
Citation: Mazur, B.; Walczyna, A.;

Wilczewska, W. Sustainable Business

Model Implementation in Polish

Enterprises. Sustainability 2024, 16,

6412. https://doi.org/10.3390/

su16156412

Received: 23 May 2024

Revised: 13 July 2024

Accepted: 25 July 2024

Published: 26 July 2024

Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

sustainability

Article

Sustainable Business Model Implementation in Polish Enterprises
Barbara Mazur 1,* , Anna Walczyna 2 and Weronika Wilczewska 3

1 Department of Management, Faculty of Management, Lublin University of Technology, 20-618 Lublin, Poland
2 Department of Strategy and Business Planning, Faculty of Management, Lublin University of Technology,

20-618 Lublin, Poland; a.walczyna@pollub.pl
3 Department of Quantitative Methods in Management, Faculty of Management, Lublin University of

Technology, 20-618 Lublin, Poland; w.wilczewska@pollub.pl
* Correspondence: b.mazur@pollub.pl

Abstract: In recent years, there has been a growing interest in sustainable business models. Through
their development, companies can increase their presence in the global market, contributing to a
more responsible use of its resources. Sustainable business model development plays a significant
role in motivating companies to innovate towards sustainability and is a powerful driver of market
competitiveness. This article aims to present the concepts and elements of sustainable business
models in the context of literature research and to analyze their implementation in Polish companies
by defining the scope of activities for the economy, environment, and society. The research included
a comparative analysis of the academic literature on sustainable business models and an analysis
of empirical research conducted on a nationwide sample of 231 Polish small, medium, and large
enterprises operating across the country. A diagnostic survey method using a survey questionnaire
was used. They were most concerned with the ‘green economy’ area, followed by the social area
and those related to staff personal development. Companies of different sizes have integrated the
dimensions of TBL differently, depending on their perception and interpretation of economic, social,
and environmental activities. This integration level determines the strategies that companies adopt,
appropriate to the objectives set and the resources available.

Keywords: sustainable business model; sustainable development; TBL; Polish enterprises

1. Introduction

Sustainable business models are increasingly recognized as a crucial component of
business management in the global marketplace [1]. These models have gained considerable
popularity in theory and practice given the increasing competitive pressures, the rapidly
changing situation in many industries and, accordingly, the need to find new ways to be
present in the global marketplace [2]. Sustainable business models are not only important
for enterprises, but also for not-for-profit organizations and social enterprises, as they can
guarantee their survival. According to R. McGrath [3], the business model concept offers
strategists an innovative way to consider the available options for action in an uncertain
and rapidly changing environment. It has also been recognized that to remain competitive
in the long term, companies should use multiple business models, as using just one may
not ensure their future survival [4].

Although environmental and social issues have been of interest to researchers since the
1960s, there is no established theoretical basis in economics and management science, and
there is a lack of clarity, conceptual consensus, and consistency in the use of the term “sus-
tainable business models” [5]. There is also no agreement on the definition, categorization
and boundaries of this concept [6]. However, the necessity to develop sustainable models
is recognized because of their vital importance to businesses’ sustainability. Research con-
ducted by S. Schaltegger, G. Hansen, and F. Lüdek-Freund [7] has indicated that companies
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that have implemented sustainable practices tended to perform better financially than com-
panies that did not [7]. In addition, a literature review by M. D. T. De Jong, K.M. Harkink,
and S. Barths [8] found that companies with sustainable practices had a lower capital cost
and were characterized by a greater ability to attract and retain customers and employees.
The literature also emphasized that the development of sustainable business models can
have a positive impact on the competitiveness of international companies [9]. Research
indicates that there are numerous business models, each of which may be sustainable or
not. This is determined by the extent to which companies incorporate TBL activities into
the strategy adopted [10].

