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Abstract

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) account for a significant proportion of economic
activity and environmental impact, yet little is known about the factors that motivate owners to
commit to sustainability in the long term. This study examines how owner-managers of SMEs
integrate expectations regarding economic, environmental and social benefits into strategic
decisions concerning such commitments. Based on the means-end chain (MEC) theory and the
laddering interview technique, six semi-structured interviews were conducted with owner-managers
of various SMEs in a regional Dutch context. The resulting characteristics, consequences and values
were coded using a codebook, consolidated into an implication matrix and visualised in a
hierarchical value map (HVM). The findings show that decisions regarding sustainability in SMEs
are not determined solely by economic logic. Owners link specific investments in sustainability to a
set of outcomes ranging from cost savings, operational reliability, employee well-being to
reputation within the community. These consequences then relate to underlying values. The study
identified three overarching outcome logics: economic protection, moral-professional alignment
and relational continuity. These findings extend MEC theory to strategic decision-making on
sustainability in SMEs, contribute to the literature on the business case for sustainability by
revealing its cognitive and moral foundations, and have practical implications for SME advisers and

policymakers.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background and Context

Sustainable business has evolved from a side activity to a central strategic necessity for
organisations across all sectors (Schaltegger et al., 2012). Research has mainly examined
relationships between sustainability performance and economic outcomes, for example how
environmental and social initiatives affect financial indicators or market value (Margolis & Walsh,
2003; Salzmann et al., 2005). Recently, there has been a significant increase in academic interest.
Hahn (2015) argues that companies face genuine tensions between sustainability dimensions that
cannot be resolved solely through optimisation logic. Instead, decision-makers must navigate
paradoxical demands in which economic, environmental and social objectives are simultaneously
desirable and conflicting. The literature on barriers and drivers for innovation in sustainable
business models also emphasises that factors at the company level, limited resources, management
insight and stakeholder pressure determine whether and how companies evolve towards more

sustainability-oriented approaches (Boons & Liideke-Freund, 2013; Bocken et al., 2014).

At the same time, organisations face complex trade-offs when committing to sustainability
initiatives that often require significant upfront investments, uncertainty about returns, and a long
time horizon before the benefits become visible (Schaltegger & Wagner, 2006). This tension
between the pressure to deliver short-term financial results and long-term sustainability
commitments creates a challenging decision-making environment for managers (Dyllick &
Hockerts, 2002). Small businesses, large corporations and public sector organisations operate under
different institutional logics, resource limitations and stakeholder expectations, but all struggle with
the question of how to strike a balance between immediate economic needs and more long-term

environmental and social goals (Parnell, 2008; Henriques & Sadorsky, 1999).

Existing research on sustainability in business largely focuses on observable outputs, such as the
strategies organisations use, how those strategies influence performance metrics, and which
organisational characteristics correlate with sustainability engagement (Margolis & Walsh, 2003;
Salzmann et al., 2005; Wagner, 2007). This focus on results largely neglects the underlying
motivational structures that drive decision-makers to commit—or not to commit—to long-term

sustainability goals (Schaltegger, 2011).



Understanding why decision-makers prioritise certain benefits, how they mentally link
sustainability actions to desired outcomes, and which fundamental values underlie these links is
essential for designing effective interventions that promote sustainable business practices

(Schaltegger & Synnestvedt, 2002; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011).

The literature on business cases for sustainability emphasises that such cases must be actively
created rather than simply discovered (Schaltegger et al., 2012). This creation process depends on
how decision-makers perceive and construct links between voluntary sustainability actions and
various economic, environmental and social benefits (Epstein, 2003). Yet the cognitive structures
underpinning these perceptions have not been sufficiently researched, especially in owner-managed
small, medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Revell et al., 2010). This thesis addresses that gap by
applying means-end chain theory and laddering interviews to six owner-managed SMEs in the
Netherlands, uncovering the cognitive pathways through which sustainability commitments become

embedded in strategic reasoning.

The central research question guiding this thesis is:
How do owners of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) integrate economic, environmental

and social benefit expectations into strategic decisions on long-term sustainability commitments?
This question is elaborated through the following sub-questions:

1. Which concrete attributes of long-term sustainability commitments do SME decision-makers

consider most relevant when evaluating such commitments?

2. What consequences do SME decision-makers associate with these sustainability commitment

attributes, across economic, environmental and social dimensions?

3. Which underlying values determine the desirability of these consequences for SME owners?



1.2 Research Objectives and Thesis Structure

This thesis has four main objectives:

1. To uncover the hierarchical cognitive structures (means—end chains) that link attributes of long-
term sustainability commitments to expected consequences and underlying values among SME
decision-makers. The study achieves this by applying laddering interviews specifically designed

to elicit hierarchical connections, followed by systematic coding and cross-case analysis.

2. To identify recurring motivation patterns in how SME owners justify substantial sustainability
investments, for example in energy efficiency, renewable energy or building upgrades, by

comparing patterns across six purposively selected SMEs in a regional context.

3. To examine how economic, environmental and social benefit expectations are woven together
inside the same cognitive structures, rather than existing as separate reasoning streams. The thesis
investigates this through the lens of means—end chain theory, which is specifically designed to

capture how multiple types of outcomes coexist within a single decision-making rationale.

4. To contribute to means—end chain theory by applying it to strategic sustainability decision-

making in SMEs, extending the theory beyond its traditional application in consumer-marketing.

The thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 presents the theoretical framework, covering means—
end chain theory, goal hierarchies and the business case for sustainability in SMEs. Chapter 3
describes the methodology, including sampling, data collection, coding, ladder construction, and the
construction of the implication matrix and hierarchical value map. Chapter 4 presents the results
across the six cases. Chapter 5 discusses the key findings, theoretical implications and practical
implications. Chapter 6 shows the conclusions, including limitations and the directions for future

research.



2. Theoretical Framework

2.1 Means—end Chain Theory

Means—end chain (MEC) theory provides the primary conceptual lens for this thesis. Rooted in
expectancy—value theory, MEC proposes that individuals organise knowledge hierarchically,
connecting concrete attributes of products or actions (means) to abstract personal values (ends)
through intermediate consequences. Learned associations between attributes, consequences and
values shape future choices because decision-makers rely on these cognitive structures when

evaluating alternatives (Gutman, 1982; Reynolds & Gutman, 1988).

In typical MEC applications, four levels of abstraction are distinguished (Olson & Reynolds, 1983;
Reynolds & Olson, 2001). Attributes refer to tangible characteristics of a product or, in this thesis, a
sustainability commitment, such as investment cost, duration, technical complexity or location in
the business. Functional consequences capture direct, observable outcomes that follow from
attributes. Psychosocial consequences capture less tangible outcomes such as reputation, peace of
mind or perceived contribution to society. Finally, values represent desired end-states of existence,

such as security, independence, achievement or responsibility towards others (Gutman, 1997).

2.2 Goal Hierarchies and Action units

Later work has reconceptualised means—end chains as goal hierarchies (Gutman, 1997). In this
view, each element in a MEC represents a goal at a particular level of abstraction. Action goals at
lower levels function as subgoals for achieving higher-level outcome goals, which ultimately serve
terminal values. This perspective clarifies that not all goals are consciously articulated during
decision-making: owners may explicitly discuss cost savings while implicitly pursuing deeper

values such as independence or quality of life (Gutman, 1997; Pieters et al., 1995).

Within this hierarchical view, the concept of action units becomes relevant. An action unit refers to
a planned sequence of actions aimed at achieving a specific intended goal from the decision-maker's
perspective. The highest goal in the chain can extend beyond what is explicitly mentioned when the
decision is made. Analysing SME interview data through the lens of action units helps distinguish

between goals that owners actively consider when evaluating sustainability investments and higher-



level values that explain why these goals feel important (Gutman, 1997). In the context of SME
sustainability, these action units often reflect biographical depth, as investments are connected not
only to operational targets but also to life projects involving succession, continuity, family

responsibility or professional identity.
2.3 Business Case for Sustainability in SMEs

Literature on the business case for sustainability examines when and how environmental and social
initiatives contribute to economic success (Epstein, 2003; Schaltegger, Liideke-Freund, & Hansen,
2012). Researchers commonly distinguish several core benefit categories, including cost reduction,
risk reduction, revenue and margin improvement, reputation and brand value enhancement,
employer attractiveness and innovation capabilities (Schaltegger et al, 2012; Schaltegger &
Synnestvedt, 2002). From a means—end perspective, these drivers function as typical functional or
psychosocial consequences in means—end chains about sustainability. Their recurrence across the
literature suggests that they represent already known insights into how the motivational structure of
sustainability decision-making is partially understood. However, how these benefit categories are
weighted and combined in the context of SME owner reasoning, and how they connect to ultimate

values remains underexplored.

