 

offer your company a competitive advantage now or in the future? 

 Yes No Maybe Don‟t know N/A 

Now      
In the future      
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If yes, please estimate how many years you expect it will take for these adv. to take effect? 

Less than 2 years 2-5 years 6-10 years More than 10 years 

 

Are you using environmental and social practices to build your company image? 

Yes No 

 

Please rate whether engagement in env. & social practices helps build a company‟s image? 

1 - Strongly Disagree 2 - Disagree 3 - Undecided 4 - Agree 5 - Strongly Agree 

 

Do you believe the eco-home markets effect on a company‟s profitability is: 

A 

cost 

A cost to date 

but will have a 

future return 

No 

profitability 

Increase 

profits of up 

to 10% 

Increase profits 

between 11% 

and 25% 

Increase 

profits over 

25% 

 

Please rate how positively or negatively you believe these external factors have effected 

entry into the eco-homes market? 

 V.Negative Negative Neutral Positive V.Positive 

Information or monitoring tools (e.g. 

benchmarks or KPIs)      
Eco-homes Certifications/standards      
Consumer understanding      
Architect/planner understanding      
Availability of eco-supplies      
Cost effectiveness      
Legislation      
Consistent industry chain      
Size of eco-home market      
Business Rivals/Competitors      
Do you feel that these factors will be more or less influential to your company‟s 

engagement with the market over the next 2-5 years? 

 Less influential No change More influential 

Information tools (e.g. benchmarks or KPIs)    
Eco-homes certifications/standards    
Consumer understanding    
Architects/planners understanding    
Availability of eco-supplies    
Cost effectiveness    
Legislation    
Consistent industry chain    
Size of eco-home market    
 

Do you have any other comments on the growth of the eco-homes market (optional)? 
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COSTS  
If you‟ve introduced waste management initiatives has your company experienced it as a: 

Net cost Net saving No change Not Applicable 

 

Please estimate by what percentage you think these waste management initiatives have 

affected net costs or savings: To date... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

How will they affect net costs or savings in the future? 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

If you have introduced commercial transport efficiency measures (e.g. decreased number 

of deliveries to and from site), has your company experienced them as a: 

Net cost Net saving No change Not Applicable 

 

Please estimate by what percentage you think these commercial transport efficiency 

measures have affected net costs or savings: To Date... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net costs        
Net savings        
 

How will they affect net costs and savings in the future? 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net costs        
Net savings        
If you have introduced energy efficiency measures within your business operations (e.g. 

energy reductions during construction - NOT energy savings in the homes built), has your 

company experienced them as a: 

Net cost Net saving No change Not Applicable 

 

Please estimate by what percentage you think these energy efficiency measures have 

affected net costs or savings: To Date... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

How will they affect net costs and savings in the future? 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
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If you‟ve introduced eco-building supplies or materials, has your company experienced 

them as a: 

Net cost Net saving No change Not Applicable 

 

Please estimate by what percentage you think these eco-building supplies or materials have 

affected net costs or savings: To Date... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

How will eco-building supplies and materials affect net costs and savings in the future? 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

As a result of adopting environmentally responsible and community sensitive practices, 

your company may have seen a change in overall administrative expenses (e.g. head office 

operating expenses). If you have seen a change in these expenses has your company 

experienced them as a: 

Net cost Net saving No change Not Applicable 

 

Please estimate by what % you think the change in overall administrative expenses due to 

environmental and social practices has affected net costs or savings. To Date... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

How will they affect net costs or savings in the future? 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

Do you have any other comments or experiences with costs related to environmental and 

social practices (optional)? 

 

RISK  
Do you think engagement in environmental and social practices improves the accessibility 

of funding for project development for your company both now and in the future? 

 Yes No Maybe 

Now    
In the future    
 

By adopting environmental and social practices, a company may experience a change in 

their overall insurance premiums. Due to these environmental and social practices, has 

your company experienced any changes in overall insurance premiums as a: 
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Net cost Net saving No change Not Applicable 

 

Please estimate by what percentage you believe these changes in insurance premiums due 

to environmental and social practices have affected net costs and savings? To Date... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

How do you believe these net costs or savings will change in the future? 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

Do you think that your company is better prepared to deal with current and future 

legislation as a result of your environmental and social practices to date? 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

 

Do you think that environmental and social practices have allowed your company to save 

in costs associated with non-compliance (for example, avoiding fines and penalties)? 