The issue of sustainable business models has appeared many times in research con-
ducted in recent years. The concept of Sustainable Development is gaining importance in
the business world and its implementation in enterprise strategies is becoming more and
more common, taking the form of sustainable business models. However, their research so
far is limited in scope. The selection criterion for research is usually the territory in which
the surveyed enterprises operate, the sector or industry in which they operate, the form of
ownership, or the processes specific to the surveyed enterprises. An example of research
determined by territorial scope is research on international enterprises [11]. An example
of research limited to one sector or industry may be research on enterprises operating in
the construction [12], energy [13], or telecommunications [14] industries. An example of
research conducted using the form of enterprise ownership criterion is research on family
enterprises [15]. Researchers of sustainable business models sometimes limit their research
interests to selected processes specific to the studied enterprises. The aim of such research is
to identify and categorize practices that fall within the area of a given process. An example
of this may be the study of activities in supply chains in terms of their environmental,
economic, and social sustainability in small- and medium-sized enterprises in Jordan [16].

A review of the research on sustainable business models shows a somewhat frag-
mented picture, serving as an inspiration for the authors to undertake more comprehensive
research. The research conducted on a nationwide sample of enterprises operating in
various sectors (production, trade, services) aims to create a more complete and holistic
picture of the application of sustainable business models in one country. This perspective
allows for the possibility of broader implications for education and business practice.

The research problem addressed in this paper is the analysis of sustainable devel-
opment measures in 231 large, medium, and small Polish enterprises operating in the
industrial, commercial, and service sectors, which will allow for the extent to which sus-
tainable business models are used by the companies surveyed to be determined.

The article aims to present the concepts and elements of sustainable business models
in the context of literature research and to analyze the development of sustainable business
models in small, medium, and large enterprises operating throughout the country.

The article is structured in six parts. The first part is an introduction to the article.
Part two presents the theoretical framework of the research, including sustainable business
models with their dimensions—economic, social, and environmental. The TBL concept is
also discussed. The third part describes the methodology, including the aim of the research
and the research questions, the research tool, the research group, and the statistical methods
used in the analysis of the results obtained. The fourth part presents and analyzes the
research results. The fifth section presents a discussion of the results and their implications
as well as research limitations. The sixth and last section presents conclusions and directions
for future research.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Sustainable Business Models in the Light of Theoretical and Empirical Research

There are numerous definitions of a sustainable business model in the literature on
the subject. One of the first studies in this field was an article by Stubbs and Cocklin from
2008. According to these authors, an organization that implements a sustainable business
model achieves its goal by generating social, environmental, and economic results [17].
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Other authors [18,19] draw attention to the values that constitute the essence of a sustain-
able business model. In such an approach, a business model for sustainability helps in
describing, analyzing, managing, and communicating (1) a company’s sustainable value
proposition to its customers, and all other stakeholders, (2) how it creates and delivers this
value, (3) and how it captures economic value while maintaining or regenerating natural,
social, and economic capital beyond its organizational boundaries [7].

According to M. Geissdoerfer et al. [20], sustainable business models can be defined
as models that, in the long term, include proactive management of generating value, both
financial and non-financial, for various stakeholder groups.

In summary, a sustainable business model determines the long-term manner in which
an enterprise operates and how it creates and captures value, expanding traditional business
models by incorporating social and ecological aspects [7,21].

The concept of sustainable business models is increasingly popular and is now one
of the main research topics undertaken in the academic literature on the sustainable or-
ganizations issue. Publications in this field appear at the intersection of various thematic
areas, such as business models, innovations, sustainable development or digitalization [22].
The list of researchers addressing this issue includes P. Rana et al. [23], G. Jones [24], S.
Schaltegger et al. [7], M. Wagner [25], M. Massaro et al. [26], B. Purvis, Y. Mao, and D. Robin-
son [27], A. Di Vaio et al. [28], J. Kneipp et al. [29], J. Gomes et al. [30], S. Schroedel [31], K.
Kajtazi et al. [32], and S. Bafas et al. [33].

The importance of this can be observed by several journals that are entirely or largely
devoted to it and analyze it in various contexts. Examples include journals such as Sustain-
ability, Businesses, Journal of Business Research, Journal of Intellectual Capital, Meditari
Accountancy Research, and Maritime Policy and Management.