In SMEs, the business case is particularly sensitive to resource constraints and owner risk
perceptions. Investments in energy-efficient equipment, renewable energy or building retrofits often
require substantial upfront capital and managerial attention (Revell et al., 2010). Whether such
commitments are made depends not only on projected financial returns but also on how owners
frame potential co-benefits, such as enhanced reputation or improved working conditions
(Schaltegger & Wagner, 2006; Schaltegger, 2011). This suggests that large parts of the motivational
structure, particularly at the level of values, may be less explored in the business case literature,

creating an opportunity for MEC-analysis to add explanatory depth.

SMEs differ from large corporations in ownership structure, governance and decision-making
processes (Henriques & Sadorsky, 1999). Many SMEs are owner-managed, with strategic decisions
heavily influenced by the owner's personal values, risk attitudes and life stage (Revell et al., 2010).
Business and family finances are often closely intertwined and time horizons may be shorter than in
large firms. Previous research suggests that SME sustainability decisions are tightly coupled to
immediate economic consequences and personal value systems rather than abstract corporate

strategies (Revell et al., 2010).



This thesis contributes to understanding sustainability decision-making in such contexts from the
owner's own cognitive framing, rather than by default applying large-firm logics (Henriques &
Sadorsky, 1999; Wagner, 2007). The paradox tensions identified by Hahn (2015) manifest in these
owner contexts not as corporate strategic dilemmas, but as personal trade-offs between financial

security, environmental responsibility and social commitments.



3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative research design grounded in means—end chain (MEC) theory and the
laddering interview technique (Gutman, 1982; Reynolds & Gutman, 1988). The study aims to
uncover how SME owners connect sustainability-related actions to perceived consequences and
underlying values. A qualitative, interpretivist approach is particularly suitable because the research
question concerns cognitive structures, meanings and justification processes that are difficult to
capture through standardised survey instruments (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Grunert & Grunert,
1995).

Laddering is a one-to-one, in-depth interviewing method specifically designed to elicit hierarchical
connections between attributes, consequences and values through repeated probing questions, often
in the form of “Why is that important to you?” (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988). In upward laddering,
repeatedly asking “Why?” questions leads the respondent from specific actions to increasingly
abstract consequences and values. Downward laddering, using "How?"-type questions, can be used
to anchor abstract statements back to specific practices or situations. In this study, the primary
direction was upward, consistent with the goal of revealing cognitive goal hierarchies (Reynolds &
Gutman, 1988; Pieters et al., 1995). By pushing respondents to move from concrete practices or
investments toward increasingly abstract reasons, laddering reveals the goal hierarchies and means—
end chains through which people make sense of their choices (Gutman, 1997). This makes the

method well aligned with the aim of this thesis.

The study has a more exploratory character. Rather than seeking statistical representativeness, it
aims to generate in-depth insight into how a small set of owner-managers frame long-term
sustainability commitments in their own words. Such an exploratory approach is justified, given
that MEC structures have been studied far less frequently in the context of SME sustainability

strategies than in consumer contexts (Reynolds & Olson, 2001; Schaefers, 2013).
3.2 Sampling, participants and data collection

The empirical material consists of six interviews with SME owners whose businesses differ
markedly in sustainability commitment profiles and ownership situations. Rather than aiming to

represent specific sectors,
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these cases were selected through sampling to capture a broad picture of how owner-managers in
diverse everyday businesses make sense of substantial sustainability investments (Henriques &
Sadorsky, 1999; Revell et al., 2010). The shared feature of being owner-managed small businesses
ensures a clear focus on the owner-manager perspective, while the variation in business models,

sustainability practices and ownership situations allows exploration of recurring cognitive patterns

across heterogeneous contexts. Table 1 provides an overview of the six participants.

Case Business type Key sustainability Ownership situation Interview context
profile

Case A Specialist in food & Waste and packaging Owner-managed, no Semi-structured

wine reduction, product formal succession plan, = laddering interview,

efficiency, authentic renting audio-recorded
shop atmosphere

Case B Bike repairer/retailer Solar panels, hybrid Owner-managed, Semi-structured
heat pump, visible considering transition  laddering interview,
sustainability features  to son audio-recorded
signalling responsible
ownership

Case C Optician Energy-efficient Owner-managed, Semi-structured
building refurbishment, | succession to daughter | laddering interview,
high-quality interior audio-recorded
and equipment,
integrated living-
workspace

CaseD Butcher Energy-efficient Owner-managed, Semi-structured
refrigeration systems, freedom/independent laddering interview,
regulatory future-proof audio-recorded

Case E Restaurant Energy-positive Owner-managed, 5 Semi-structured
building rebuild after years in business laddering interview,
fire, visible audio-recorded
sustainability concept,
staff well-being

Case F Furniture repair and up | Reclaimed wood as Owner-managed, eight | Semi-structured

cycling workshop main material, circular | employees, no laddering interview,

sourcing, independent  succession audio-recorded
market positioning

Table 1. Participant overview

The sample of six cases is relatively small compared with laddering studies in consumer and
marketing research, which typically work with substantially larger numbers of participants
(Reynolds & Gutman, 1988; Reynolds & Olson, 2001). In this study, six interviews were completed
within the available time and recruitment constraints of the SEP project. This sample size is
consistent with the exploratory orientation of the study and with established practice in qualitative
MEC research, focused on depth of insight rather than statistical coverage (Grunert & Grunert,
1995).
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Data were collected through semi-structured qualitative interviews using laddering principles
(Reynolds & Gutman, 1988). Each interview began by inviting the owner to describe concrete
sustainability-related practices, investments or features in the business, such as energy-efficient
equipment, renewable energy installations, building upgrades, waste reduction practices, interior
upgrades or living arrangements linked to the business. For each of these attributes, follow-up
questions explored why it mattered, what it led to and why those outcomes were important. This
stepwise probing enabled movement from the level of concrete action to perceived consequences

and, ultimately, to deeper values (Gutman, 1982; Reynolds & Olson, 2001).

The interviews focused specifically on long-term sustainability commitments rather than short-term
operational adjustments. Attention was given not only to environmental reasoning, but also to
economic and social considerations, in line with business-case and SME sustainability literature
(Schaltegger et al., 2012; Revell et al., 2010). In this way, the interview process was designed to
capture the integrated and multidimensional character of sustainability decisions in owner-managed
firms. All interviews were audio-recorded with the consent of the participants and subsequently
transcribed using the Amberscript transcription service. After transcription, each interview was
checked against the audio and passages were clarified where necessary to ensure that the wording
used in the analysis reflected the intended meaning of respondents' statements when reconstructing

ladders.

3.3 Data Analysis

3.3.1 Coding and Codebook Development

The interview data were analysed through iterative content analysis consistent with MEC and
laddering guidelines (Gengler et al., 1995; Grunert & Grunert, 1995). In a first step, segments of
text were identified as potential attributes, consequences or values based on their level of
abstraction and their role within the respondent's reasoning (Olson & Reynolds, 1983; Gutman,
1982). An iterative coding process led to a codebook containing eight attribute codes (A1-AS),
sixteen consequence codes (C1-C16) and eight value codes (V1-V8), each with a definition and

empirical examples from the cases. The full codebook is provided in Appendix C.
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3.3.2 Ladder Construction

Following coding, the interview material was reconstructed into ladders for each respondent. A
ladder represents a sequence in which one or more attributes lead to consequences and ultimately to
values, forming a means—end chain (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988; Reynolds & Olson, 2001). These
ladders were not treated as verbatim transcripts of thought, but as analytically reconstructed
pathways that capture the dominant meaning structures expressed in the interviews. Multiple
ladders were identified per case, reflecting different but related lines of reasoning used by each
owner. The laddering analysis resulted in three core ladders per case; detailed ladder tables for all

six cases are provided in the appendix B.

