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Abstract 
Purpose: The purpose is to study the goals, values and needs satisfied by societal 
entrepreneurial initiatives and determine the extent to which they are working to meet the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations. The underlying purpose of 
this study is to orient Quality Management (QM) towards a more sustainable business 
strategy. 

Methodology: Case studies of three successful societal entrepreneurial initiatives were 
performed and data were collected through interviews with managers and direct and 
participant observations, as well as documents describing the activities and business results of 
the initiatives. Data were studied to identify connections between societal entrepreneurial 
initiatives and the global SDGs (UN, 2019b) as well as to identify the goals, values and needs 
satisfied by the initiatives. Data were also analyzed to identify what drives societal 
entrepreneurial managers to focus on those needs and on societal values.  

Findings: The societal entrepreneurial initiatives studied had the higher purpose of satisfying 
social, societal and/or environmental needs through their business performance. Their 
activities had connections with several SDGs. Their work pursues sustainable development as 
a natural part of the entire organization and throughout the complete value chain, from 
ideation to delivery of goods and services. The study outcomes propose a complementary 
value of QM to support and accelerate sustainable development in all organizations - the 
value of “focus on sustainable development”. 

Originality/Value of the paper: This paper presents a new version of the quality 
management values that can guide and support organizations in their work towards 
sustainable development. Furthermore, the results of this study contribute to the development 
of the quality management movement by providing deeper insight into QM values and by 
supporting the development of values within QM. 

Article classification: Case study 

Keywords: Quality management, managers, values, sustainable development, societal 
entrepreneurs 

 



Introduction 

Sustainable development is a major concern throughout the world today. The United Nations 
(UN) has a sustainability focus, and in September 2015, leaders from countries all over the 
world convened at a historical summit to agree upon 17 sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure prosperity for all (UN, 2019a). In the 
“2030 agenda” that they agreed upon, the aim is to transform our world and to work towards 
sustainable development (UN, 2019b). In Sweden, the Swedish Institute for Quality (SIQ), 
works to promote national quality development in organizations and supports international 
collaboration within the area of quality development. The SIQ Management Model (version 
2018:1) notes that there is a need for leaders who are engaged in planning and leading the 
organization towards sustainable development (SIQ, 2018). This model also notes that there is 
a need to adopt a broader perspective regarding whom the organization serves and to take 
peripheral stakeholders and future generations into greater consideration by going beyond the 
basic mission of the organization (ibid).  

In addition, some organizations really do acknowledge their responsibilities in regard to 
social, societal and environmental issues. Organizations have recognized the overall 
opportunities to improve social and societal conditions, but the impacts on the surrounding 
communities and on society have remained in the background with respect to business 
performance (Rosenzweig and Lochridge, 2010). Laszlo and Brown (2014) even claim that 
business responsibilities include more than sustainability; they claim that there is an 
organizational responsibility to care for others and the world as a whole. According to Laszlo 
(2008), there is a need for an expanded view of value creation and to take social stakeholders 
into greater consideration. Businesses needs to start thinking about positive impacts and the 
creation of quality in life and the surrounding society (Laszlo and Brown, 2014). Liker (2004, 
pp 72) notes that organizations need to `Do the right thing for the organization, its employees, 
the customer, and the society as a whole’. There seems to be a need to go beyond 
organizational results and customer needs and to include sustainability by integrating social, 
societal and environmental factors into a complete system. The demands expressed by the UN 
and leaders around the world are clear - there is an urgent need to take sustainable 
development into greater consideration all over the world (UN, 2019a-b), regardless of the 
type of business. 

Through studies of societal entrepreneurial initiatives, it is possible to understand customer 
value creation from a system-wide view that includes societal values (Åslund, 2016). This 
view makes them interesting to study in regard to sustainable customer value creation and 
how they consider social, societal and environmental factors. Thus, the question to pose is: 
can studies of societal entrepreneurial initiatives also expand QM to include social, societal 
and environmental responsibility in customer value creation? After studying the processes, 
management and customer value creation of societal entrepreneurial initiatives, Åslund 
suggested (in 2016) a fifth step as a contribution to the development of the QM movement. 
This step considered social, societal and environmental factors through continuous 
improvements before, during and after value creation for customers (pp 96-97). In this step, 
management sees all of society as a customer and focuses on creating overall societal value, 



not only value for the immediate customer that buys or consumes the products (goods and/or 
services) provided by the organization.  

