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Abstract

The discussion on firms’ sustainability performance has resulted in business organiza-
tions becoming more conscious of sustainability issues and implementing strategies to 
ensure sustainable value propositions. The purpose of this study is to explore strategies 
that firms could use to develop sustainable value propositions. Through an extensive 
literature review, the study proposed a conceptual framework and further developed 
hypotheses suggesting that the strategies such as stakeholder involvement, flexible de-
cision-making, and social and environmental values could influence sustainable value 
propositions. The hypotheses were tested through quantitative research analysis using 
data collected from owners/managers in 143 SMEs in the coastal areas of Ghana. The 
data supported almost all the hypotheses, namely H1, H2, and H5-H8 with T-values 
and P-values of > 1.96 and < 0.05, respectively. This finding indicates that all three core 
antecedents of sustainable value propositions contributed 78 percent of variations in 
the model. However, contrary to expectations, the result also showed that shareholder 
orientation and employee orientation with T-values and P-values of ˂ 1.96 and ˃ 0.05, 
respectively, did not support sustainable value propositions resulting in rejecting H3 
and H4. Despite this outcome, the study concludes that all three strategies are relevant 
and valuable to firms in developing sustainable value propositions. 
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INTRODUCTION

There are concerns about the planet’s sustainability and how firms 
can contribute to it (Brundtland, 1987). Such concerns have led to sev-
eral actors, such as individuals, pressure organizations, and govern-
ments, drawing attention to the rate at which the Earth is suffering 
degradation and exploitation, especially from business organizations. 
These business organizations exploit the resources of the Earth while 
causing damage in the form of pollution, waste, and destruction of 
biodiversity (Cohen & Winn, 2007). To curb this problem, firms must 
expand the scope of their activities (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011) by pro-
viding sustainable value propositions.

Sustainable value propositions ensure that firms offer to their markets 
products and services that support society, the environment, and at the 
same time, their financial interests (Boachie-Mensah & Owusu Yeboah, 
2015; Hörisch et al., 2014; Payne et al., 2017). This means that business 
organizations must provide goods and services that do not harm the 
environment in their production or use. Moreover, companies should 
consider the general society (employees, customers, or the general com-
munity) and, finally, guarantee the financial sustenance of the business.

Several strategies have been used to analyze how firms can become 
sustainable. Most studies typically examine the entire value creation 
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model, including sustainable value propositions, value creation, and value capture (Bocken et al., 2014). 
However, there is a gap in the sustainability literature on strategies that can contribute to achieving each 
element in a sustainable business model. The present study aims to fill this gap by focusing on strategies 
that firms can develop for sustainable value propositions for their markets. It is necessary to fill this gap 
because it will contribute to the literature on sustainable value propositions and sustainable business 
models – under-studied areas – and, eventually, to sustainability in general. 

1. LITERATURE REVIEW  

AND DEVELOPMENT  

OF HYPOTHESES

According to the Brundtland Report (1988), the 
Earth cannot support the use and abuse of its 
resources, and the signs are all over, namely cli-
mate change and extinction of plant and animal 
species. Furthermore, existing records indicate 
that the current consumption rates are not sus-
tainable (Baldassarre et al., 2017). Besides, there 
is an entire earth-wide movement embracing 
and campaigning for sustainability. These rea-
sons create the right environment and make it 
fitting that all business decisions are analyzed 
within the scope of sustainability. In this di-
rection, the study argues that sustainable val-
ue propositions are excellent opportunities for 
firms to attain sustainability in line with the 
triple bottom line (Gilles & Christine, 2016; 
Elkington, 1998). This paper focuses on sustain-
able value propositions and strategies that firms 
can use to develop them. 

Relevant and appropriate literature was identi-
fied for the variables to provide a theoretical ba-
sis. These works helped to clarify the constructs 
and their relationships. To appreciate sustain-
able value propositions, it is necessary to first 
examine their value propositions. Extant liter-
ature reports that value propositions have ex-
isted for four decades. However, it was only in 
1995 that it appeared in the EBSCO database. It 
has since attracted several researchers who have 
explored it from different perspectives (Payne 
et al., 2017). For example, it has been discussed 
using the SD logic (Chandler & Lusch, 2015; 
Grönroos & Ravald, 2011). Antonopoulou and 
Begkos (2020), Satar et al. (2019), Taylor et al. 
(2020), and Truong et al. (2012) applied it in the 
e-commerce and digital setting. Müller (2012) 
also examined it in the context of design-driven 

innovation and technology. Other studies have 
also examined it in the healthcare sector (Egui 
et al., 2019; Jumbam et al., 2020).