Yes No I don‟t know Not Applicable 

 

What influences have changes in env. and social legislation had on your business? 

Very negative Negative Neutral Positive Very positive 

 

Does your company now strategize to operate beyond minimum environmental and social 

compliance? 

Yes No Not Applicable 

 

Do you have any more comments concerning environmental and social practices and their 

effects on risk (optional)? 

 

RECRUITMENT  
Do you think that environmental and social practices attract better employees to your 

company? 

Yes No  No difference Not Applicable 

 

It has been stated that if a company adopts env. and social practices that there may be a 

change in the ease of which companies can recruit new employees. Due to incorporating 

such practices, has your company experienced the recruiting of new employees as a: 

Net cost Net saving No change Not Applicable I don‟t know 

 

Please estimate by what percentage you think that changes in recruiting due to 

environmental and social practices has affected costs or savings: To Date... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
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How do you think recruiting of new employees due to environmental and social practices 

will affect costs or savings in the future? 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Net cost        
Net saving        
 

Do you have any other comments regarding environmental and social practices and the 

effects on recruitment (optional)? 

 

EMPLOYEE PRODUCTIVITY 

How do projects with a more environmental and social focus impact employee 

productivity? 

Increases Decreases No change Not Applicable I don‟t know 

 

Please estimate by what percentage you think productivity changes due to environmental 

and social practices? To Date ... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Increased productivity        
Decreased productivity        
 

In the future...  

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Increased productivity        
Decreased productivity        
 

Which challenges within your company present the most significant roadblocks to 

addressing environmental and social issues? Please give your best estimate of the strength 

of these challenges on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is the most challenging and 5 is the least 

challenging. 

 1 - Most 

challenging 

2 3 4 5 - Least 

challenging 

People are set in their ways and so resist 

engaging with new ideas      
Too many competing priorities so it is 

difficult to know what to do first      
Not convinced of the business case or value 

proposition of incorporating these practices      
Not enough resources available to the 

company to address these new ideas      
Initiatives stalled by economic recession      
Inability to make trade-offs between the long 

and short term      
Don‟t know the most effective ways to take 

action      
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Do you have any other comments regarding environmental and social practices and the 

effects on employee productivity (optional)? 

 

EMPLOYEE RETENTION  

By adopting environmental and social practices do you believe that employee turnover 

(rate of employees that leave your company in a given period) has: 

Increased Decreased No change Not Applicable I don‟t know 

 

Please estimate by what percentage employee turnover has changed? To Date... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Increased        
Decreased        

 

In the future... 

 0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100% >100% N/A 

Increase        
Decrease        
 

Do you‟ve training programs in place for employees around env. and social practices? 

Yes No 

 

Do you have any other comments regarding environmental and social practices and the 

effect on employee retention (optional)? 

 

Follow-Up and a Free Gift - THANK YOU 

 

Would you be interested in Bob Willard‟s Spreadsheets? 

Yes No 

 

Would you volunteer to be available for follow-up to this survey? 

Yes No 
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Appendix E – Overview of Some Organizations 
and Initiatives 

Association of Environmentally Conscious Builders (AECB) 

The AECB is a network of individuals and companies in Wales (UK) with 

a common aim of promoting sustainable building. It brings together 

builders, architects, designers, manufacturers, housing associations and 

local authorities, to develop, share and promote best practice in 

environmentally sustainable building. The AECB was established in 1989 

to increase awareness within the construction industry of the need to 

respect the environment. The AECB is run by its members and is an 

independent, not for profit organization. It promotes excellence in design 

and construction, rather than gimmicks and green accounting tricks. The 

AECB's standards and advice are founded on a detailed and realistic 

understanding of the performance of buildings, constructed and refurbished 

in the real world, for real users (www.aecb.net N.d.). 

BASTA 

BASTA is a database of chemical products used in construction in Sweden. 

Its aim is to speed up the phasing out of hazardous substances in 

construction. The criteria in BASTA are based on science and the products 

are assessed according to their chemical ingredients. It consists of 2 

databases – the BASTA register which includes products that meet the 

more comprehensive requirements, and the BETA register for those 

products that only meet the more basic requirements. The suppliers have 

the responsibility for the database. The EU is working actively to phase out 

hazardous chemicals. The BASTA requirements are completely in 

agreement with the rules and regulations of the EU‟s REACH regulations 

(www.bastaonline.se N.d.) 