Accordingly, the purpose of this paper is to study the goals, values and needs satisfied by 
societal entrepreneurial initiatives and determine the extent to which they are working to meet 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations (UN). The underlying 
purpose of this study is to orient Quality Management (QM) towards a more sustainable 
business strategy. 

Quality Management values  

It is claimed that the achievement of world-class, quality-oriented business models such as 
TQM (Total Quality Management), Lean, or Six Sigma never work without a company 
culture that represents their core values (Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park, 2006). Working with 
TQM values is a business strategy for efficient management in the process of value creation 
and delivery (Mele, 2007). The central focus of TQM is to build an organization that focuses 
on customers (ibid) and their needs. Hellsten and Klefsjö (2000) refer to six core TQM values 
that are common to the most successful organizations (often winners of quality awards), in 
terms of economic results, customer satisfaction, employee satisfaction and other positive 
business results. The core values include a committed leadership and a constant focus on 
customers in all processes. The organization focuses on processes and bases their decisions 
on facts by collecting statistical data and reducing variation, for example. They let everybody 
be committed to their work and continuously improve work procedures to increase 
customer value (ibid). These values are found in many organizations as areas of priority for 
creating customer value and frequently appear in descriptions of quality management 
(Lagrosen, Bäckström and Lagrosen, 2010). Yet sustainability is still not included among 
these values. When looking into the prevalent global standard of quality (ISO 9001) and 
different business excellence models such as the Swedish Management Index, the European 
EFQM model, and the American MBNQA (Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award), these 
six values are all included and noted as key factors of business success (Hendricks and 
Singhal, 1999). However, these business excellence models are shifting, and sustainability 
and societal values are being introduced more often and are being prioritized by 
organizations. A 2006 literature review by Lagrosen compared the core values in quality 
awards and found all six values of QM, along with social responsibility. According to the 
MBNQA, social responsibility is a means of achieving sustainability and ensuring the long-
term viability and success of any organization or system (https://asq.org/quality-
resources/social-responsibility, 2019). Both MBNQA and EFQM today include sustainability 
in their business excellence models (Silvius, 2013), as does the SIQ Swedish Management 
Index (http://siq.se/utbildningar/management-index/, 2019). Additionally, in the latest version 
of the quality management standard described in ISO 9004:2018, the main focus is creating 
sustainable organizations and sustainable development by incorporating social responsibility 
(www.sis.se/iso9001, 2019). 

  



Societal entrepreneurship 

Societal entrepreneurial initiatives includes social entrepreneurship, public entrepreneurship, 
social economy, community entrepreneurship and activist entrepreneurship (Gawell, 
Johannisson and Lundqvist, 2009). Social entrepreneurs meet the needs of the society (Peredo 
and McLean 2006). Social entrepreneurial initiative goals can range from those that are 
exclusively social and have no commercial exchanges, to those where social goals are 
subordinated to other goals and where commercial exchange is a primary or prominent 
objective (Peredo and McLean, 2006). Through the products they deliver, they create societal 
value with a focus on social, societal and environmental issues (ibid). The societal 
entrepreneurial initiatives include customer value creation within an organizational system 
and a provider-customer relationship but also the overall society as well as social, societal and 
environmental issues in their customer value creation (Gawell, Johannisson and Lundqvist, 
2009).  

Methodological approach  

Case studies of three societal entrepreneurial initiatives were performed to attain the purpose 
of this study. All the initiatives are located in northern Sweden, and they have all been 
successful in their societal entrepreneurial activities, as well as in the creation of values out of 
social, societal and environmental needs. Data were collected through interviews with 
managers, direct and participatory observations, and documents describing the activities and 
results of the initiatives. The collected data were analyzed from the different perspectives 
described below.  

First, the data were studied to identify if and how the activities of the societal entrepreneurial 
initiatives could be connected to the global SDGs (UN, 2019b). This was done to identify 
whether the societal entrepreneurs were working on sustainable development.  

Later the data were studied to identify the goals and societal values that the initiatives created. 
The aim was to identify why the societal entrepreneurial initiatives were undertaken (the main 
purpose of the initiative). The goals and values identified were analyzed to determine the 
types of needs satisfied (social, societal, or/and environmental). Those needs have been noted 
previously by Åslund and Bäckström (Åslund, 2016) as the values most often created by 
societal entrepreneurs. Data were also analyzed to identify what drives the societal 
entrepreneurial managers to focus on those needs and societal values.  