A new business model requires work and time, and its introduction often involves
high risk-taking and the need to use various tools, including the Internet of Things [34] and
artificial intelligence (AI) [35]. This results from the desire to achieve a balance between
the needs and aspirations of different generations, while considering the various social,
environmental, and economic barriers and constraints [36]. Every business needs strategic
resilience to survive. To survive, companies must develop sustainable organizational
models encompassing business processes, operations, and competences. It is recognized
that companies pursuing a sustainable business model must have strategic resilience to
adapt to a constantly changing environment [37].

D. Olusola-Christwealth and I. Kiaušienė [1] conducted a meta-analysis of research
that confirmed the importance of sustainable business models for enterprises. The research
analyzed by them was mostly abstract and theoretical. Nevertheless, in the literature
reviewed, the authors found concepts of sustainable business models, an examination of
the elements of these models and presentations of empirical case studies. In turn, the results
of empirical research by A. Rudnicka [38], allowed for the interpretation of sustainable
business models as a systemic concept that offers the possibility to meet the current and
future needs of all market participants. In her opinion, sustainable business models need
to improve and adapt to the changing environment to fulfil their core function, i.e., making
money for businesses while considering the necessary environmental and social needs.
According to Z. Adiguzel [39], the sustainability management of an international company
considers the impact of the cultural and social environment and the impact of the economy.
Other authors, such as N. Bocken [40], outline the elements of a profit-making business
model in their research and show how to achieve a competitive advantage by applying a
specific business model. The concept of networks also appeared in articles, emphasizing
the need to reassess the results of sustainable business model research [41,42]. According
to this concept, analyses limited to the business model of individual companies fail to
recognize this important feature, as many sustainability breakthroughs are the result of
collaboration between different players and organizations [1].

N. Bocken [40] in her research on sustainable business models, focused on clarifying
the role of cooperation and practical interaction between multiple stakeholder groups, in
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which business plays a crucial role, and on empirically investigating the interrelationships
between micro and macro entities. B. Ramdani et al. [43] also found that changing business
models involves modifying a single element, changing multiple elements simultaneously,
and/or changing the interaction between elements in four areas of innovation, namely
value proposition, operational value, human capital, and financial value. The assessment of
existing business models can increase creativity in the process of business model innovation,
leading to a sustainable model that brings better economic, social, and environmental
results [31].

2.2. Sustainable Business Model

Traditional businesses are created to produce profits, create value, meet stakeholder
expectations, and satisfy customer needs. However, new environmental issues are currently
emerging, such as climate change, human rights issues, income inequality, depletion of
natural resources, and the like. Sustainable business models have the potential to act as
drivers of innovation, resilience, and technological progress, as a sustainable business
model perspective enables a holistic view of how business is conducted. As ideal types,
these models should meet the following requirements [37]:

• In defining the organization’s purpose, it should derive from the economic, environ-
mental, and social aspects of sustainability;

• apply the Triple Bottom Line approach when measuring the results of actions taken;
• consider the needs of all stakeholders without giving priority to the expectations of

shareholders;
• treat nature as a stakeholder;
• and promote environmental management from a company-wide perspective.

Adopting sustainable business models facilitates business survival, competitive ad-
vantage, and the achievement of business objectives. To fulfil their fundamental function of
increasing wealth and creating value, sustainable business models need to be continuously
improved and adapted to the company’s changing environment.

To define the term sustainable business models, many researchers use the most recog-
nized approach to sustainable development called the three-pillar concept—Triple Bottom
Line (TBL) [44–46]. The concept was first used by J. Elkington (1994) in an article published
in the California Management Review [46]. The idea of TBL is to assess an organiza-
tion’s commitment to economic, environmental, and social responsibility. A graphical
representation of the three-pillar concept of sustainability is presented in Figure 1.
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The three-pillar concept of sustainability is commonly presented by three intersecting
circles, with the concept of sustainability at its center. D. Dunphy [47] stated that for
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companies to develop sustainable business models, they must engage in developing and
protecting the society, environment, and economy in which they operate.