 

BF9K 

BF9K is a product certification system for quality, 

environment and working environment designed for the small and medium-

sized businesses in the construction industry. It was developed in year 2000 

by the Stockholm Byggmästareförening in collaboration with several of the 
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association's member companies as well as SP (the Swedish National 

Testing and Research Institute). The certification audit is conducting by SP. 

The name BF9K comes from the name of its founder organization 

Byggmästareförening while 9K is the shorter form for 9000. BF9K has the 

same ethos as ISO 9001, 14001 and OHSAS 18001, and is intended to lead 

to continuous improvements (www.stockholmsbf.se). 

Building Living Dialogue 

Voluntary agreements can be used as a method of implementing changes in 

the HBC sector as a complement to laws and subventions. This is 

exemplified by the Building Living Dialogue project initiated in 1999 in 

Sweden – a unique form of co-operation between 40 organizations 

including companies, municipalities, national and local authorities, and the 

Government. Participants wanted to reach beyond the limits laid down in 

laws and regulations primarily in three prioritized areas: the indoor 

environment, the use of energy and the use of natural resources. The key 

outcomes of the project have been the establishment of the Swedish 

Environmental Classification System and an education program for 

construction industry professionals that has reached out to more than 

30,000 people to date. The project has been very successful in its attempt 

since it was able to bring together various stakeholders in the building 

sectors that normally do not get to meet (www.byggabodialogen.se). 

Code for Sustainable homes 

The Code for Sustainable Homes (the Code) was launched 

in December 2006 and is the UK‟s national standard for 

the sustainable design and construction of new homes. The 

Code aims to reduce carbon emissions and create homes 

that are more sustainable. The Code measures the 

sustainability of a new home against nine categories of 

sustainable design, rating the 'whole home' as a complete 

package. It uses a one to six star rating system to communicate the overall 

sustainability performance of a new home, starting at level 1 which is just 

above minimum regulation standards and with the most energy efficient 

home being at Level 6. The Code sets minimum standards for energy and 

water use at each level and, within England, replaces the EcoHomes 

scheme, developed by the Building Research Establishment (BRE). The 

Code provides valuable information to home buyers, and offers builders a 

tool with which to differentiate themselves in sustainability terms 
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(http://www.communities.gov.uk/planningandbuilding/buildingregulations/

legislation/codesustainable) 

Ecocycle Council 

 

The Ecocycle Council is an association of around 40 organizations within 

the Swedish building and real estate sector. Its aim is “that the building 

sector, through voluntary efforts, on market grounds and in close co-

operation with authorities and legislation, succeeds in conducting credible, 

effective, coordinated and systematic environmental work that results in 

permanent environmental improvements”.   

 

The history goes back to 1994 when the Swedish government through its 

"Ecocycle Commission" established informal contacts with a number of 

representatives of the building and property sector. The idea was to enable 

the sector's many different interested parties to get together to discuss and 

elaborate on this single issue: How should we formulate producer 

responsibility in the building and property sector? Now it is a more formal 

association and is just called “The Ecocycle Council” and the aim is 

broader – that the building sector, through voluntary efforts, should reduce 

the environmental impact of the building sector (www.byggherre.se). 

 

Good Homes Alliance 

The Good Homes Alliance (GHA) is a group of housing developers, 

building professionals and other industry supporters in the UK whose aim 

is to close the gap between aspiration and reality by showing how to build 

and monitor good homes which are sustainable in the broadest sense. All 

GHA members have signed up to meet GHA Code requirements, which are 

Code for Sustainable Homes Level 3 or over which is approximately 

Ecohomes Excellent. All Members must also sign up to the GHA Charter, 

which covers other aspects of social and community-scale performance. 

The GHA helps to deliver real improvement through education, research & 

guidance and technical support, and also engages in active policy and 

promotion activities to ensure that market conditions encourage and 

incentivize developers to take a more sustainable approach. Their aim is to 

build and promote sustainable homes and communities, and to transform 

the whole of mainstream UK house building into a sustainable endeavor 

(www.goodhomes.org.uk). 