In means—end chain analysis, each ladder represents an Attribute—Consequence—Value (ACV)
sequence that terminates in a value (V), which functions as the ultimate “end” of the chain rather
than a further transformable element (Gutman, 1982; Reynolds & Gutman, 1988). In this study,
some ladders share identical attributes and consequences but end in different values; in such cases,
each value is treated as a distinct ladder, even if the preceding A—C path is the same (Reynolds &
Gutman, 1988). For example, in case A, the sequence A4 -> C1 -> C4 leads to two different
terminal values (V1 and V2), indicating that these are in fact two separate ladders that share an

identical A—C structure but culminate in different V (value).

3.3.3 Implication Matrix

The reconstructed ladders were subsequently translated into an implication matrix, following
standard laddering analysis procedures (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988; Gengler et al., 1995). The
implication matrix records the frequency with which one code is linked to another across all
ladders, distinguishing between direct relations where one element immediately follows another,
and indirect relations, where elements are connected through one or more intermediaries. In this
study, matrix values are written in the form "2.01", which indicates two direct links and one indirect
link between a pair of codes. This notation retains nuance in the strength and type of association

between codes while remaining compact (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988).

To structure the final visualisation, two connection thresholds were applied. Medium connections
are defined as relations with a combined frequency score of 2.00-3.99, while strong connections are
those with a score of 4.00 or higher. Only relations meeting the medium threshold or above are

included in the hierarchical value map; isolated links below this threshold were excluded.
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This two-tier distinction allows the Hierarchical Value Map to communicate not only which

connections exist, but also their relative strength across the six-case dataset.

3.3.4 Hierarchical Value Map Construction

The Hierarchical Value Map (HVM) was constructed from the implication matrix as a visual
summary of the dominant A—C—V connections across cases (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988; Gengler et
al., 1995). The HVM organises the codes into three levels: attributes at the bottom, consequences in
the middle and values at the top. Medium connections are represented by regular-weight arrows,

while strong connections are represented by thick arrows, denoting the most recurrent pathways in
the data. Although Atlas.ti supported the analytical process, the final HVM was drawn manually to
allow for a clearer representation of pathways and a more interpretable figure, which aligns with
recommendations to treat HVMs as interpretive tools rather than purely mechanical outputs

(Gengler et al., 1995).

3.4 Ethical Considerations

The trustworthiness of the study rests on transparency in method and interpretation. Credibility was
supported by using a theory-consistent interview technique, a structured coding system and an
explicit analytical procedure from ladders to implication matrix and HVM (Reynolds & Gutman,
1988; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Dependability was enhanced by documenting the development of the
codebook and by making coding categories visible and traceable across cases. Confirmability was
addressed through a close connection between empirical material and analytic reconstruction, while
recognising that the researcher necessarily plays an interpretive role in identifying and naming

ladders.

All interviews were conducted with informed consent from participants. Audio recordings were
used solely for transcription purposes and kept confidential, the audio-file will be deleted after
transcription. Participant anonymity was preserved by referring to businesses by type and case label
rather than name. The data were stored securely and used exclusively for academic research
purposes. Transferability is limited but not absent: because the study includes only six owner-
managed SMEs in a regional context, the results cannot be generalised statistically. Providing
detailed descriptions of cases and analytic procedures enables readers to judge the relevance of

these findings for similar contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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4. Results

4.1 Individual Ladder Patterns

The ladder tables show that each case contains three dominant A—C—V chains, but that the
composition of these chains differs across the six cases. Appendix B contains a table showing all the

ladders for all six cases, providing a comprehensive overview.

Case A is centred on: (1) waste, cost and continuity. Operational waste and packaging reduction
(A4) leads to cost reduction (C1), business viability (C3) and avoidance of a downward spiral (C4),
which link to long-term security (V1) and responsibility to staff and community (V2); (2) product
respect and integrity. Efficient product use (A5) produces reduced waste (C5) and a sense that work
was done properly (C7), terminating in self-respect (V3) and identity as a "proper" shopkeeper
(V4); and (3) atmosphere, experience and belonging. A warm, sustainable shop atmosphere (AS)
drives enhanced customer experience (C10), loyalty (C11) and local reputation (C12), connecting to

community belonging (V5).

Case B focuses on: (1) cost stability and responsibility. Investments in solar panels and heat pump
(A2) produce cost stability and predictability (C2) and avoid the need to cut staff or postpone
investments (C4), linking to security for employees and family (V1) and a sense of long-term
responsibility (V2); (2) independence and integrity. Generating own electricity (A2) creates
increased control (C14) and aligns the shop's footprint with its product offering (C15), terminating
in integrity (V3) and professional pride (V4); and (3) reputation, legacy and contribution. Visible
energy investments (A8) signal a responsible business (C12) and contribute to a sustainable future

(C15), linking to legacy and community belonging (V7, V5).

Case C highlights: (1) energy-efficient building and daughter's security. Refurbishment with better
insulation, heating and lighting (A3) lowers fixed costs (C1), reduces financial fragility (C2) and
gives the daughter a healthier business to inherit (C16), terminating in security for the next
generation (V1) and fulfilment of parental responsibility (V2); (2) interior, equipment and
professional identity. Upgrading measuring equipment (A6) improves customer experience and
diagnostic quality (C10), maintains reputation as a top-quality optician (C11) and attracts
demanding clients, linking to professional pride (V4) and self-respect (V3); and (3) flat above shop,

succession and peace of mind. Modernising the flat (A7) increases the daughter's proximity and
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involvement (C16), ensures continuity (C3) and allows a smoother handover, terminating in legacy

(V7) and the ability to step back with peace of mind (V1).

Case D emphasises: (1) energy efficiency and security, investing in energy-efficient refrigeration
(A1) reduces electricity costs (C1) and avoids pressure to cut staff or quality (C4), linking to long-
term security (V1) and responsibility towards employees (V2); (2) reliability, stress and freedom.
The use of a reliable monitored refrigeration system (A1) produces fewer breakdowns (C6), less
background stress (C7) and the ability to delegate (C8), terminating in freedom and work-life
balance (V6) and self-respect through not repeating a previous generation's sacrifices (V3); and (3)
future-proofing and reputation. Choosing a system that meets future energy norms (Al) ensures
regulatory compliance (C9) and keeps the shop modern (C11), linking to professional pride as a

high-quality butcher (V4) and safeguarding the family legacy (V7).

Case E centres on: (1) energy-positive building, cost stability and security. Investing in energy-
efficient technical systems aligned with the energy-positive reconstruction (Al) reduces energy
costs (C1), stabilises costs and reduces exposure to price volatility (C2), strengthens financial
viability (C3) and avoids forced price increases (C4), while increasing the owner's control over
operations (C14); all linking to long-term security (V1) and responsibility towards employees, their
families and the historic building (V2); (2) rebuilding better, pride and reputation. Creating visible
sustainability features in a listed monument (A8) generates a positive reputation as the "restaurant
that rebuilt better" (C12), differentiates the business and builds loyalty (C11), strengthens staff
engagement (C13) and positions the restaurant as a local reference point for sustainability (C15),
terminating in professional identity and pride in turning adversity into a forward-looking solution
(V4) and a sense of legacy (V7); and (3) comfort, relationships and loyalty. Upgrading building
conditions for comfort (A3) improves employee working conditions and reduces heat, noise and
exhaustion (C13), lowers team stress (C7), enhances the dining experience (C10) and strengthens
customer loyalty (C11), linking to responsibility and care for staff and guests (V2) and being valued

in the community (V5).