External pressure on companies to reduce their negative impact on the environment
and contribute to sustainable value creation (i.e., value that benefits the environment
and the company’s external stakeholders) is increasing [48]. A fundamental principle of
business sustainability is that companies should be concerned with value creation not only
from an economic perspective but also from a social and environmental perspective [49].
Each dimension of TBL is a prerequisite for achieving sustainable development. However,
if a company does not implement activities in the area of all three dimensions, it is not
operating in a sustainable way [50]. As a result, the three dimensions of TBL interact,
overlap and sometimes conflict with each other when a company conducts a variety of
business activities [51].

2.2.1. Economic Dimension

A sustainable company should maximize its results and the economic dimension of
TBL considers these [52,53]. In other words, the economic dimension encompasses the
company’s ability to grow sustainably through high financial results [46,54]. As indicated
by H. Alhaddi [55], this dimension links the company’s economic development to its
contribution to the economy overall, as it focuses on the economic value provided by the
organization to the surrounding system in a way that develops it and promotes its ability
to meet the needs of future generations.

2.2.2. Social Dimension

A socially sustainable enterprise means one that adopts fair business practices concern-
ing labor, human capital, and community, and considers the principles of social justice [56].
The social dimension relates to people and means that companies addressing issues of
public good or social justice in their business practices [57] properly implement it [58].
Therefore, companies that consider human and social issues in their decision-making or
strategic development contribute to more sustainable development. S. Nursimloo et al. [59],
argued that this dimension ‘concerns the implementation of activities that would benefit
human capital and society’. By engaging in fair business and social practices, sustainability-
oriented companies provide value to the local community in which they operate, to their
employees, and society as a whole [55,60].

2.2.3. Environmental Dimension

This dimension includes the environmental footprint of business activities and refers to
sustainable business practices that do not endanger environmental resources for future gen-
erations [52,53,58]. The main objective of this dimension is environmental protection [59],
which means that to achieve sustainability in daily operations, companies have to face
issues such as climate change, environmental degradation, resource conservation, and their
ecological footprint [61].

TBL integrates these three dimensions into the company’s principles and policies [43,
62] by assigning equal weight to them [9,55]. The TBL concept can be understood as a
framework for managing sustainability [61,63,64] by integrating economic, social, and
environmental dimensions [65,66]. Furthermore, through a multidimensional approach,
TBL integrates [67] the three key dimensions of business sustainability.

3. Materials and Research Methods
3.1. Research Issues

The research issue addressed in this article is to examine sustainability measures in
small, medium, and large Polish enterprises operating in the industrial, commercial, and
service sectors. It will allow us to determine the extent of sustainable business models used
by companies.
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The conceptualization of sustainable business models was based on the assertion that,
in the long term, they involve proactively managing value creation, both financial and
non-financial, for the different stakeholder groups and providing opportunities to meet
the current and future needs of all market participants. The dimensions of sustainable
development expressed by the TBL concept—economic, social, and environmental—were
taken as the research frames. The following questions were posed in the research:

• Do the surveyed companies use sustainable business models?
• Does the size of the company influence the perception of the correlates of sustainable

business models?

3.2. Research Tool

The survey used a diagnostic survey method with an online questionnaire. This
methodology allowed for a representative sample of enterprises, increasing the reliability
and generalizability of the results. In preparing the survey questionnaire, inspiration was
drawn from the tool constructed by M. Fryczyńska, H. Kinowska, and A. Lulewicz-Sas [68].
The questionnaire consisted of four parts:

1. A set of questions related to the economic aspect of sustainable development—7 questions
2. A set of questions related to the environmental aspect of sustainable development—

7 questions
3. A set of questions related to the social aspect of sustainable development—7 questions
4. A set of questions about the company and the demographic characteristics of the

respondents (company size, industry, respondent’s position).

Table 1 presents, in summary form, the content of the individual items that relate to
the activities undertaken in the company.

Table 1. The company’s areas of activity included in the questionnaire.