Payne et al. (2017, p. 245) define the concept as a 
strategic tool facilitating communication of an or-
ganization’s ability to share resources and offer a su-
perior value package to targeted customers. Hence, 
value prepositions are a business’ promise to use its 
resources to satisfy its customers through provid-
ing products, services, ideas, or any such offering 
acceptable to customers. The definition also high-
lights communication as a crucial feature of firms’ 
value propositions. Organizations must interact 
with their customers to determine their interests 
when designing their value propositions. A previ-
ous definition by Chandler and Lusch (2015) pro-
vides a similar idea and further highlights three 
possible outcomes in the interaction. These out-
comes are economic, financial, and social value. 
This draws attention to the concept of sustainability 
performance and how value propositions can con-
tribute to it, i.e., sustainable value propositions. 

This paper adopts the definition by Patala et al. 
(2016) of sustainable value proposition, which is a 
promise on the economic, environmental, and so-
cial benefits that a firm’s offering delivers to cus-
tomers and society at large, considering both short-
term profits and long-term sustainability. The study 
contributes to the existing literature by proposing 
three practical ways businesses can create sustain-
able value propositions. These include involving 
stakeholders, instituting flexible decision models, 
and pursuing social and environmental goals. 

The first strategy involves the role of stakeholders. 
The stakeholder theory highlights the vital role 
that stakeholders perform in business operations. 
Whether external or internal, they contribute to 
a business’s existence because they affect and are 
affected by a company (Freeman et al., 2010, p. 9). 
The extant literature suggests that organizations 
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must work actively with stakeholders to achieve 
success (Mathur et al., 2008). The power/interest 
grid indicates how influential some stakeholders 
can be and why businesses cannot ignore even the 
weakest of their stakeholders. The fact is that busi-
nesses must include relevant stakeholders in all 
major decisions if they are to be successful.

Beyond the role of stakeholders in the business 
environment, Hörisch et al. (2014) argue a direct 
connection between sustainability and stakehold-
er theory based on Pedersen et al. (2013). They 
assert that both concepts expand businesses’ fo-
cus, ensuring that all relevant stakeholders and 
their economic, social, and environmental inter-
ests are catered for. Additionally, sustainability is 
described as a multi-stakeholder concept (Waligo 
et al., 2013), meaning that its success revolves 
around stakeholder participation and acceptance. 
Businesses must hence work with their stakehold-
ers to realize their sustainability goals.

Considering that value propositions provide op-
portunities for businesses to work with their stake-
holders through co-creation (Morioka et al., 2016; 
Owusu Yeboah et al., 2020; Ranjan & Read, 2016), 
they can introduce sustainable value propositions 
to their stakeholders and work with them, draw-
ing ideas from them so that they achieve sustaina-
ble outcomes. This approach makes it easier to so-
licit the support of stakeholders in implementing 
their sustainability goals. The introduction of sus-
tainable value propositions can be in product and 
service innovations and processes with sustaina-
ble benefits for a firm and its stakeholders.

In discussing stakeholder orientation (involve-
ment), Yau et al. (2007) explore four groups of 
stakeholders. These groups are customers, com-
petitors, employees, and shareholders (Greenley et 
al., 2004; Kotter & Heskett, 1992). From previous 
literature, these are the principal groups of stake-
holders who have the most significant impact on 
the performance of firms. Regarding customer 
orientation, Jaworski and Kohli (1993) highlight 
the critical role of customers and encourage firms 
to try and appreciate customers’ needs and wants 
so that firms can satisfy this group of stakehold-
ers. Considering that competitors are in a rival 
relationship with firms, firms must benchmark 
competitors’ performance (Armstrong & Collopy, 

1996) and proceed to predict, monitor, understand, 
and counter their activities (Yau et al., 2007). 
Samuels et al. (1990) emphasize that shareholders’ 
interests must be accommodated; this is done by 
maximizing their wealth. Finally, Freeman et al. 
(2010) insist that firms should invest in their em-
ployees because of their vital role in their growth 
and development. According to them, neglecting 
employees has negative implications for the busi-
ness. The discussion highlights the role of stake-
holder orientation on value propositions. The 
same arguments can be extended to sustainable 
value propositions. 