Case F focuses on: (1) waste reduction, contribution and self-respect. Using reclaimed wood as the
main material flow (AS5) reduces waste and environmental burden (C5), contributes to a more
circular approach (C15) and makes better use of existing material stocks (C3), linking to
responsibility to act differently when confronted with unnecessary waste (V2) and self-respect from

closing the gap between personal beliefs and professional practice (V3); (2) uniqueness, pricing
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power and independence. Designing around the unique character of reclaimed batches (AS) builds
customer loyalty through distinctiveness (C11), strengthens community reputation (C12), supports

business viability and margins (C3) and increases strategic room to manoeuvre (C14),

terminating in professional identity (V4) and freedom from price competition (V6); and (3) cost
stability, staff security and responsibility. Organising reclaimed wood sourcing to price from
existing stock (AS) increases cost predictability (C2), strengthens business viability (C3), lowers
financial stress (C7) and creates more room for stable employee contracts (C8), linking to long-term

security (V1) and responsibility towards eight employees and family (V2).

4.2 Cross-case Analysis

This chapter presents the comparative analysis, focusing on the most common attributes,
consequences and value codes identified as key junction points within the hierarchical value map.
The map includes eight attributes, sixteen consequences and four values. To ensure clarity and
readability, this chapter discusses a selection of these codes: four attributes, eight consequences,
with two of each cluster (with two from each cluster: economic, environmental and operational;
relational and reputational; and strategic and succession-related), and two values. The codes are
shown at the end of each sub-section, after the analysis of each category. The remaining codes are

fully documented in Appendix A (code book), where their definitions and examples are provided.

4.2.1 Attributes

Table 2 shows that energy-related attributes (A1, A2, A3) appear the most across four of the six
cases, confirming that energy and building decisions remain the dominant type of sustainability
commitment across this sample. Waste and product-use attributes (A4, A5) are present in Cases A
and F, reflecting the particular operational logic of food retail and material-based craftsmanship
respectively. Living arrangements (A7) remain specific to Case C. Visible sustainability features
(A8) three cases (A, B and E), underlining that public visibility and signalling is a recurring
dimension of how owners connect sustainability decisions to their community standing. The
diversity in different attributes is in itself, a key analytical insight. Sustainability is not linked to one
single investment but is reflected across eight distinct domains of practice. The following section

defines each code and situates it within the case material.
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Attribute Short description Case Case Case Case Case Case

code A B C D E F
Al Energy-efficient technical systems X X
A2 Renewable energy and heating X
A3 Building upgrades X X
A4 Operational waste and packaging X
reduction
A5 Efficient product use and resource use X X
A6 High-quality interior and equipment X X
A7 Living arrangements linked to the
business
A8 Visible sustainability-related features X X X

Tabel 2. Attribute codes present in each case

Al: Energy saving / technical systems. Are linked to investments in energy-efficient equipment
that is operationally used and the business cannot run without. The focus is on efficiency of existing

systems rather than on generation of new energy (A2).

Practical examples: Case D, new refrigeration with modern compressors and remote monitoring,
replacing a system that caused repeated overnight emergencies. Case E: Insulation, triple glazing,
heat recovery ventilation, induction cooking and smart controls, together realising an energy-

positive building.

A2: Renewable energy. On-site renewable electricity generation and low-carbon heating that

reduce dependence on the energy grid.

Practical examples: Case B: solar panels that supply a significant part of the store's electricity; a
hybrid heat pump that replaces conventional gas heating, thereby reducing both costs and pricing

risks.

A3: Building renovations. Modifications to the building structure, such as insulation and lighting,

aimed at improving energy performance and the quality of the physical space.

Practical examples: Case C, a renovation involving insulation, new efficient heating and lighting
for both the shop and the flat above. Case E, improvements in ventilation, temperature control and

acoustics that reduce the heat load in the kitchen and improve the dining environment.
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A4: Waste and packaging reduction. Daily practices that reduce the use of packaging and product

waste at an operational level, what comes in as packaging and what goes out as waste.

Practical examples: Case A, buying in bulk rather than pre-packaged to reduce plastic waste and
packaging costs; reusing boxes; strict stock control to prevent food from being thrown away after its

use-by date. All this to minimise food waste.

4.2.2 Consequences

The consequence layer is dominated by economic resilience and operational security, but it also
contains strong social and psychosocial elements. Cost reduction (C1), cost stability (C2), business
viability and buffer building (C3), avoidance of downsizing (C4), reliable operations (C6) and
increased control (C14) appear as important outcomes across multiple cases. At the same time, the
owners associate their sustainability commitments with lower stress (C7), ability to delegate (CS),
enhanced customer experience (C10), customer loyalty (C11), positive reputation (C12), better
employee working conditions (C13), contribution to a broader sustainability transition (C15) and

smoother succession (C16).

A notable addition from the expanded sample is the explicit presence of staff well-being (C13) as a
consequence, driven most clearly by Cases E and F. In Case E, improving the building climate
directly reduces kitchen staff exhaustion and sick days. In Case F, cost stability creates room for
more secure employment contracts. These six case studies show that the business case for
sustainability among SMEs is based on at least three benefits, all of which play a role
simultaneously: financial stability, trustworthiness in the eyes of consumers and the community, and

the quality of employer-employee relations.

All sixteen consequence codes appear in the Hierarchical Value Model (HVM), indicating that each
type of outcome was associated with at least one attribute across multiple cases. The consequences
are discussed in four clusters that reflect their domain: economic and financial (C1-C4),
environmental and operational (C5—C9), relational and reputational (C10-C13), and strategic and
succession-related (C14—C16). As mentioned earlier, for purposes of clarity and readability this
chapter discusses a selection of these codes. Two codes have been chosen at random for each

cluster.
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Economic and financial consequences:

C1: Cost reduction / efficiency. Directly lower costs from a sustainability investment, think of
reduced energy bills, less packaging spend or fewer product write-offs. It is among the most
commonly cited first consequences across all cases and is the most junction point on the left side of

the HVM.

Practical examples: Case C, building refurbishment brings energy bills under better control. Case

A, reducing packaging and food waste removes direct costs from the profit-and-loss account.

C3: Business viability & buffer. The effect of sustainability investments on the financial
robustness of the business as a whole, maintaining or rebuilding margins and a financial buffer
sufficient to absorb shocks and reinvest. Distinct from C1 in that it is strategic and cumulative

rather than item-specific.

Practical examples: Case A, keeping prices affordable through waste reduction. Case F, unique
product positioning combined with cost stability protects the workshop's margins without external

investors.

Environmental and operational consequences:

C5: Waste reduction. The direct environmental impact of measures to reduce waste and use

resources efficiently: less material ending up in landfill, a smaller ecological footprint.

Practical examples: Case A: visible reduction in packaging waste, less plastic leaving the shop.
Case F: reused beams and planks that would otherwise be burned are converted into furniture,

thereby directly preventing material from entering the waste stream.

C9: Regulatory compliance & future-proofing. Anticipating expected regulatory changes,
investing now in systems that already meet future standards, rather than being forced into costly,

reactive upgrades.

Practical example: Case D: a refrigeration system that uses approved refrigerants and meets
expected efficiency standards, thereby avoiding a forced replacement when new regulations come

into force.
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Relational and reputational consequences:

C10: Improved customer experience and service. Improvements in the immediate quality of the
customer experience, a more comfortable environment and a more engaging service. This differs

from C11 (customer loyalty), which is the longer-term behavioural outcome of that experience.

Practical examples: Case A, customers linger a little longer, ask questions and enjoy the
atmosphere in the shop. Case C: new measuring equipment enables more accurate recipes and

clearer explanations during consultations.

C13: Greater staff engagement. Improvements in the working environment and the motivation

and retention of staff.

Practical examples: Case E: lower kitchen temperatures and improved air quality reduce staff
fatigue and sickness absence; staff take pride in the sustainable restaurant concept. Case F: financial
stability enables the workplace to offer more secure, stable contracts rather than fluctuating part-

time arrangements.
Strategic and succession-related consequences:

C14: Greater control. The sense that the owner is less at the mercy of external factors, such as

energy prices or supply chain disruptions, and has more scope to plan and invest.