Item Number Contents

1 Having sufficient financial resources and human capital at the company’s disposal to initiate and promote
actions for sustainability

2 Financial rewards for employees’ environmental behavior
3 Using environmentally friendly technologies when undertaking new investments
4 Caring for the employee to increase employee loyalty and productivity and company profit
5 Linking employee rewards and incentives to sustainability achievements

6 Encouraging employees to seek innovative solutions to make the company more sustainable and
environmentally friendly

7 Company’s willingness to bear the cost of additional environmental training requested by employees
8 Willingness to take action on behalf of employees with disabilities
9 Providing opportunities for employees to develop their potential to fulfil the need for achievement
10 Encouraging employees to participate in decision-making by sharing knowledge, experience and creativity

11 Providing employees, regardless of gender, age, religion and nationality, with fair salaries and
opportunities for additional benefits

12 Applying recruitment practices that give equal opportunities to all qualified candidates
13 Providing employees with a working environment conducive to their well-being and development
14 Promoting employee diversity
15 Candidates’ pro-environmental attitude as one of the criteria for staff recruitment
16 Pro-environmental attitude as one of the criteria for evaluating employees
17 Setting employees goals related to environmental protection
18 Subsidies for employees using public transport to commute to work
19 Replacing withdrawn cars with more ecological ones (hybrid, electric)
20 Addressing issues that promote environmental values during employee training
21 Monitoring of employees’ pro-environmental behavior in the workplace

Source: Author’s own compilation based on [67].

The questionnaire used a seven-point Likert scale, the extremes of the scale being
“definitely no” (1) and “definitely yes” (7). The internal consistency of the questionnaire
was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, which was 0.97.
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3.3. Research Sample

The questionnaire was concerned with sustainable business models used by enter-
prises (researched objects). Therefore, it was assumed that the respondents should be
people occupying positions within the company structure that provide access to such infor-
mation. The following individuals were considered: chairman, board member, director,
manager, and HR manager. The research was conducted on a sample of 231 different-sized
enterprises (Table 2). The sample was obtained commercially, by the specialist research
agency Nationwide Research Panel Ariadna, which surveyed a nationwide sample of
businesses in late 2022/2023.

Table 2. Sample characteristics.

Company Size Number Percentage

small 84 36.36
medium 87 37.66

large 60 25.98
Source: Author’s own compilation.

3.4. Analysis Procedure

An exploratory factor analysis was used to answer the research questions formulated,
which identified latent variables representing hidden patterns and relationships in the
data. Exploratory factor analysis using the maximum-likelihood method with varimax
rotation and imposed number of factors was conducted on 21 items. It was preceded by the
Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test. Based on this, the overall measure of sampling adequacy
(MSA) was found to be 0.94 and the KMO for individual items to be between 0.89 and 0.97.
Based on Bartlett’s test, the correlation matrix was determined not to be an identity matrix
(p < 0.05), making the data suitable for factor analysis.

In the first step, the factor analysis was conducted with an imposed number of one
factor, assuming that there was a univariate model that would allow a high level of all
items, which would be equivalent to achieving an equilibrium between them.

The analysis conducted on the univariate model showed that the percentage of ex-
plained variance was far too low to consider the model adequate for the relationship under
study. The percentage of explained variance by a single factor in each business category is
presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Percentage of variance explained by a single factor and chi-square test value for a single-
factor solution.

Companies
Varp Varc

Single Factor

all companies 50 50
small 43 43

medium 54 54
large 54 54

Varp—percentage of total variance explained by individual factors. Varc—cumulative percentage of explained
variance. Source: Author’s own compilation.

As the percentage of explained variance for the entire surveyed group of companies
and for each of the subgroups mentioned appeared to be small, a scatter plot analysis was
conducted in the next step, and the Kaiser criterion was used for the entire surveyed group.
They indicated the validity of a two- or three-factor solution (Table 4). Also, the chi-squared
test value (Table 5) indicates a better fit of such models to the data.
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Table 4. Percentage of explained variance by individual factors for the two- and three-factor solution
in all companies.