The second strategy for attaining sustainable value 
propositions involves implementing flexible deci-
sion-making. Decision-making is a vital organiza-
tional function. It is a process that enables an or-
ganization to select the “most appropriate” option 
from a set of options that may be available to it 
(Eisenfuhr, 2011). It is important to note that firms 
(organizations) must make decisions that cover 
all business functions, including marketing, eco-
nomic (financial), operations (productions), and 
human resources. According to Lunenburg (2010), 
the optimal goal of the decision-making process 
or any organizational decision-making model is 
to satisfy the firm’s interest, so it may be safe to 
conclude that organizations survive on effective 
decisions. 

Existing firms usually have developed policies and 
programs that guide their course of action. In all 
their functional areas, they operate based on ex-
isting processes and goals they have held onto and 
have perfected for as long as the firm has existed. 
These are prized because most of these have im-
mensely contributed to the firm’s growth and de-
velopment (Balmer & Burghausen, 2015). Besides, 
they have become part of the organization’s mem-
ory and cannot be easily discarded. However, most 
of these are geared toward the traditional goal of 
maximizing shareholders’ value despite any nega-
tive long-term effect on other stakeholders. These 
are the goals that modern management practices 
are challenging. The current argument is sustaina-
bility, a concept that aims to create value for differ-
ent stakeholders the business organization deals 
with. Since this idea is still new to most firms, 
firms should implement flexible decision-making 
models (Mangla et al., 2014; Mangla et al., 2013) by 
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creating sustainable options for their traditional 
goals to gradually incorporate sustainability into 
their activities. By this, they should identify each 
of their organizational activities and practices and 
provide options that would produce similar out-
comes yet produce social and economic benefits 
for their stakeholders. Moore and Manring (2009) 
explain that firms should offer more sustainable 
solutions for their activities.

Firms’ value propositions can help them to en-
hance their sustainability performance. They can 
strategically develop and implement policies and 
programs to ensure that all three sustainability 
goals are reflected and achieved. Since the firm’s 
value proposition speaks to the core of its exist-
ence by communicating to stakeholders what they 
should expect from the firm, it can be a channel 
by which they can establish their commitment to 
sustainability. This suggestion makes it easier for 
firms to incorporate sustainability measures into 
the firm without overwhelming them. It has been 
suggested that firms are unable to implement sus-
tainability goals because they lack the requisite 
skills (Lee et al., 2021). The availability of those op-
tions puts organizations in a “sustainability-ready” 
mode, ensuring that when the opportunity is ripe, 
they can contribute to sustainability. Additionally, 
readily available possibilities motivate them to try 
some of the options they have invested resources 
into developing. 

The final approach to introducing sustainabili-
ty value propositions emphasizes social and en-
vironmental values as equally important as eco-
nomic values. Some arguments suggest that social 
and environmental goals are prominent values 
that firms should strive to achieve. These include 
protecting the environment and the people (in-
ternal or external) who are associated with the 
business (Manninen et al., 2018). In this direc-
tion, Kristensen and Remmen (2019) report that 
limiting all values to money is neither possible nor 
desirable. Instead, business organizations should 
identify strategies to create additional values other 
than money for themselves and their stakehold-
ers. This shift can encourage businesses to plan 
for these other values when making value proposi-
tion decisions. Bocken et al. (2014) identify sever-
al ways entrepreneurs can approach this. They in-
clude using fewer resources, using waste as inputs, 

identifying newer sources of inputs in non-renew-
able resources, enhancing functionality, influenc-
ing consumer behavior, and providing outputs 
that directly benefit society and the environment. 
In considering social and environmental values, it 
is imperative to contemplate the role of employees 
in this respect. Liu et al. (2010) assert that when 
employees participate in cause-related marketing 
strategies, which are mainly social and environ-
mental, it yields positive outcomes. However, there 
is a research gap in the extent to which emphasiz-
ing social and environmental goals influence em-
ployee orientation.

Considering the ensuing discussion, the existing 
literature indicates that each of the three strategies 
plays a vital role in developing sustainable value 
propositions. It is, therefore, necessary to empir-
ically study the relationships among the variables. 