Practical examples: Case B: generating one’s own electricity means that energy costs are partly
borne internally rather than determined by utility companies’ tariffs. Case E: the energy-positive
building makes operating costs predictable. Case F: the pricing of reused materials offers cost

certainty that is lacking when purchasing new timber at market prices.

C16: Continuity in leadership and succession. A smoother, less disruptive handover of day-to-

day management responsibility to a successor.

Practical examples: Case C: the daughter who lives above the shop becomes increasingly involved
in day-to-day operations, making the formal handover of management responsibility an organic

evolution rather than a sudden break that might unsettle customers or staff.
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4.2.3 Values

The value layer reveals a strong concentration around security and long-term continuity (V1),
responsibility for others and stewardship (V2), self-respect and integrity (V3), professional identity
and pride (V4), being valued and respected in the community (V5), freedom and work-life balance
(V6) and legacy or contribution to the next generation (V7). Security and continuity appear in all
six cases, but they are interpreted differently depending on the business context. In some ladders,
security refers to business continuity and financial stability; in others, it refers to family succession,
freedom from stress or the ability to step back. The values therefore function as a common

conceptual language while still allowing for different owner-specific meanings.

The expanded sample also reinforces the importance of V2 (responsibility for others). In Case E,
responsibility extends beyond the typical owner-to-family framing to encompass a public
stewardship dimension — the care for the historic character of a listed monument and for the local
community. In Case F, it encompasses a specific duty of care towards eight employees whose
livelihoods depend on the workshop. This variation suggests that the content of "responsibility" is

shaped by the relational context of each business rather than following a single template.

V1: Long-term security and continuity. The pursuit of a stable, sustainable business that can
withstand shocks over a period of ten to twenty years or more. This is the most common value in
the study and emerges in all six cases. Security is not an abstract ideal, but something that owners
actively build and protect through cost control, reliable systems, a good reputation in the

community and succession planning.

Practical examples: Case D: “1 want this business to still be around in twenty years’ time and not
disappear under my leadership because I haven’t managed costs properly.” Case F: building a

workshop that is financially stable enough to sustain eight jobs through all market fluctuations.

V2: Responsibility towards others. A sense of obligation towards the people and institutions that
depend on or are affected by the business: employees, their families, customers and children.
Responsibility is formulated as an internal standard rather than an external expectation; failing to

invest in sustainability is perceived as a form of irresponsibility towards others.

Practical examples: Case A: a duty towards staff and the local community to prevent the shop from
becoming too expensive or wasteful to survive. Case C: a duty as a father not to pass on a

vulnerable, costly business to his daughter.
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4.3 Cross-Case Synthesis

Taken together, the six cases suggest that owner-managed businesses connect sustainability
commitments to three broad outcome logics. The first is economic security, in which sustainability
reduces costs, stabilises operations and protects the business from future shocks. The second is
moral-professional alignment, in which the owner experiences sustainability as a way of doing
things properly, maintaining self-respect and matching the business to internal standards, most
clearly visible in Cases A, B, D and F. The third is relational continuity, in which sustainability
supports customer trust, community respect, employee care and succession within the family or
firm, most prominent in Cases C, E and F. These logics are not separate categories in the data, they

are intertwined within the same ladders and recur across the cross-case analysis.

4.4 Implication Matrix

The implication matrix aggregates the coded ladders into a cross-case summary of direct and
indirect relations between attributes, consequences and values across all six cases. Relations are
recorded in the form "2.01", indicating two direct and one indirect link. Medium connections (2.00—
3.99) and strong connections (= 4.00) are distinguished, with the strongest links concentrated
around C1 (cost reduction), C2 (cost stability), C3 (business viability), C7 (lower stress) and C11
(customer loyalty). The most visible clusters link energy-related attributes (Al, A2, A3) to cost
reduction and business security (C1, C2); operational practices (A4, AS) to business viability, waste
reduction and community reputation (C3, C5, C12); and visible features (AS8) to customer
experience, loyalty and reputation (C10-C12). The matrix (Figure 1) is the analytical bridge

between the case-level ladders and the aggregated Hierarchical Value Map (HVM).
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C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C7 C8 C9 C10 C11 C12 C13 C14 C15 C16 Vi V2 V3 V4 V5 V6 V7

A1 [4.00 0.02 0.02 0.04 2.00 | 0.02 | 0.02 | 2.00 0.02 0.02 0.02 | 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01 | 0.01
A2 2.02 0.02 2.02 | 0.02 0.01 / 0.01  0.01  0.01

A3 |[2.00 0.02 0.02 0.02 | 0.02 2.00 0.02 | 0.01 | 0.02 0.01

A4 |2.00 0.02 | 0.02 0.02

A5 2.00 | 0.06 4.02 0.04 | 0.02 2.00 | 0.02 0.02 | 0.02 0.01 | 0.02 | 0.02  0.02 0.01

A6 2.00  0.04 0.01 | 0.01

A7 0.02 2.02 | 0.01 0.01
A8 1.00  0.03 | 4.03  0.02 0.04 0.01 | 0.02 0.02
C1 4.00 | 2.02 | 2.04 0.02 0.02 | 0.05 | 0.03

Cc2 2.00 4.00  2.04 0.02 | 0.02 0.02 2.00 0.05 0.05

C3 4.00 2.00 | 0.02 2.02 1.04 | 1.02 1.00 0.01 0.01 | 1.00
c4 2.00 4.01  2.01

C5 0.02 2.00 2.02 2.00 0.01 1 0.03 | 0.02

Cé6 2.00 | 0.02 0.01 0.01

C7 4.00 2.00 | 0.02 0.01 | 0.02 | 1.01 1.00  0.01 | 0.01

o} 1.00 | 1.00 1.00 1.00

co 2.00 0.01 0.01
Cc10 5.02 | 0.01 0.01 | 0.01 | 0.01 | 0.02

C11 0.02 2.00 | 3.00 | 2.00 | 0.02 | 0.02 1.00  1.01 / 2.03 | 1.01 | 0.01 | 1.01
Cc12 2.00 2.00 | 2.00 | 0.02  0.02 2.04 0.02 | 1.02 | 0.01  0.03
C13 2.00 0.02 | 0.02 2.00 0.01 0.01 | 0.01 0.01
Cc14 2.00 | 2.02 1.00 | 1.00  0.02 | 1.02 1.00
C15 2.00 0.01 | 1.01 | 2.00 | 1.00 2.00
C16 2.02 2.00 | 1.02 | 1.00 0.02

*All direct an indirect relations are counted. They are shown as follows: “2.01" indicates 2 direct relations and 1 indirect relation.

Figure 1. Implication matrix

4.5 Hierarchical Value Map

The hierarchical value map (Figure 2) visualises the most recurrent A-C—V relations across the six
cases. For better readability, a full-size version of the hierarchical value map is also provided in
Appendix C. Two levels of connection strength are represented: medium connections (2.00-3.99)
shown with regular arrows, and strong connections (> 4.00) shown with thick arrows. Several broad
pathways are visible. A dominant route, marked by strong connections, runs from energy and
efficiency attributes (A1, A2, A3) through cost reduction (C1l) and cost stability (C2) toward
business viability (C3) and avoidance of downsizing (C4), ultimately linking to security (V1) and
responsibility (V2). A second strong pathway runs through customer experience and loyalty (C10,
C11) toward reputation (C12) and then onward to professional pride (V4) and community

recognition (V5). These two pathways together account for the densest structure in the map.
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The map also shows that several consequence junction points, C7 (lower stress), C11 (customer
loyalty) and C12 (reputation) function as hubs that connect multiple attribute types to multiple
value destinations. C11 in particular is connected strongly to values spanning professional pride
(V4), legacy (V7) and community belonging (V5), indicating that customer loyalty carries a richer
motivational meaning than its purely commercial appearance might suggest. The HVM must be
read in light of the study's empirical scope: with six cases, the strong connections reflect genuinely

recurrent patterns, while medium connections indicate tendencies present in a subset of cases.

v2
Responsibility for L
others and pride 1o next gencration

i
Security 3nd loag term
.......