The findings from the case studies were compared with values of different business 
excellence models, the ISO standard of Quality 9001 and the cornerstone model of TQM by 
Bergman and Klefsjö (2010) to discover if there were any close relations when creating 
customer value. 

Societal entrepreneurial initiatives studied 

The three initiatives studied are presented as A, B and C, see Table I.  

 



Table I. The three societal entrepreneurial initiatives studied.  

Initiative Description of societal entrepreneurial initiatives  

A This initiative is located in a small community and is being undertaken by private 
citizens. It is a work-integrating enterprise and business cooperative owned by private 
citizens and participants in the cooperative. All of the association employees are 
allowed to become members of the association. Their target group consists of people of 
different genders and ages who far away or excluded from job opportunities. They 
work to integrate people into society and employment. They find and create job 
opportunities in their own organization or in other organizations.  
The services they provide widely range and are based on the competencies of people far 
away or excluded from the labor market. They are constantly looking for new services 
to provide and maintain, along with creating employment for people far away or 
excluded from labor markets. For example, they offer transportation services, forestry, 
graphic production and hiring staff for local businesses. They finance their activities 
with wage contributions from the government and commercial income from selling 
services to private citizens, companies and the municipality. All profits are reinvested 
in the association or in similar activities to stimulate the labor market. 

B This initiative is located in a small village and is being undertaken by private citizens. 
The initiative is based on voluntary work. Their target group mainly consists of village 
residents and business organizations but also holiday visitors with cabins in the area. 
They focus on creating a positive image for the village and developing the area. They 
work to promote the comfort, well-being and activities for inhabitants and visitors of 
different ages and genders. They also develop opportunities to work for the prosperity 
of the village associations and businesses. The initiative depends on volunteer work by 
the local community and holiday visitors with cabins in the area. They obtain profits 
and funding through different activities that they perform. Initiative profits are invested 
in developing the village and improving its living conditions, such as activities and 
common facilities for the village residents and holiday visitors. 

C This initiative is located in the suburbs of a small town and is being undertaken by the 
municipality in which the town is located. The initiative is a community-based local 
development project. It has a special focus on opportunities for youth, and the target 
groups they work with are local residents, schools, organizations, associations and 
business managers. They work to create and encourage local development, establish a 
positive image of the future and attract more residents. Their main activities are to build 
networks and support local meeting areas, actors and residents. The initiative is 
financed by the municipality, volunteer resources and resources from other 
associations. 

 

Connections between the sustainable development goals and activities 
of the societal entrepreneurial initiatives 

When studying activities provided by the societal entrepreneurial initiatives, certain 
connections to seven of the 17 sustainable development goals were found; see Table II.  



Table II. Connections between the sustainable development goals and activities performed by the 
societal entrepreneurial initiatives studied.  

Sustainable development 
goals 

Initiative 
Examples of activities performed by the societal 
entrepreneurial initiatives 

1. No Poverty 
 

A 
 

People excluded from labor are included in the 
labor market to earn an income. 

3. Good Health and Well-
Being 

A Participants receive job opportunities and can 
participate in a social environment, feel important 
and be a part of a social environment. This gives 
them well-being and better mental health. The 
managers also support the well-being of employees 
and social matters at work. 

B Inhabitants of the village come together and help 
each other to make life in the village easier and to 
create social and societal belonging.  

C The initiative is working for a positive vision of the 
future and to build an environment that is safe, 
secure and inclusive. They also work for the well-
being of community residents. 

5. Gender Equality 

 

A The initiative provides work to both women and 
men and focus on the competencies of individuals, 
not their gender.  

B The initiative supports both women and men since 
their work is gender-independent. The initiative is 
funding the renovation of a rural community center 
in the village that is open to all citizens - men, 
women, and children.  

C The initiative works with both boys and girls as a 
target group to get them to participate in an activity 
and to foster a positive view of the future. 

8. Decent Work and 
Economic Growth 

A Decent work for people who are far from job 
opportunities is created. The jobs provide incomes 
that can be used for economic growth.  

B The initiative works to create opportunities for 
entrepreneurs to be able to operate.  