Percentage of
Explained Variance

Two-Factor Solution Three-Factor Solution

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Varp 37 26 37 21 8
Varc 37 63 37 58 66

Source: Author’s own compilation.

Table 5. The chi-squared test value for the one-, two- and three-factor solution.

Factors Number Chi-Square

1 1238.3619
2 498.7057
3 407.6640

Source: Author’s own compilation.

As the three-factor solution was characterized by a higher percentage of explained
variance and a lower chi-squared test value (p-value statistically significant), therefore
the three-factor solution was also used in further analyses relating to individual company
categories. Depending on the company size, it allowed for 64 to 71% of the total variance to
be explained (Table 6).

Table 6. Percentage of explained variance by individual factors for the three-factor solution in
different-sized companies.

Company Size
Varp Varc

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

small 37 24 3 37 61 64
medium 38 17 15 38 55 71

large 36 22 12 36 58 70
Source: Author’s own compilation.

All analyses were conducted using the psych package.

4. Research Results

The factors distinguished throughout the surveyed group of companies are presented
in Table 7.

Factor 1 comprised 11 items that were used to diagnose the companies’ activities in
the economic (items 2; 3; 4; 6; 7) and environmental (16; 17; 18; 19; 20 and 21) dimensions.
Factor 2 consisted of 8 items classified in the questionnaire as economic (1; 5), social (10;
11; 12; 13; 14), and environmental (15) dimensions. Factor 3 consisted of two items (8; 9)
originally assigned to the social dimension.

Also, concerning the different categories of companies (small, medium, large), three
factors were identified. However, after analyzing them, it became apparent that item
8 was not classified under any of the factors in small companies due to its very low
loading. Therefore, further analysis was already conducted without this item, which
further increased the percentage of explained variance to 0.65, 0.72, and 0.71, respectively.
Moreover, each variable was strongly correlated with only one factor. The factor loads for
the three factors after the removal of item 8 are presented in Table 8.
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Table 7. Factor loadings in exploratory factor analysis with three factors, after applying varimax
rotation for the entire study group.

Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

1 0.44
2 0.81
3 0.86
4 0.73
5 0.57
6 0.76
7 0.75
8 0.52
9 0.72
10 0.55
11 0.83
12 0.79
13 0.72
14 0.59
15 0.60
16 0.86
17 0.88
18 0.70
19 0.75
20 0.80
21 0.77

Source: Author’s own compilation.

Table 8. Factor loadings in exploratory factor analysis with a three-factor approach, after applying
varimax rotation, for individual groups of companies.

Item
Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Small Medium Large Small Medium Large Small Medium Large

1 0.48 0.49 0.62
2 0.89 0.69 0.84
3 0.87 0.88 0.82
4 0.68 0.79 0.72
5 0.69 0.67 0.50
6 0.74 0.78 0.76
7 0.74 0.76 0.76
9 0.76 0.61 0.89

10 0.79 0.59 0.68
11 0.73 0.98 0.67
12 0.69 0.81 0.85
13 0.90 0.62 0.73
14 0.50 0.53 0.65
15 0.58 0.56 0.73
16 0.87 0.88 0.81
17 0.90 0.90 0.83
18 0.65 0.70 0.63
19 0.82 0.63 0.78
20 0.87 0.78 0.76
21 0.85 0.64 0.83

Source: Author’s own compilation.

After removing item 8 in the small business group, factor 1 combined 11 items from
the economic (2; 3; 4; 6; 7) and environmental (16–21) dimensions. Factor 2 consisted of nine
items, including six from the social dimension (9–14), two from the economic dimension
(1; 5), and one from the environmental dimension (15). Factor 3 was not identified in
this group.
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In the group of medium-sized enterprises, thirteen items from the economic (2–7) and
environmental (15–21) dimensions were classified under the first factor. Factor 2 included
five items, four from the social dimension (11–14), and one from the economic dimension
(1), while factor 3 consisted of two items from the social dimension (9–10).