(V) Values
(Why it matters)

(C) Consequences
(What it leads to)

(A) Attributes
(What we do)

Energy saving!
Techmical systems e utilisation epelpeaant linked o the busisess.

Medium = medium connection (2.00-3.99)

) Thick= strong comnection = 400

Figure 2. Hierarchical Value Map (HVM)
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5. Discussion

5.1 Discussion of Key Findings

The central research question asked how SME owners integrate economic, environmental and social
benefit expectations into strategic decisions on long-term sustainability commitments. The findings
across six cases show that these dimensions are not treated as separate categories in the reasoning of
owner-managers. Instead, they are woven together into means—end chains in which concrete

sustainability actions are linked to a combination of business, moral, social and personal outcomes.

Economic considerations are clearly important, but they are rarely sufficient on their own. Cost
reduction, stability and viability are valued not merely because they improve profitability, but
because they secure the future of the business, protect employees and family members, preserve
independence and create peace of mind. Likewise, environmental practices such as waste reduction,
renewable energy, energy-efficient systems or the use of reclaimed materials matter not only
because they lower environmental impact, but because they reinforce integrity, reputation and long-

term continuity.

The expanded sample of six cases adds analytical weight to findings that were already visible in the
initial four-case dataset. The presence of a restaurant owner who rebuilt after a fire using an energy-
positive concept (Case E) and a furniture workshop built entirely around reclaimed materials (Case
F) extends the range of sustainability contexts substantially. Case E demonstrates that crisis events
can become strategic turning points that deepen rather than undermine the motivational link
between sustainability and identity. Case F demonstrates that circular material practices can
simultaneously serve as an environmental message, a competitive strategy and an expression of
personal values, which supports the proposition that the business case for sustainability in SMEs

arises from cognitive and moral integration, rather than purely from economic optimisation.
5.2 Theoretical Implications

This thesis contributes to means—end chain theory by extending its application from consumer
choice and marketing to strategic sustainability decision-making in owner-managed SMEs across a
diverse range of business types. The analysis demonstrates that MEC is well suited not only to
explaining product preferences, but also to unpacking how owner-managers interpret complex,
long-term business investments and life decisions. The findings show that in this context
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the consequence layer is especially rich and hybrid. Many consequences combine economic, social
and psychological meanings at once, suggesting that MEC applications in strategic contexts may

need to pay special attention to consequences that cross conventional analytical categories.

The results also reinforce the usefulness of viewing means—end chains as goal hierarchies (Gutman,
1997). In the interviewed SMEs, concrete sustainability investments appear as action units
embedded in broader life projects, such as ensuring succession, acting as a responsible employer,
maintaining craftsmanship or using adversity as a turning point. This gives the chains a temporal
and biographical depth that is less visible in standard consumer settings, consistent with research on

paradox tensions in sustainability strategy (Hahn, 2015).

The findings also contribute to the business case for sustainability literature (Schaltegger, Liideke-
Freund, & Hansen, 2012). Much of this literature identifies categories of benefit, but often leaves
unexplored how managers actually interpret and prioritise these benefits. This research shows that
owners of small and medium-sized enterprises actively develop business cases based on narratives
in which they link investments in sustainability to what matters most to them. The business case is
therefore not simply a financial calculation or a set of objective returns, it is a cognitive and moral
framing process. This is especially relevant in SMEs, where decision-making is more personalised

and less mediated by formal strategy procedures (Revell et al., 2010).

The interviewed SMEs are not detached economic units, but locally rooted and personally led
businesses. Decisions about energy systems, equipment, packaging, material sourcing or housing
arrangements are intertwined with relations to employees, customers, children and village
communities. The inclusion of Case E and Case F extends this observation: sustainability
commitment can be driven by a sense of duty to a building's historic character (Case E) or to
employees whose livelihoods depend on a decision (Case F). This relational context suggests that a
narrow owner-family framing underrepresents the scope of moral considerations that shape SME

sustainability decisions
5.3 Practical Implications

The findings have practical implications for advisors, policymakers and SME support organisations.
Sustainability communication aimed at SMEs may be more effective when it connects proposed

measures to the values that owners actually prioritise, such as continuity, responsibility, pride,
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freedom and legacy. Framing sustainability only in terms of environmental duty or abstract business

competitiveness may miss the more personal reasons that motivate owner-managers.

For practitioners working directly with SMEs, the results suggest the value of a more dialogical
approach. Rather than assuming that owners need only better data on payback periods, support
actors can explore how sustainability measures fit into the owner's broader goals for the business
and life. Such conversations may reveal stronger and more durable motivational pathways than
purely technical or financial advice alone. The diversity of the six cases also suggests that effective
support requires contextual sensitivity: the same investment can mean very different things

depending on the owner's life stage, succession plans and community relationships.
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6. Conclusion

6.1 Summary of Findings and Contributions

This examines how SME owners integrate economic, environmental and social benefit expectations
into strategic decisions on long-term sustainability commitments. Using means—end chain theory
and laddering interviews with six owner-managed SMEs, the study showed that owners connect
concrete sustainability attributes to a wide range of consequences and ultimately to deeply held
values. Across all six cases, sustainability commitments were associated with cost reduction,
stability, reliability, lower stress, customer loyalty, reputation, employee well-being, succession and
contribution, which in turn linked to security, responsibility, integrity, pride, freedom, community

recognition and legacy.

The findings indicate that sustainability decision-making in SMEs is best understood as
multidimensional and value-laden. Environmental actions are not separate from economic and
social concerns, but integrated with them within the same cognitive structures. This helps explain
why some sustainability investments appear meaningful to owners even when their business case
cannot be reduced to immediate financial return alone. Theoretically, the thesis extends means—end
chain theory to strategic sustainability decision-making in owner-managed SMEs across diverse
business types. Empirically, it uncovers concrete A—C—V patterns across six cases, including novel
contexts such as circular material practices and post-crisis sustainability reconstruction. Practically,
it shows that SME sustainability support may be more effective when it resonates with owner
values such as continuity, responsibility, pride, freedom and legacy rather than focusing narrowly

on technical efficiency or cost savings.
6.2 Limitations and Future Research

The study has clear limitations. The most important is its modest scope. With six interviews, the
findings should be read as exploratory and theory-building rather than representative. The HVM,
despite showing clearer differentiation between medium and strong connections compared with
smaller studies, still reflects a limited empirical base. Second, the findings rely on retrospective
verbal accounts and therefore capture articulated reasoning rather than actual decision behaviour in

real time, raising the possibility of rationalisation effects (Grunert & Grunert, 1995).
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Third, coding and ladder construction involve interpretive choices, especially when respondents
move quickly between practical, emotional and moral considerations. Fourth, all cases are drawn
from a specific regional context in the Netherlands, which may shape the community and identity

dimensions of the findings in ways that do not transfer directly to other settings.
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Appendix A. Codebook

CODEBOOK

A. Attribute codes (A) - Concrete sustainability-related practices, investments, or features the

owners talk about.

Al - Energy-efficient technical systems

Definition: Investments in energy-efficient equipment or infrastructure central to operations.
Examples: Efficient fridges (case A). New refrigeration system with modern compressors and
monitoring (caseD)

A2 — Renewable energy and low-carbon heating

Definition: On-site renewable electricity and hybrid/efficient heating solutions.

Examples: Solar panels, hybrid heat pump at bicycle shop (case B).

A3 — Building and energy efficiency upgrades

Definition: Changes to the building itself to improve energy performance.

Examples: Better insulation, new windows, efficient heating and lighting in case C’s refurbishment.
A4 - Operational waste- and packaging-reduction practices

Definition: Day-to-day practices to reduce packaging use and product waste.

Examples: Bulk instead of pre-packed, reusing boxes, minimising food (case A) and production
waste (case F).

AS — Efficient product use and resource utilisation

Definition: Practices that squeeze maximum use from products/raw materials.

Examples: Turning cheese ends into grated cheese; careful stock management to avoid expiry.

A6 — High-quality interior and professional equipment

Definition: Upgrades to shop interior and specialised equipment to support quality and experience.
Examples: Modern interior and equipment; shop makeover and modern displays in case D.