This paper contributes to the sustainable val-
ue propositions literature by (1) discussing three 
strategies firms can use to build sustainable val-
ue propositions and (2) using quantitative meth-
ods to explore the impact of the three strategies 
on sustainable value propositions. First, the study 
conceptualizes and summarizes the literature re-
view in Figure 1, where stakeholder involvement, 
flexible decision-making, and socio-environmen-
tal values all directly impact sustainable value 
propositions. The framework also shows a possi-
ble relationship between flexible decision-making, 
employee orientation, and socio-environmental 
values and employee orientation. 

Therefore, the study hypothesizes that:

HI: Customer orientation positively influences 
sustainable value propositions.

H2: Competitor orientation positively influences 
sustainable value propositions.

H3: Shareholder orientation positively influences 
sustainable value propositions.

H4: Employee orientation positively influences 
sustainable value propositions.

H5: Flexible decision-making positively influenc-
es employee orientation.
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H6: Flexible decision-making positively influenc-
es sustainable value propositions.

H7: Social and environmental goals positively in-
fluence employee orientation.

H8: Social and environmental goals positively in-
fluence sustainable value propositions.

2. METHODOLOGY

The study employed a non-randomized sam-
pling technique, precisely the purposive sam-
pling method. This sampling method is consid-
ered when subjects for the sample are picked by 
the judgment of the researcher. Since the study 
was about using value propositions as oppor-
tunities for implementing sustainability strate-
gies among SMEs in Ghana, it was imperative 
to consider the ‘vulnerable’ institutions catego-
rized as SMEs. The study argues that it is pos-
sible to obtain a representative sample through 
sound judgment, which saves time and money 
(Al Buraiki & Rahman Khan, 2018; Black, 2019; 
Etikan et al., 2016). The instruments were pro-
vided to the respondents in both hard and soft 
copy formats. 

The instrument was delivered to only owners and 
managers of the selected SMEs, which included 
firms in industries such as service, agriculture, 
manufacturing, construction, and trading in the 
coastal areas of Ghana. Before the main data col-
lection, targeted firms and owners were pre-in-
formed about the intended study through phone 
calls, email messages, WhatsApp, Facebook, and 
LinkedIn messages. The study also reiterates 

that, prior to the actual data collection, a pre-
test involving 20 owners and managers of SMEs 
was undertaken to prune the variables and con-
structs under study. This contributed to confirm-
ing the reliability and validity of the constructs 
using Cronbach’s alpha values. 

The data collection yielded 143 valid respons-
es representing 88% of the total 162 responses 
that were initially gathered. 143 responses were 
deemed appropriate as the remaining had issues 
with incomplete responses. Table 1 shows the 
characteristics of the respondents involved in the 
study. The responses received were analyzed us-
ing PLS-SEM (partial least squares and structur-
al equation modeling) technique with the help of 
the ADANCO software version (Henseler, 2017). 
However, the descriptive statistics were achieved 
using the SPSS software.

Table 1. Socio-demographic profile of respondents

Source: Authors’ field data from Ghana. 

Details Frequency Percent (%) 

Gender
Female 71 49.7

Male 72 50.3

Age

Below 20 years 1 .7

20-25 years 28 19.6

26-30 years 41 28.7

31-35 years 24 16.8

36-40 years 22 15.4

Above 40 years 27 18.9

Educational 
level

Diploma/cert. 33 23.1

Bachelor’s degree 87 60.8

Postgraduate 23 16.1

Position in the 
organization

Owner/Manager 73 51.0

Manager 70 49.0

Managerial 

level, if any

Senior 31 21.7

Middle 57 39.9

Lower 34 23.8

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Figure 1. Conceptual model

Stakeholder involvement

• Customer orientation
• Competitor orientation
• Shareholder orientation
• Employee orientation

Flexible decision-making

Sustainable value proposition

Socio-environmental values
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Details Frequency Percent (%) 

Category of 

SME 

Micro (1-5 

employees)
75 52.4

Small (6-30 

employees)
57 39.9

Medium (31-100 

employees)
11 7.7

Nature of 

business 

Service 35 24.5

Agriculture 24 16.8

Manufacturing 26 18.2

Construction 18 12.6

Trading 40 28.0

How old is the 

business? 