 87 

 

Nordic Eco-label 

The Nordic Ecolabel was established in 1989 by the Nordic Council of 

Ministers, and is locally implemented by the governments 

of Sweden, Norway, Iceland, Denmark and Finland. It is 

the official ecolabel in the Nordic countries. In Sweden the 

company Ecolabelling Sweden has responsibility for 

criteria development, control visits, licensing and 

marketing. The Nordic Ecolabel now covers 66 different 

product groups. The ecolabel for buildings can be applied 

to communicate environmental performance and commitment to health and 

the environment. Its requirements cover the construction process, materials 

and energy consumption; it can be awarded to three types of buildings: 

Small houses (cottages and holiday homes), apartment buildings and pre-

school buildings. Consideration is paid to all environmental aspects, from 

the raw materials to the finished building. In addition, the building must 

offer a good indoor environment. This is guaranteed by the constituent 

materials, good ventilation, the construction process, material and quality 

controls to prohibit built-in damp damage (www.svanen.nu). 

 

Sustainable Business Hub 

 

The Sustainable Business Hub in Malmo, Sweden helps organizations 

improve their environmental performance by leveraging the power of 

networks. It brings together businesses, universities and institutes, 

municipalities etc to successfully market sustainable products and ideas. 

The hub mainly focuses in the areas of Energy & CO2 reduction, waste 

management, sustainable building & urban development, water treatment, 

energy efficient transportation and communication for sustainability etc 

(www.sbhub.se). 

 

Zero Carbon Homes  

In 2007 the UK Government's Building A Greener Future: Policy 

Statement announced that all new homes will be zero carbon from 2016. In 

December 2008 the Government published Definition of Zero Carbon 

Homes and Non-Domestic Buildings: Consultation. This proposed an 

approach based on high levels of energy efficiency in the fabric of the 

home, a minimum level of carbon reduction to be achieved onsite or 
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through directly connected heat; and a list of allowable solutions for 

dealing with the remaining emissions (including from appliances). 

All new homes will be zero carbon from 2016. The Government is also 

supporting the Zero Carbon Hub, an industry-led delivery body formed to 

take forward practical delivery of the zero carbon homes policy 

(www.communities.gov.uk/planningandbuilding/theenvironment/zerocarbo

nhomes). 
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Appendix F: Feedback Sheet 

The following is a synthesis of the key results from this thesis that the 

authors used for seeking feedback from both companies and industry 

experts. The Boxes in grey are the major findings. Additional notes were 

provided for better understanding. The right-hand grey box was for 

feedback. 

1. Business Benefits for a Builder in Moving Towards Sustainability  

Is there an opportunity to increase sales for Eco-Homes? 

Currently only slightly, because.... 

 The market is still quite niche 

 There is a low demand for eco-homes 

Comments  

(if any) 

Additional Notes: 

There will be a future benefit because a market expansion of sustainability 

is perceived. Company confidence in tackling this emerging market 

increases with improving sustainability practices. Sustainability improves 

brand image which will act as a catalyst for tackling this emerging market. 

Recession is putting a downward pressure on demand for Eco-homes. 

Sustainability is still not a major factor in purchasing an Eco-home (Price 

and location are most important) 

Are there cost savings to be had in improving eco-

efficiencies?  

In the areas of decreasing waste costs and fuel use- Yes  

In decreasing administrative expenses in the office building 

and company‟s energy efficiency- Slightly 

Comments  

(if any) 

Additional Notes: 

Cost of eco-materials will decrease in future and will become mainstream 

(due to demand & Government mandate). Addressing transport efficiencies 

to and from sites is at the forefront of sustainability practices. Some 

companies track this measure at a detailed level and are continually aiming 

to decrease this while others are only beginning. This was a major factor in 

builders of pre-fabricated Eco-homes. Administrative expenses are small 

part of this sector‟s turnover & as such do not justify the investment/effort 

over savings. However, Medium Sized companies can experience greater 

savings given their greater outgoings. Energy efficiency has slight savings 

but is not yet widely adopted for SME builders‟ practices yet. 
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Are the companies experiencing less risk when it comes to 

legislation in the avoidance of penalties and fines?  
Yes, companies are better prepared to deal with tougher 

legislation and as such, are avoiding associated penalties and 

fines. 

 

Does engaging with sustainability result in savings in 

insurance premiums and access to finance?  
No, banks and insurance companies are offering no savings 

for good practices for the company or homeowner. 