A7 - Living arrangements linked to the business

Definition: Housing decisions that integrate closely with business operations.

Example: Modernising flat above the shop in case C for daughter to live in.

A8 — Visible sustainability-related features

Definition: Sustainability-related elements that are noticeable to outsiders and signal a stance.
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Examples: Solar panels on shop roof; visible low-packaging atmosphere in delicatessen.

B. Consequence codes (C) - Perceived outcomes or implications of the attributes. Many

combine economic, environmental and social aspects.

C1 - Cost reduction and efficiency

Definition: Lower direct costs through reduced energy, waste or packaging.

Examples: Lower electricity bill from new refrigeration; reduced packaging costs; avoiding “tearing
up money” by throwing food away.

C2 — Cost stability and predictability

Definition: More stable and predictable fixed costs, especially energy, reducing financial shocks.
Examples: Knowing energy bills will not spike unexpectedly after solar/heat pump investment.

C3 — Business viability and buffer building

Definition: Maintaining viability, margins and room to build a financial buffer.

Examples: Keeping delicatessen “affordable treat” while covering rising costs; protecting margins
in case C and case D.

C4 - Avoidance of harmful corrective measures

Definition: Avoiding the need to raise prices aggressively, cut staff, compromise quality or postpone
other investments.

Examples: Not having to cut staff hours or drop quality due to energy bills; avoiding a “downward
spiral” of higher prices and lower volume.

C5 — Reduced waste and environmental burden

Definition: Lower material and food waste and reduced environmental footprint.

Examples: Less plastic and food waste; reduced gas use; feeding electricity back into the grid.

C6 — Reliable operations and fewer crises

Definition: More dependable systems and fewer breakdowns or emergencies.

Examples: Fewer refrigeration failures; reduced risk of product loss and food safety incidents.

C7 — Lower stress and peace of mind

Definition: Reduced day-to-day worry and mental load for the owner.

Examples: Sleeping better about energy bills; not constantly worrying about fridges failing or bins

overflowing.

35



C8 — Ability to step back and delegate

Definition: Greater ability to leave the shop to staff, take time off, or not be in constant
“fire-fighting” mode.

Examples: Owner can go away for weekends; is no longer “slave to the equipment.”

C9 — Regulatory and future-proof compliance

Definition: Staying ahead of regulations and avoiding forced, costly future upgrades.

Examples: Choosing refrigeration that fits future energy and refrigerant norms; not being “behind
the curve.”

C10 — Enhanced customer experience and service quality

Definition: Better sensory and interaction experience for customers.

Examples: Warm, authentic shop atmosphere; modern diagnostic equipment enabling clearer
explanations.

C11 — Customer loyalty, retention and differentiation

Definition: Stronger customer bonds, repeat visits and differentiation from generic competitors.
Examples: Customers staying longer and coming back to case A; case C being “worth the trip” for
elite skaters; case D seen as modern alternative to supermarket.

C12 - Positive reputation and trust in community

Definition: Being seen locally as a responsible, modern, honest business.

Examples: Village noticing panels, low waste, or careful packaging; being perceived as moving
with the times.

C13 — Better employee working conditions and engagement

Definition: Improvements in staff comfort and involvement in sustainable practices.

Examples: More comfortable indoor climate; staff contributing ideas on waste reduction and
packaging.

C14 — Increased control and strategic room to manoeuvre

Definition: Greater sense of control over the business and ability to plan, invest and build.
Examples: Less dependence on external shocks; feeling able to hire, invest, or plan long term.

C15 - Contribution to broader sustainability transition

Definition: Feeling that the business is doing “its share” in moving towards more sustainable
practices.

Examples: Being part of a village where more roofs have panels; reducing shop’s footprint; not

“making the problem bigger.”
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C16 — Smoother succession and continuity of leadership
Definition: Easier handover of daily responsibility and ownership to next generation.

Examples: Daughter living above shop, being more involved; natural shift of daily responsibility.

C. Value codes (V) - Underlying personal or moral values that make the consequences desirable

to the owners.

V1 - Security and long-term continuity

Definition: Desire for a stable, enduring business that survives shocks over years.

Examples: Wanting the shop to be there in 10-20 years; avoiding a business that “bleeds out”;
ensuring the butchers doesn’t disappear “on my watch.”

V2 — Responsibility for others and stewardship

Definition: Feeling responsible for employees, family, suppliers, and the business as a “piece of the
community.”

Examples: Duty towards staff and their families; not handing over a fragile, costly business to
daughter; seeing oneself the manager of a village shop.

V3 — Self-respect, integrity and doing things properly

Definition: Need to act consistently with one’s own standards and not feel hypocritical or careless.
Examples: Not wasting good food because it “feels wrong”; aligning bike shop’s footprint with
promoting cycling; avoiding half-measures and corner-cutting; being able to “look in the mirror.”
V4 — Professional identity and pride in quality

Definition: Seeing oneself and the business as a serious, high-quality professional operation.
Examples: Identity as a “proper shopkeeper”; pride as top-quality salesman trusted by elite skaters;
pride in being a modern, high-quality case D.

VS — Belonging, reputation and community standing

Definition: Desire to belong to, and be positively regarded by, the local community.

Examples: Pride when people “pop to the wine and cheese shop” and mean them; wanting to be
known as responsible, honest business owners in the village.

V6 — Freedom and work-life balance

Definition: Valuing autonomy in how time is spent and avoiding being trapped by the business.
Examples: Not wanting to “live like my father” who was always in the shop; not being “slave to the

equipment”’; having space for life outside work.
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V7 — Legacy and contribution to next generation

Definition: Leaving behind a solid, respectable business and a better world for children and

SuUCCESSOrs.

Examples: Preparing a strong business for daughter; wanting to tell children “we did our share”;

leaving a modern, efficient shop rather than a mess.
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Appendix B. Constructed Ladders

Case A

Ladder 1 Waste, cost and continuity

gOd Level Description

A4 A Minimises waste and unnecessary packaging in daily operations
C1 C Reduces product losses and packaging costs

C3 C Keeps prices reasonable and shop financially viable

C4 C Avoids downward spiral of rising prices, lower volume, more waste
V1 V Secures long-term continuity of the shop

V2 V Fulfils responsibility to staff, customers and village community

Ladder 2 Not wasting food and integrity

Code Level Description

A5 A Uses products efficiently (e.g. leftovers into grated cheese)

C5 C Avoids throwing away good food and resource waste

C5 C Feels the shop treats products with respect, not as disposable
C7 C Can “lock the door” feeling work was done properly

V3 V Maintains self-respect and responsibility

va Vv Affirms identity as a “proper” shopkeeper who practices what she

preaches

Ladder 3 Atmosphere, experience and belonging

Cod Level Description

~

A8 A Creates warm, authentic shop atmosphere with less plastic
C10 C Customers stay longer, ask questions, and enjoy the experience
C11 C Builds customer relationships, loyalty and repeat visits
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C12 C Strengthens local reputation as a good, honest shop

V5 V Feels pride and belonging in the village community

Case B

Ladder 1 Cost stability and responsibility

Code Level Description

A2 A Invests in solar panels and hybrid heat pump

C2 C Achieves more stable and predictable energy costs

C2 C Reduces risk of sudden cost spikes threatening cash flow

C4 C Avoids need to cut staff hours or postpone key investments

V1 \% Provides security for business, employees and their families
V2 Vv Lives up to responsibility as a careful, long-term oriented owner

Ladder 2 Independence and integrity

Cod Level Description

~

A2 A Generates own electricity and reduces gas dependence

C14 C Feels less at the mercy of energy companies and policy shocks

C14 C Gains more control and confidence to plan and build the business
C15 C Aligns shop’s footprint with selling “sustainable” bikes

V3 Vv Upholds integrity and identity as someone who “does things properly”
V4 V Feels quiet pride in choosing proactive, future-oriented solutions

Ladder 3 Reputation, legacy and contribution

Cod Level Description

~

A8 A Visible energy investments (panels, heat pump) at bike shop

C12 C Signals modern, responsible business to customers and village
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C12