0-5years 56 39.2

6-10years 59 41.3

11-15years 23 16.1

Above 20 years 5 3.5

Sample size (n) 143 100

3. RESULTS

The data for the work were collected from SMEs 
in Ghana. These firms operate in the service, agri-
culture, manufacturing, construction, and trading 
industries. To achieve the aims of the study, only 
owner-managers and managers were part of the re-
spondents. The result shows that 143 SMEs obliged 
the request by “fully and accurately” responding to 
the instrument. From this, 49.7% and 50.3% repre-
sented women and men, respectively, with just about 
19% being over the age of 40 years. This indicates that 
most of the respondents are youthful and quite edu-
cated, with a minimum of a diploma or a certificate.

The research constructs were developed from rele-
vant literature. The study comprised four research 
constructs. In addition, there were three independ-
ent constructs (stakeholder involvement, flexible 
decision-making, and social and environmental 
values) and one dependent construct (sustainable 
value propositions). The items and their sources are 
provided in Table 3. A seven-point Likert scale was 
used to measure the responses, with 1 indicating 

“completely disagree” and 7 indicating “complete-
ly agree.” This was because it is easier and takes 
respondents less time to fill out than open-ended 
items (Leung, 2011). Besides, it was helpful for the 
purpose of the study. The items for the construct 

“flexible decision-making” were newly developed 
for the study through an extensive literature search 
(Alacreu-Crespo et al., 2019; Mangla et al., 2014).

The study examined the presence of CMB (com-
mon method bias) by using the suggested ap-
proach by Bagozzi and Yi (1988). Here, the items 
for the construct were cautiously developed. The 
questionnaire also informed the respondents that 
they would be treated with the utmost confiden-
tiality. Additionally, the instrument was designed 
to ensure that respondents were anonymous. 
Respondents also had the option to leave the anal-
ysis at any time. To further enhance the investi-
gation, the data were subjected to a full multicol-
linearity test; specifically, VIF (variance inflation 
factor), to ascertain common method variance 
(CMV). These analyses proved that CMV was not 
an issue since the VIFs were less than ten, which is 
the threshold figure (Kock & Hadaya, 2018). The 
results show that concerns about CMB are mini-
mal (Table 3).

Two basic tests for measurement assessment in 
quantitative research, i.e., tests of reliability and 
validity, were performed. This is recommended 
by most experts (Jakada et al., 2020; Shiau et al., 
2019). Appendix A, Figure A1, displays the results 
of tests of measures’ internal consistency and re-
liability. The α-values (Cronbach’s alpha) for all 
the constructs were above 0.7, indicating that all 
the constructs met the minimum threshold of the 
reliability test. At the same time, the composite 
reliability of the latent constructs using Dijkstra-
Henseler’s rho (ρ

A
) and Jöreskog’s rho (ρc) was 

above 0.7 (Dijkstra & Henseler, 2015; Hair Jr et 
al., 2020). The average variance extracted (AVE) 
from the correlated constructs was also above the 
cut-off value of 0.5 (Table 2). The Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin (KMO) for sampling adequacy was used to 
assess the factor loadings’ suitability. The results 
show that it met the required threshold of more 
than 0.5. The KMO result for this study is 0.89, 
which is considered optimal for further analy-
sis. Additionally, Bartlett’s test showed a signifi-
cance level of 0.000, which is below 0.05 (p-value). 
Customers (with a loading of 0.457) were dropped 
from the study as the loadings were below the 
0.50 threshold.

Additionally, the results from factor analysis 
showed that all the factor loadings were greater 
than 0.50 and each loaded strongly on the associ-
ated factors, confirming a successful convergent 
and discriminant validity (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988; 

Table 1 (cont.). Socio-demographic profile  
of respondents
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Kwarteng et al., 2021). Hence, no item of the cor-
responding construct was dropped (Table 3). 

Table 4 shows the test of discriminant validity. 
The pioneer criterion (Fornell & Larcker, 1981) 
was used in this study to assess the presence 
of discriminant validity among the latent var-
iables, as Henseler et al. (2015) suggested. This 

criterion suggests that for a construct to be dis-
criminant, the AVE of any two given latent con-
structs must be greater than 0.5. (Henseler et al., 
2015; Khan et al., 2019). The results obtained 
from Fornell-Larcker’s criterion of discriminant 
validity reveal that both basic and stringent as-
sumptions of the constructs were established. 
Hence, from the estimates obtained, discrimi-

Table 2. Construct reliability 

Source: Author’s analyses from ADANCO 2.2.1 software.