Comments  

(if any) 

Additional Notes:  

Legislation like Zero Carbon or stricter Energy/ mtr
2
 targets are difficult for 

those who have not engaged. It is a steep learning curve; prior experience is 

an advantage over other firms. Cost savings are in the avoidance of fines 

and penalties with non-compliance and possible damage to goodwill. Many 

believe that premiums will be lower and finance will be more accessible in 

the future.  

Are better employees coming to the company and are 

current employees staying longer because of the 

company’s eco-brand?  
Slightly, but difficult to make a direct connection to good 

practices (especially in the context of the recession). 

Comments  

(if any) 

Additional Notes:  

Younger generation seek employers with good practices more than older 

generation. The improvement of brand image from sustainability might 

help for people to associate a SME builder as a better employer than 

another. If organization's values fit personal values for sustainability then 

the employees tend to stay a long time with the company. The recession is 

skewing these benefits because employees are keeping any job they have 

and accepting any job they can find.  

Are companies seeing an increase in productivity on eco-

home projects?  
Yes, employees are more motivated and excited but the 

benefit is because of the improvement in quality and reduced 

defects rather than higher output per man. This also takes 

some time to occur due to the steep learning curve involved. 

Comments  

(if any) 

Additional Notes: 

There were mixed responses. Some stating strong increases in motivation 

and quality as mentioned above and a few mentioned that they had negative 

experiences with productivity. This could be due to the learning curve 
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associated with new processes and materials. These were deemed to be 

overcome with time and increased skilling. 

    

2. Barriers for a Builder in Moving Towards Sustainability 

What are the barriers for a builder in moving towards 

sustainability?  

 Costs for Eco-homes are being absorbed by builders 

because eco-homes are more expensive and buyers are not 

willing to pay more – except where a house is one-off 

commissioned. As such, builders avoid the extra costs 

associated with Eco-homes as much as possible.  

 Employees need training to use new materials and new 

building processes; this is costly for smaller employers.  

 Weak demand from the consumers means that a 

mainstream market is not sufficient to attract builders into 

this marketplace.  

 The term “sustainability” tends to be understood only as 

environmental practices and seldom are the „social‟ issues 

discussed or applied.  

 House builders often like to build the way they are used to 

and are generally skeptical about need for sustainability. 

Comments  

(if any) 

Additional Notes:  

A collaborative and on-site education model has proven successful to 

overcome barriers (e.g. Building-Living-Dialogue in Sweden). The long-

term return on investment for eco-homes is a major factor in the weak 

demand. The complexity of the industry makes it difficult for an individual 

company to move towards sustainability. Eco-certifications are both helpful 

and confusing for companies and consumers (some have high public 

reputability as well as offer more options while others are highly technical) 

3. Drivers for a Builder in Moving Towards Sustainability 

What are the drivers for a builder in moving towards 

sustainability?  

 Increasing legislation is the major driver for builders (e.g. 

energy, procurement, materials, etc.)  

 Media and public awareness is fuelling the sustainability 

debate which is influencing more consumers to demand.  

 Voluntary initiatives like trade networks, associations and 

forums are sharing information with companies who are 

interested in sustainability.  

Comments  

(if any) 
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 Big companies are offering sub-contracting opportunities 

for smaller contractors who can demonstrate commitment 

to certain standards. 

 Big companies are quickly progressing towards building 

eco-homes which is forcing the SME's to catch up. 

 Other external players like research institutes, material 

safety classifiers, are taking initiatives that are helping 

companies to adopt sustainability practices 
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Appendix G: Using the FSSD for Strategic 
Planning in HBC Sector 

The five levels of the FSSD provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

interconnected nature of strategic sustainable development, which is 

necessary for any organization to plan to move towards sustainability. 

Below, the authors highlight information related to sustainability that may 

help sustainability practitioners use the FSSD with SMEs in the HBC sector 

who intend on strategically moving towards sustainability. 

Description Key Aspects Specific to HBC 

System 

At this level planners focus 

on understanding the wide 

and interconnected social 

and ecological system in 

which the entity exists. 

SMEs in the HBC sector operate as 

organizations within society within the 

ecosphere. Sustainability Practitioners must 

understand the company‟s place in this 

interconnected system in order to 

strategically move towards sustainability. 

The drivers and barriers identified in this 

thesis help inform the interconnectedness. 