9. Industry, Innovation 
and Infrastructure  

A 
 

Infrastructure is supported by providing services to 
elderly people who cannot transport themselves to 
stores and buy food.  

B Opportunities for entrepreneurs to get access 
information and communication technology to 
connect to the rest of the world. 

10. Reduced Inequalities  
 
 

A 
 

People, regardless of gender, race, religious beliefs, 
or economic status, are included as a part of society 
with conditions equal to everyone else.  



Sustainable development 
goals 

Initiative 
Examples of activities performed by the societal 
entrepreneurial initiatives 

Continuing on  
10. Reduced Inequalities  
 

 

B The initiative works for equality (such as in the 
differences between a little village and a larger 
community) by creating opportunities to access 
information and communication technology and to 
all village residents to meet at the community 
center under the same conditions. The initiative 
conducts an annual event to raise money for the 
village to use in projects such as traffic lights and 
community center renovation. They take this 
approach instead of taking money from villagers 
with different economic conditions.  

C They work to provide local girls and boys with 
equal conditions as girls and boys in other areas of 
the city.  

11. Sustainable Cities and 
Communities 

B The initiative works to get the village “on the map”, 
to attract more residents and to create better 
opportunities for companies to operate in the 
village. 

C The initiative works to include youth in society and 
to minimize exclusion of young people from society 
and the community.  

 

Values and needs in societal entrepreneurial initiatives that support 
sustainable development 

The study revealed that the initiative managers first pointed out the higher values of their 
work, beyond the direct value of their products. They talked about societal goals that could be 
connected to social, societal and environmental needs. The societal entrepreneurs did not have 
the global goals of sustainable development in mind when they started their initiative to create 
value. In fact, those initiatives were up and running before the SDGs were established. Even 
so, their work aligns with several of the goals. Instead, the societal entrepreneurs have a deep 
desire for their initiatives to create holistic values in their society that go beyond the value 
created by their products alone. They are driven by and focus on goals and values connected 
to satisfying social, societal and environmental needs. 

Societal entrepreneurs are focusing on and are driven to satisfy social, societal and 
environmental needs even before they search for needs and opportunities to start an 
entrepreneurial venture. This drive and focus permeates the entire process from: identification 
of needs in the society; idea or vision of how to meet those needs; design of the 
entrepreneurial initiative to satisfy those needs; production and delivery of goods and 
services; creating value for customers and the rest of the society. Societal entrepreneurs are 
not content with only addressing social, societal and environmental needs by donating a small 
part of their income to human rights organizations. They are taking complete responsibility 



for social, societal and/or environmental needs, and this is their main purpose. Societal 
entrepreneurs are driven by goals and values that focus on social, societal and environmental 
needs; see Table III.  

 

Table III. Examples of goals, values, and needs fulfilled by the entrepreneurial initiatives. 

Initiative 
Examples of goals and values created by 
the initiatives 

Types of needs satisfied 

A People with jobs participating in the 
community enjoying the same conditions as 
others in the society.  
People not excluded from social and societal 
context. 
People included in a social context 

Social and societal  

B A flourishing village for both people and 
enterprises. 
People enjoying well-being. 
An environment that is flourishing and 
suitable for residents and visitors of different 
genders and ages. 
Social and societal belonging. 

Social, societal and 
environmental 

C Youth with a positive view of the future. 
Equal conditions for local youth to those in 
other parts of the city. 
An environment that is flourishing and 
suitable for residents, mainly youth. 

Social, societal and 
environmental 

 

Conclusions 

In this study, we identified that the three initiatives examined all had a higher purpose beyond 
a simple focus on delivering economic value created by their products. Their mission is to 
deliver greater value that includes satisfying social, societal and environmental needs.  

Social, societal and environmental needs were found to be a natural part of the societal 
entrepreneur’s value creation. In the activities of these initiatives, we identified several 
connections with the SDGs, finding that their activities matched at least seven out of the 17 
SDGs. We find these to be in line with sustainable development and that the societal 
entrepreneurs are driven by a natural focus on sustainable development.  

The societal entrepreneurs have shown that working towards sustainable development is not 
an afterthought, such as donating money to developing countries or human rights 
organizations. Instead, it is incorporated into the entire value chain, from ideation to delivery 
of goods and services. It is a natural part of the whole organization. Some examples of the 
daily work of the entrepreneurs studied are to obtain employments for people excluded from 
the labor market and to provide equal opportunities for young people in rural areas as those 
enjoyed by city residents. 