Construct
Dijkstra-Henseler’s rho 

(ρ
A
)

Jöreskog’s rho 

(ρ
c
)

Cronbach’s 

alpha(α)
Average variance 

extracted (AVE)

Customer orientation 0.8700 0.8932 0.8491 0.6294

Competitor orientation 0.8235 0.8771 0.8137 0.6412

Shareholder orientation 0.8839 0.9184 0.8815 0.7379

Employee orientation 0.8347 0.8866 0.8294 0.6619

Flexible decision-making 0.7530 0.8532 0.7430 0.6599

Social and environmental goals 0.8824 0.9100 0.8766 0.6694

Sustainable value proposition 0.9537 0.9587 0.9520 0.6994

Note: Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy → 0.884. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square = 6116.517. 
df = 528. Sig. = .000.

Table 3. Constructs, indicators, loadings, and variance inflation factor

Source: Authors’ analyses from ADANCO 2.2.1 software.

Construct Indicator Loading VIFs

Stakeholder involvement (Yau et al., 2007)

Customer 

orientation

CUST1: Competitive strategies are based on understanding customer needs. 0.5914 1.3703

CUST2: Customer satisfaction is systematically and frequently assessed. 0.8623 2.5789

CUST3: Our commitment to serving customer needs is closely monitored. 0.8363 2.1183

CUST4: Close attention is given to after-sale service. 0.8347 2.1826

CUST5: Our objectives and strategies are driven by creating customer satisfaction. 0.8110 1.9773

Competitor 
orientation 

COMP1: Salespeople share information about competitors. 0.7627 1.5804

COMP2: Top management regularly discusses competitors’ strengths and weaknesses. 0.8463 1.9229

COMP3: We achieve rapid response to competitive action. 0.7810 1.6901

COMP4: Customers are targeted when we have an opportunity for competitive advantage. 0.8105 1.6330

Shareholder 

orientation 

SHOR1: Our objectives are driven by creating shareholder wealth. 0.8534 2.3740

SHOR2: Senior managers have regular meetings with shareholders. 0.8938 2.9185

SHOR3: We regularly compare our share value to that of our competitors. 0.8356 2.2005

SHOR4: Designated managers have the responsibility of satisfying shareholders’ interests. 0.8523 2.3676

Employee 

orientation 

EMPOR1: We have regular staff appraisals in which we discuss employees’ needs. 0.8567 2.1703

EMPOR2: We have regular staff meetings with employees. 0.7897 1.7758

EMPOR3: As a manager, I try to find out the true feelings of my staff about their jobs. 0.8276 1.8456

EMPOR4: We survey staff at least once a year to assess their attitudes toward their work. 0.7778 1.8473

Flexible 

decision-making 

FDM1: I believe that selecting the most preferred course of action by a large number of 
employees is best for the organization’s progress. 0.8234 1.5739

FDM2: I believe that the quality of views expressed by customers and individuals at all levels is 
best for achieving a sustainable value proposition. 0.7688 1.3909

FDM3: I believe that the value of products must reflect the price the customers are willing to pay. 0.8431 1.5170

Social and 

environmental 

goals

(Calik & 

Bardunee, 

2016; Hojnik et 

al., 2020)

SEG1: I perceive that firms that emphasize social goals provide better customer service. 0.7877 2.2391

SEG2: I perceive that firms interested in social issues interact better with their customers. 0.8393 2.7657

SEG3: I believe that firms concerned with environmental issues produce less waste. 0.8083 2.3835

SEG4: I believe that firms concerned about environmental values create fewer emissions and 
pollution. 0.8578 2.4087

SEG5: I think firms concerned about environmental issues use fewer resources. 0.7956 1.8641
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nant validity was achieved (see the diagonal in 
bold).

After the model assessment, the structural mod-
el was also examined. This involved testing the 
hypothetical relationships among the constructs 
(Hair Jr et al., 2020). This was done using the re-
gression coefficients (β) and the significant values 
T-values > 1.96 (or P-values < 0.05) of the research 
constructs. In all, eight hypotheses were tested 
(H1-H8). Table 5 summarises the hypothetical 
paths (relationships) in which six hypotheses were 
significant while the remaining two were not. 

The analyses also showed the coefficient of deter-
mination – R2 (predictive power) of the research 
model (particularly the endogenous and the de-
pendent variable). The coefficients indicate the 
percentage of variation in the dependent varia-
ble, as explained by the independent variable. For 
example, the outcome variable (sustainable value 
proposition) was explained by the predictive vari-
ables with 78 percent. In contrast, the endogenous 
variable (employee orientation) was explained by 
55 percent by the exogenous variables (flexible 
decision-making and social and environmental 
goals) (Table 5 and Table 6).