For example legislations, level of eco-

literacy among consumers, etc.  

Success 

At this level planners clarify 

the broader, long-term vision 

and short-, medium-, and 

long-term goals for the 

organization, and make sure 

that these fit within the 

constraints of the four 

sustainability principles. 

This sets the „goal‟ towards 

which the organization can 

then plan strategically. 

It can be helpful for Sustainability 

Practitioners to be aware of the following 

aspects that have emerged while 

investigating the business case. Company 

personnel in the SMEs in HBC: 

a. Mostly think of environmental 

performance (particularly energy 

efficiency of buildings) as sustainability 

and do not consider the social 

performance as an aspect of 

sustainability. 
b. Have a short term focus that impacts 

long term planning or prioritizing 

activities (like training of employees for 
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sustainability or preparing for an 

emerging market) that will benefit them 

in the long term.  

c. Often perceive that their responsibility 

to the environment is fulfilled by 

complying with current legislation. 
d. Often perceive that their environmental 

stewardship is proven merely by using 

tools such as environmental 

management systems etc.  

e. Often have a mental boundary when 

they think of moving towards 

sustainability that all efforts would be 

on an individual basis. 

 

Establishing short, medium or long term 

key strategic goals based on the above 

points might lead a company to focus on 

legislation, waste reduction and 

collaboration as these are important drivers 

and benefits for companies in the HBC 

sector. Questions on these issues should 

lead to overall strategic goals that 

incorporate these topics and the overall 

vision constrained by the four Sustainability 

Principles. Examples might include:  

 

“Our Company will be the leading provider 

of Passive Houses in the region by 2020 and 

will do so in partnership with others who 

share our values.” 

 

“Our Company is an approved eco-house 

builder and will achieve zero waste in all its 

activities by 2015.” 

 

Key strategic goals must not be prescribed 

since they are unique to an organization, 

however, these key goals may be useful in 

the company's discussions.   
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Strategic Guidelines 

At this level planners use 

backcasting and strategic 

guidelines to prioritize 

between chosen actions in 

order to ensure they are 

being strategic. There are 

three minimum prioritization 

guidelines used to determine 

which  measures and actions 

to take when moving 

towards goals that are 

informed by sustainability 

constraints: 

 These measures proceed 

in the right direction 

with respect to the 

principles of 

sustainability and goals 

unique to the 

organization. 

 These measures provide 

a stepping stone (i.e. 

flexible platform) for 

future improvements. 

 These measures are 

likely to produce a 

sufficient return on 

investment to further 

catalyze the process. 

Other prioritization 

guidelines can be added to 

ensure the organization 

achieves its desired success.  

 

 

 

 

 

The company can use strategic guidelines to 

bring clarity to the decision making process 

and either beyond or within the three 

minimum prioritization questions.  These 

prioritization questions could be elaborated 

using sub-questions. So, for example, in 

prioritizing possible actions they could ask, 

„does this action strategically steer us in line 

with, or ahead of, the current and proposed 

legislative changes‟?  

 

On the issue of collaboration with others, a 

company might further ask, „does this 

action help us build preferred partnerships 

with others who share our values‟?  

 

In respect of waste elimination, it could ask, 

„does this action help us to further reduce or 

minimize our waste across all sectors of our 

influence‟? 
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Actions 

This level includes any 

concrete measures and 

actions that the organization 

can take to lead them to 

success.  These are 

prioritized as discussed 

above in the Strategic 

Guidelines level. Using this 

strategic approach the 

companies could take 

actions that move them 

towards sustainability. 

Actions cannot be prescribed as each will 

relate to the individual company‟s short, 

medium and long term goals. A 

sustainability practitioner using backcasting 

and prioritization guidelines to select 

actions to move them towards success can, 

at this point, take comfort in knowing that 

the measures prioritized are strategically 

moving the company towards sustainability. 

 

A company could prioritize many actions to 

lead them towards their long-term vision or 

short-, medium- or long-term goals: 

segregating waste on-site (to move towards 

achieving a key strategic goal of waste), 

joining industry networks and associations 

(collaboration) or building houses which 

are beyond minimum regulatory compliance 

(legislation). 

Tools 

There are various tools and 

mechanisms available to 

measure and monitor the 

progress towards 

sustainability. These could 

be strategic, system, or 

capacity building tools.  