Factor 1 for large companies combined eleven items, including five from the economic
(2–4; 6–7) and six from the environmental dimension (16–21). Factor 2 combined six items,
four from the social dimension (9; 11–13; 15), and one each from the economic (5) and
environmental (15) dimensions. Factor 3 contained three items including two from the
social dimension (10; 14) and one from the economic dimension (1).

5. Discussion and Implications
5.1. Results Discussion

The surveyed companies integrated TBL dimensions in varying manners, depending
on the perception and interpretation of economic, social, and environmental activities. In
small businesses, activities with an economic and environmental dimension are seen as
one large activity category. The second can be described as social in a broad sense. In
medium-sized and large companies, alongside the social dimension, there is also an aspect
that is more oriented towards the employee as a human being, with his or her specific
needs. This aspect can be described as psychological. It is present in both categories of
companies, although partly differently perceived.

One of the elements of sustainable business models is sustainable human resource
management. Research on this topic was conducted by M. Fryczyńska et al. [68], who
focused on connecting individual dimensions (economic, social, environmental, ethical) of
sustainable human resources management. The authors found that the economic, social,
and ethical dimensions form a whole, while the environmental one is perceived as separate.
This is partially inconsistent with the results of the presented research, in which individual
dimensions co-occurred within the identified factors. However, the comparison of results
has a limited scope due to the differences in the research sample and the distinguished
dimensions of sustainability.

The results of the conducted research indicate that all surveyed enterprises use sus-
tainable business models, but those models are slightly differently structured. Similar
conclusions with regard to two categories of enterprises (small- and medium-sized enter-
prises) were reached by the authors of other studies, conducted on a sample of 100 small-
and medium-sized enterprises operating in the Silesian Voivodeship in Poland [69]. How-
ever, different research methodology applied in the research did not allow for a direct
comparison of the importance of individual dimensions of sustainable development. The
research presented in this article focused on the (inter-)connections and ways of integrating
individual dimensions, while the mentioned authors focused on determining the degree of
their implementation in enterprises.

With regard to large enterprises, the presented research can be compared with research
conducted on a sample of the 30 largest companies from the Warsaw Stock Exchange—the
WIG 30 index [70]. Using the content analysis method and the Likert scale, the scope
and quality of the information provided in the reports were examined. These studies
also revealed the application of sustainable business models by companies. The reporting
methods reflect the differences in practiced sustainable business models. Also, in the case
of this study, due to the different methodologies, a more detailed comparison of the results
was not possible.

Other research in Poland has also indicated only partial sustainability of companies’
activities. According to research conducted in 2022 on a nationwide sample of large com-
panies, there is a gap between declarations (90% of researched companies) to conduct
Environment, Social, and Governance (ESG) activities and their actual implementation
(67%). Only 48% of companies have translated the objectives of the sustainability strategy
into individual company areas. The survey results also indicate a disproportion in com-
panies’ approaches to various aspects of ESG. During the period covered by the survey,
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27% of companies did not include objectives related to tackling environmental change in
their strategy for the next 2–3 years, compared to only 13% for financial objectives and 16%
for corporate governance. This may indicate a partial lack of consistency and coherence
in planned activities [71]. This is also confirmed by research conducted on a sample of
companies of different sizes operating in the Podlaskie Voivodeship (Poland) [72].

The results obtained in the presented research are partially consistent with the results of
other studies related to sustainable business models applied in Polish enterprises. However,
unlike most of them, this research focused on the structure of the business models used
and not the degree of implementation of their individual dimensions. Thus, examining
the structure of sustainable business models fills the existing research gap in the Polish
literature on the subject. The study of sustainable business models has implications both
for education and for business.

5.2. Academic Implications

Knowledge about sustainable development and business ethics is important for a
student’s future professional career, which proves the importance of education for sustain-
able development. Meanwhile, there is a lack of effective implementation of the principles
of sustainable development in teaching processes [73]. Therefore, higher education in-
stitutions should be expected to systematize the existing knowledge about sustainable
development and include its elements in their educational processes. The first step is to
realize that there exists a natural hierarchy between nature, society, and the economy. As
such, it requires an appropriate hierarchy of moral, social, and economic values in the
management of sustainable organizations. This indicated the necessity to include axio-
logical content in educational programs. The next step is to select appropriate teaching
methods. This is what constructivist pedagogy offers, referring to activating methods that
shape the ability to apply knowledge in practice [74]. For this purpose, the educational
potential of business games and learning via online platforms can be used [75,76]; hence,
taking advantage of the role of digitalization in creating future managers’ attitudes towards
sustainable development.