Construct Indicator Loading VIFs

Stakeholder involvement (Yau et al., 2007)

Sustainable 

value 

propositions 

(Clauss, 2017)

SVP1: Our product innovations are in line with sustainability goals. 0.7628 2.3638

SVP2: We address new unmet customer needs from a sustainability perspective. 0.8738 3.6737

SVP3: Our products regularly solve customer needs and contribute to sustainability goals. 0.7884 2.5014

SVP4: We regularly take advantage of opportunities that arise in new or growing markets, 
contributing to sustainability goals. 0.8044 2.8627

SVP5: We regularly address new, unserved markets that can contribute to sustainability goals. 0.8783 2.9043

SVP6: We constantly seek new customer segments and markets for our sustainable products and 

services.
0.8742 2.3483

SVP7: We try to increase customer retention by offering sustainable products. 0.8322 2.7353

SVP8: We emphasize sustainability to increase customer retention. 0.8429 3.0780

SVP9: We regularly utilize new distribution channels that support sustainability. 0.8687 3.5575

SVP10: We constantly modify our distribution channels with sustainability in mind. 0.8288 2.9209

Table 3 (cont.). Constructs, indicators, loadings, and variance inflation factor

Table 4. Test of discriminant validity (Fornell-Larcker criterion)
Source: Author’s analyses from ADANCO 2.2.1 software.

S/n Construct 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Customer orientation 0.6294

2 Competitor orientation 0.5692 0.6852

3 Shareholder orientation 0.5349 0.6412 0.7379

4 Employee orientation 0.5774 0.5313 0.5037 0.6619

5 Flexible decision-making 0.4979 0.4684 0.3189 0.5044  0.6599

6 Social and environmental goals 0.2840 0.2676 0.2750 0.3084  0.2688 0.6694

7 Sustainable value proposition 0.5015 0.6095 0.5040 0.6229 0.5276 0.3422 0.6994

Note: NB: Squared correlations; AVE is in the diagonal in bold.

Table 5. Analysis of hypothetical paths
Source: Authors’ analyses from ADANCO 2.2.1 software.

Effect
Regression 

coefficient 
(beta)

Standard bootstrap results

Mean 

value
SD t-value

p-value 

(2–sided)
Decision

H1: Customer orientation → Sustainable value proposition 0.3976 0.3914 0.0969 4.1029 0.0000 Supported 

H2: Competitor orientation → Sustainable value proposition 0.2432 0.2500 0.1141 2.1309 0.0333 Supported 

H3: Shareholder orientation → Sustainable value proposition –0.0125 –0.0111 0.0934 –0.1341 0.8934 Not supported

H4: Employee orientation → Sustainable value proposition 0.1412 0.1428 0.0781 1.8075 0.0710 Not supported 

H5: Flexible decision-making → Employee orientation 0.5775 0.5747 0.0732 7.8858 0.0000 Supported 

H6: Flexible decision-making → Sustainable value proposition 0.2117 0.2105 0.0874 2.4208 0.0157 Supported 

H7: Social and Environmental goal → Employee orientation 0.2560 0.2599 0.0804 3.1833 0.0015 Supported 

H8: Social and Environmental goal → Sustainable value proposition 0.1441 0.1415 0.0600 2.4004 0.0166 Supported 
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4. DISCUSSION

The findings indicate that two sub-dimensions of 
stakeholder involvement (customer orientation 
and competitor orientation) positively influenced 
sustainable value positions, thereby resulting in 
accepting H1 and H2. This outcome supports 
Morioka et al. (2016), Owusu Yeboah et al. (2020), 
and Ranjan and Read (2016), who highlight-
ed the vital role of stakeholders and particularly 
mentioned customers in attaining sustainability. 
However, the other two dimensions (employee ori-
entation and shareholder orientation) did not in-
fluence sustainable value propositions. Therefore, 
H3 and H4 were not accepted in the current study. 