As the niche market grows a lot of work is 

being done to develop the necessary 

management tools for the companies in 

HBC sector. In the course of the research 

many such tools have been identified and 

each company has to decide which ones are 

most appropriate for their circumstances. 

Examples of tools in existence at the 

moment include the certification programs 

such as Nordic eco-label, the Code for 

Sustainable Homes, LEED, BREAM, the 

Swedish Environmental Classification 

System, etc. There are management and 

measurement supports such as the BF9K 

(Environment, Quality and Occupational 

Health and Safety) and Construction 

Excellence's Key Performance Indicators.  

 



 97 

Appendix H – Research Program with Business 
Clusters 

A program that the authors feel would identify really useful outcomes for 

SMEs and further strengthen the FSSD as a business tool.  

Title: Building capacity amongst SMEs in moving towards sustainability 

using the FSSD as a guidance tool.  

The Program: This program would engage with SMEs in a given sector 

over a period of time and offer training, advice and guidance to the 

companies, who would share their learning experiences with the program 

thus helping to build practical steps for similar companies to learn from. It 

is suggested that a cluster of companies, within the same sector, could be 

identified in several different countries. These companies, perhaps 20 in 

each country, would work with a manager/facilitator to conceive, plan and 

implement their move towards sustainability using the FSSD as the guiding 

star. There would be business support, training, advice and offered to the 

companies, in groups and individually, over a period of perhaps two or 

three years. The program would entail a wide variety of education and 

training sessions including case study analysis, historical overview of 

sustainability, sector analysis, management tools use, and decision making 

sessions. Each country would work to a main program but would explore 

issues of localization also, decided with the program manager as the 

program develops.  

The Sector: the sector should be one that is „meeting the walls of the 

funnel‟ currently and is also one that exists in most countries and is large 

enough that the learning could be adopted by as many others as possible. 

Two possible sectors would be tourism and construction but others may 

also suit. 

The Collaborators: The program should collaborate with an industry 

association or network in each country who could offer support and advice 

to the program on sector understanding, previous programs, local issues, 

company identification, legitimization, and future dissemination. Such an 

association could help provide some of the funding needed and could also 

help in designing and promoting tools or support mechanisms developed as 

part of the research.  The authors believe that such a program would gain 
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by having the back-up of a third level college in each country, preferably 

one with experience in the sector or with enterprise development. Such 

institutions could help to frame the work in an academic rigor, to offer 

impartial advice, guidance and monitoring to the program and to help 

disseminate the findings and the learning outcomes. BTH could be the 

„lead‟ institution in this regard. Such partners would help embed and 

promote the idea of sustainability as a trans-disciplinary function. 

The Companies: the program would work with companies who want to 

move towards sustainability and who are eager to engage as they see a 

competitive advantage in doing so. Because of the nature and scope of the 

work involved it is no use engaging with companies who are not fully 

committed to the program. Companies of a similar size and nature but 

representative of the sector should be chosen. 

The Managers: The authors suggest that the managers should all be 

graduates of the MSLS program or experienced TNS practitioners, in order 

that they are fully conversant with the use of the FSSD. They should also 

have enterprise development experience on vocational training programs 

and be aware of the nature of working with SMEs. They would need to be 

available throughout the length of the program to offer continuity and 

stability, so finding program managers that have the resource capacity is 

important. 

The Funding: Given the international nature of program it would be 

possible to approach international organizations such as the World Business 

Council for Sustainable Development, UN programs, EU, Sector 

development associations. The decisions would depend on the countries 

and the sector chosen. The fact that this proposed program would be 

managed across the countries by individuals who are all fully trained in 

using a proven strategic framework would add real value to the authenticity 

of the study and the value of the outcomes and as such would improve the 

usefulness of the program to funders.  

The Outcomes: This research should lead to a strong enterprise 

development platform for use by SMEs both within the sector and with 

good indications for other sectors also. This would be very widespread 

given the number of SMEs involved in the global economy. There could be 

some tools, performance indicators, support mechanisms, and practical 

guides developed that would be of immediate use to other companies as 
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well as an academic outcome of papers, articles, and conference reports. 

Given the program use of the FSSD this should help strengthen the 

understanding of the social elements of the sustainability principles in line 

with the „Elaboration of Sustainability Principles‟ section of the Real 

Change Program. 