5.3. Managerial Implications

Effective performance of managerial roles in organizations using sustainable busi-
ness models requires knowledge of the level of advancement in sustainable development
practices and the ability to implement and monitor them. This means the need to de-
velop appropriate methods, tools, and procedures to continuously obtain information
on the maturity of the model used. One such tool may be the questionnaire used in the
present research.

Running a business based on a sustainable model requires specific intellectual capital
from managers. This applies, in particular, to green intellectual capital, which has a positive
impact on sustainable business results [77].

5.4. Corporate Policy Recommendations

Since the application of sustainable business models offers companies a competitive
advantage, it is necessary to introduce the principles of sustainable development into the
company’s strategy. This requires that the company sets the principles leading to achieving
the goal of a sustainable organization. The research conducted among small, medium,
and large enterprises offers guidance on what direction to pursue, what goals to set and
what tools to use to achieve them. Digital transformation has turned out to be helpful in
this respect, as it has a positive impact on the innovation capabilities of enterprises thus
indirectly contributing to their sustainable development [78].

5.5. Research Limitations

The research conducted has certain limitations. Firstly, there is the geographical scope
limitation as the survey focuses on enterprises operating in Poland. Secondly, the survey
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method is based on the subjective responses of respondents. Despite efforts to ensure the
sample is representative, not all sectors of the economy were equally represented in the
survey, which may affect the picture of the implementation of sustainable development
principles in Polish enterprises. Another limitation is the size of the research sample. This
limits the possibility of generalizing the results to all small, medium, and large enterprises
operating in Poland and other countries with different economic and social conditions.

6. Conclusions and Directions for Future Research

The TBL model turned out to be useful for the empirical verification of the type and
effectiveness of enterprise activities undertaken for sustainable development. It allowed
for both the diagnosis of the level of implementation of individual practices in the area
of each TBL dimension and the creation of business models on its basis that facilitate the
implementation of sustainable development goals.

The TBL model that was applied to Polish enterprises allowed for the distinguishing
of the three factors into which their activities were grouped. Factor 1 could generally
be called “green economy”, because all activities concerned, to a greater or lesser extent,
environmental issues while often considering economic calculation in their pursuit. Factor
2 had a mainly social dimension, while considering the financial aspect of such activities.
Factor 3 concerned the employee’s ability to support personal development of the employee.

Differences were found in the implementation of sustainable business models in
small, medium, and large Polish enterprises. Those differences concerned the methods of
integrating the individual dimensions of sustainable development. In small enterprises,
there were two factors, and in medium-sized and large enterprises—three. Moreover, in
the group of large enterprises, the presence of an economic dimension was observed in
each of the three factors, unlike in medium-sized enterprises, where it occurred in two
factors. This indicates greater integration of this dimension in large enterprises compared
to medium-sized enterprises.

Sustainable business models are researched in different contexts [79]. The predominant
trend in this research relates to the environmental aspect of sustainable development [7,80].
However, there is a notable lack of in-depth research on other aspects of TBL. There have
also been no attempts to integrate the sustainable business model with the sphere of
social innovation, which remains largely separate [81,82]. Combining these fields can lead
to the emergence of new conceptualizations of business models for sustainability and
the discovery of unique ways to innovate business model components. This creates the
prospect of further research in this area. There is also a growing recognition that new
forms of business are needed, moving away from the paradigm that assumes infinite
growth [83,84]. Responsible managers are challenged to create more innovative business
models with greater social and environmental sustainability benefits. Analysis of companies
that are leaders in the introduction of innovative sustainability practices and with high
social performance would help find ways to implement sustainable business models and,
as such, should be an area for further research.
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