C15

V7

V5

Case C

Builds trust and makes people feel good about supporting local shop
Contributes, in a small way, to a more sustainable future
Creates legacy and self-respect towards children and community

Feels part of a responsible, forward-looking local economy

Ladder 1 Energy-efficient building and daughter’s security

Cod
e

A3

C1

C2

C16

V1

V2

Level

\Y

Description

Refurbishes shop and apartment with better insulation, heating,
lighting

Lowers running energy costs and improves control over fixed costs
Makes business less fragile to rising energy prices

Gives daughter a financially healthier business to take over
Provides security and a strong starting point for next generation

Fulfils responsibility as father and business owner

Ladder 2 Interior, equipment and professional identity

Code

A6

C10

C11

C11

V4

V3

Level

A

Description

Upgrades interior and measuring equipment to high standard
Improves diagnostic quality and customer experience in the shop
Maintains reputation as top-quality case C “worth the trip”
Attracts and retains demanding clients (e.g. elite skaters)

Strengthens identity and pride as a specialised, high-quality
professional

Preserves self-respect by matching shop to his internal quality
standard
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Ladder 3 Flat above shop, succession and peace of mind

Cod
A7
C16
C16
C3
V7

V1

CaseD

Level

A

Description

Modernises flat above shop so daughter can live there comfortably
Increases her proximity and day-to-day involvement in the business
Makes handover and daily responsibility shift smoother

Ensures someone close is available for issues and continuity
Builds legacy and smooth succession for the business

Allows him to step back with peace of mind and sense of completion

Ladder 1: Energy efficiency and security

Code

A1

C1

C4

VA1

V2

Level

A

Description

Invests in energy-efficient refrigeration system
Reduces electricity use and fixed energy costs
Avoids pressure to raise prices or cut staff/quality
Ensures long-term business security and continuity

Fulfils responsibility towards employees and family

Ladder 2: Reliability, stress and freedom

Code

A1

C6

C7

C8

V6

Level

A

Description

Installs reliable, monitored refrigeration system
Fewer breakdowns and food safety incidents
Less background stress and fewer emergencies
Can step back and leave shop to staff

Achieves freedom and better work—life balance
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V3

Vv Maintains self-respect by not repeating father’s sacrifices

Ladder 3: Future-proofing and reputation

Code

A1

C9

C11

V4

V7

Case E

Level Description

A Chooses system that meets future energy and refrigerant norms
C Stays compliant with regulations and avoids forced upgrades

C Keeps shop modern and relevant in the eyes of customers

\% Protects identity and pride as a high-quality, up-to-date case D
V Safeguards family legacy of the business

Ladder 1: Energy-positive building, cost stability and security

Code

A1

C1

C2

C3

o

C14

V1

V2

Level Description

Invests in energy-efficient technical systems and equipment aligned
A with the energy-positive building (insulation, triple glazing, heat
recovery, induction, smart controls).

Reduces overall energy use and monthly energy bills compared to

C a conventional installation.

c Makes energy costs more stable and predictable, less exposed to
price spikes and market volatility.

c Strengthens financial stability and buffer, enabling better planning
of staff, menu, and investments.

c Avoids pressure to raise prices aggressively or cut staff and quality
in response to energy shocks.

c Increases control and room to manoeuvre as owner, rather than
feeling “at the mercy” of energy markets and politics.

Vv Security and long-term continuity of case E as a business that can
survive future shocks.

Vv Responsibility for others and stewardship towards employees, their

families, and the public/historic character of the building.
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Ladder 2: Rebuilding better, pride and reputation

Code

A8

C12

C11

C13

C15

V4

V7

Level

A

Description

Creates visible sustainability features and an energy-positive
concept in a listed monument, signalling “built back better” rather
than a simple restoration.

Generates a positive reputation and trust in the community as the
modern, sustainable restaurant that used a disaster to leap
forward.

Differentiates the restaurant and attracts guests who are curious
about the story, supporting loyalty and repeat visits.

Strengthens staff pride and engagement, as employees enjoy
saying they work at “that sustainable restaurant in the old
monument”.

Positions the restaurant as a local reference point for sustainability
and renewal, contributing symbolically to a broader transition in
*town*.

Professional identity and pride in being the kind of entrepreneur
who turns setbacks into forward-looking, responsible solutions.

Legacy and contribution to the next generation, using the fire as a
turning point that sets a new standard for how the building is used.

Ladder 3: Comfort, relationships and loyalty

Code

A3

C13

C7

C10

C11

Level

A

Description

Upgrades building and climate conditions to improve comfort for
kitchen staff and guests.

Improves employee working conditions: less heat and noise, less
exhaustion, fewer sick days and conflicts, making it easier for staff
to stay.

Lowers background stress in the team and supports a calmer
baseline for daily operations

Enhances customer experience with a consistently comfortable
dining room

Strengthens customer loyalty and repeat visits, as guests return
more often to a place that consistently “feels good”
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V2

V5

Case F

Responsibility and care for staff and guests as people who spend
important parts of their lives in the restaurant.

Being valued and respected in the community as a place where
people feel at home.

Ladder 1: Waste reduction, contribution and self-respect

Code

A5

C5

C15

C3

V2

V3

Level

A

\Y

Description

Uses reclaimed wood and other recycled materials as the main
material flow, structurally building projects around what already
exists.

Reduces waste and environmental burden by rescuing beams and
planks that would otherwise be burned, chipped, or discarded.

Contributes to a more circular way of dealing with resources.

Makes better use of existing material stocks.

Responsibility for using his craftsmanship to act differently when he
sees unnecessary material waste.

Self-respect and integrity from closing the gap between his private
beliefs (disliking waste) and his professional practice.

Ladder 2: Uniqueness, pricing power and independence

Code

A5

C11

C12

C3

C14

V4

V6

Level

A

Description

Designs furniture and up-cycling projects around the unique
character of reclaimed wood batches.

Builds customer loyalty and differentiation, as clients value that their
piece is unique and tied to a specific story.

Strengthens reputation in the community as “that sustainable
workshop that makes everything from old wood”.

Supports more robust margins and business viability, as the specific
offer allows somewhat more pricing room than standard furniture
making.

Increases strategic room to manoeuvre by creating their own corner
of the market rather than competing head-on on price.

Professional identity and pride in running a place that does things
differently, not just one more generic carpentry shop.

Freedom and work-life balance through more independence from
pure price competition and the ability to choose fitting projects.
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Ladder 3: Cost stability, staff security and responsibility

Code

A5

C2

C3

C7

C8

VA1

V2

Level

A

Description

Organises sourcing and stock of reclaimed wood so that many
projects can be priced from existing material rather than volatile new-
wood markets.

Increases cost stability and predictability, reducing exposure to
sudden timber price spikes and supply issues.

Strengthens business viability and buffer by protecting margins and
reducing the need for frequent price changes.

Lowers financial stress for the owner, allowing calmer, longer-term
management instead of every month feeling like a gamble.

Creates more room to offer stable contracts and avoid sudden cuts
that would unsettle employees.

Security and long-term continuity of the workshop, avoiding a boom-
and-bust pattern that would endanger the business.

Responsibility for others and stewardship, especially towards the
eight employees and his family who depend on the workshop.
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Appendix C. Hierarchical Value Map
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Appendix D. Consent Form

Research study: Sustainability commitment Decision-making

You are invited to participate in research conducted by Cor Weerman, MSc Sustainable

Entrepreneurship student at University of Groningen, Campus Fryslan, supervised by Sven Kilian.

Purpose: This research explores how organisational decision-makers think about long-term

sustainability commitments.

Procedure: Audio-recorded interview (60-75 minutes) discussing your organisation’s approach to

sustainability decisions.

Confidentiality: Your identity and organisation will be anonymised. Audio recordings deleted after

transcription.

Voluntary: Participation is voluntary. You may withdraw within two weeks of interview without

consequence.

Contact:
Cor Weerman
c.weerman@student.rug.nl

06-11420348

By signing below, I confirm:

* | have read and understood this information
* I voluntarily agree to participate

* | consent to audio recording

e ] understand I can withdraw

Signature: Date:
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