When studying different business excellence models (Sweden’s SIQ Management Index, the 
European EFQM, the American MBNQA) and the global ISO9001, all included sustainable 
development as a critical success factor. This was identified as a natural component of the 
three initiatives studied. The core values of TQM described in the cornerstone model are: 
focus on customers, focus on processes, improve continuously, let everybody be committed, 
base decisions on fact, all built upon the foundation of committed leadership (Bergman and 
Klefsjö, 2010). These values are also indicated as success factors in the business excellence 
models and in the ISO standard of quality. It is evident that there is a lack of focus on values 
for sustainable development such as social, societal and environmental needs in the 
cornerstone model, which is identified in the three studied entrepreneurial initiatives. We 
advise that QM values should always include focusing on sustainable development and social, 
societal and environmental needs. One way of illustrating this is to complement the 
cornerstone model by including the value “focus on sustainable development”; see Figure 1.  

 

 

Fig. 1. The cornerstone model presented by Bergman and Klefsjö (2011, pp 38), modified to include 
the complementary value “Focus on sustainable development”.  

 

For the initiatives studied, a “focus on sustainable development” means to focus on social, 
societal and environmental needs as a natural part of their creation of societal values. This is 
supported by Åslund (2016) in her suggestion to include a fifth step in the development of the 
QM movement. In this fifth step, social, societal and environmental factors are incorporated 
into continuous improvement efforts before, during and after value creation. She suggests that 
the customer should be seen as something more than those consuming or buying a product or 
service. She suggests that all of society should be seen as a customer and that management 
should focus on social, societal and environmental issues. The ISO 9001 standard, the SIQ 
Management Index, EFQM and MBNQA also support this perspective. 

We suggest that Quality Management should be expanded to include the value “focus on 
sustainable development” to support leaders in meeting the requirements of a sustainable 
development. This value includes a focus on social, societal and environmental needs. We 
also suggest that this value should be part of all organizational activity before, during and 
after value creation, which is in accordance with Åslund’s (2016) suggestion for QM 
development. The values of quality management must contain all of these to support 



organizations in their progress to become more sustainable. The value “focus on sustainable 
development” can guide and support organizations in their work with sustainable 
development. Furthermore, the results of this study contribute to the development of the 
quality management movement by pointing to sustainable development as a value of focus as 
well as by indicating the need to work with a higher purpose of societal value as exemplified 
by the activities of the entrepreneurial initiatives, many of which map directly to the SDGs. 
 

Discussion 

A positive and surprising result of this study was that as many as seven SDGs were identified 
in the activities of the Swedish societal entrepreneurs studied. The high number of activities 
connected with the SDGs and the connection to so many different SDGs were both surprising. 
We believe this is a great contribution, but we also see that there is a need for further research 
in this area. It seems as if there are great possibilities for contributing to the SDGs, regardless 
of whether the business is in an industrial or developing country.  

Of the 10 SDGs that were not found in the activities of the initiatives, several are more urgent 
for developing countries, such as fighting for clean water, universal access to education and 
zero hunger. Still, these are goals of global importance. Further research needs to be 
performed to accelerate the work of sustainable development worldwide, such as studying 
additional societal entrepreneurs that can be connected with the SDGs. Another area of 
importance is to study how the value “focus on sustainable development” can be implemented 
in both new and existing organizations.  

When studying SDG no. 16, “Peace, justice and strong institutions” there were several 
activities found among the studied initiatives that contributed to an inclusive and just society, 
although the match was not strong enough to be included in the results.  

Societal entrepreneurial initiatives are working with sustainable development and in 
accordance with several of the SDGs. This study’s findings can help managers maintain their 
sustainable development focus by giving the proposed value of “focus on sustainable 
development” the same amount of attention as accorded to the existing QM values.  

Further studies needs to be undertaken for societal entrepreneurial organizations and other 
organizations. There is a need to find out more about how sustainable development can be a 
natural part of organizations and how they can incorporate it into daily routines instead of 
relegating it to the side. There is also a need to further develop the meaning of the suggested 
QM value “focus on sustainable development” as a natural part of all organizations. We have 
seen indications that there might be additional connections to SDGs when studying societal 
entrepreneurial initiatives, so future studies should be performed in this area.  
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