The study further shows that flexible decision-mak-
ing influences employee orientation and sustaina-
ble value propositions; therefore, H5 and H6 are 
accepted. The findings support the position that 
decision-making is vital for firms’ growth (Balmer 
& Burghausen, 2015; Eisenfuhr, 2011; Lunenburg, 
2010). However, flexible decision-making models 
(Mangla et al., 2014; Mangla et al., 2103) are effec-
tive when dealing with sustainable value proposi-
tions. Finally, the assertions that emphasizing so-
cial and environmental goals positively influences 
employee orientations and also sustainable value 
propositions were also supported in the study re-
sulting in accepting H7 and H8. These results sup-
port Bocken et al. (2014), Kristensen and Remmen 
(2019), and Manninen et al. (2018). 

An interesting outcome of the work is the demo-
graphic background of SMEs, managers, and own-
er-managers. It shows that most of the managers 
and owner-managers are youthful and educated. 
The findings support Johnstone and Lindh (2018), 
who showed that youthful people highly sup-
port sustainability efforts. This finding indicates 
that age and level of education are relevant fac-
tors when discussing sustainability issues. Since 
sustainability is a trending issue, educated and 
youthful people are more likely to be interested in 
it. However, the findings go contrary to Wiernik 
et al. (2013) that older people are inclined to sup-

port sustainability goals. The second demographic 
issue of interest is the age of businesses and how 
it may affect their interest in sustainability goals. 
The study involved businesses with ages ranging 
from 0 to above 20 years. The majority of the firms 
were above 5 years old, which shows that they are 
well-established and have probably survived the 
major teething challenges of SMEs and can con-
tribute to sustainability. This outcome is similar 
to Adomako et al. (2019), who reported that older 
firms are more likely to undertake sustainability 
activities.

This paper introduced a composite model that has 
been shown to influence sustainable value prop-
ositions. This provides a basis for other research-
ers interested in sustainable value propositions 
and sustainability in general when conducting fu-
ture research. This is relevant because it provides 
empirical evidence for their propositions instead 
of relying on conceptual studies or arguments. 
Additionally, the current study offers a gap from 
the result that shareholder and employee orien-
tations did not support sustainable value propo-
sitions. These outcomes could have been because 
employees and investors may need more time to 
prepare for this strategic move. For example, em-
ployees may feel inadequate for such a task. In ad-
dition, investors may not be ready to sacrifice their 
investments for sustainability, which is viewed as 
an expense. Whatever the situation is, it is neces-
sary for researchers in this field to investigate this 
in different settings so that a plausible explanation 
can be assigned to this phenomenon. It will be ex-
citing since the two sub-dimensions belong to the 
same variable, which may help to better develop 
and strengthen it.

Furthermore, the study introduces a scale for flex-
ible decision-making. This attempt is based on an 
extensive literature review of the concept. This 
outcome will assist other researchers in incorpo-
rating the concept into their studies, even in other 
business or management specializations. It will al-
so trigger studies that will fine-tune it to be useful 
in other studies and contexts. These expectations, 

Table 6. Predictive power of the model

Construct Coefficient of determination (R2) Adjusted R2

Employee orientation 0.5523 0.5458

Sustainable value orientation 0.7832 0.7734
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if realized, will result in better development of the 
concept for extensive use.

This novel study explores the effect of stakehold-
er orientation, flexible decision-making, and so-
cial and environmental goals on sustainable value 
propositions in a developing economy. As with all 
new studies, the model must be further tested to 
ascertain its validity. Furthermore, although this 
is an empirical study, much of the theoretical ar-
guments are conceptual. Therefore, the outcome of 
this study must be applied with some caution un-
til several other studies have validated the model. 
Nevertheless, this presents a research opportunity 
in sustainability so that additional contributions 
can be made to the existing sustainability literature.

The study is also limited by its setting; it was con-
ducted among SMEs in a developing economy. 
The reality is that the outcome of this paper may 

not readily apply to other forms of businesses like 
large-scale enterprises, multi-national firms, and 
not-for-profit firms. Their unique goals and struc-
ture may require examining other ways of devel-
oping sustainable value propositions. Even SMEs 
in other business environments may want to con-
sider socio-cultural, economic, and legal factors 
that confront their activities, as these may differ 
from those that affect the firms in the study. Next, 
researchers can attempt to apply the model or 
some variations of it in other settings, for example, 
in developed economies and other forms of busi-
nesses, to falsify the current paper’s hypotheses.

Finally, the sample size presents some limitations. 
Even though it is sufficient for a study of this na-
ture, a larger size is preferable so that the findings 
can easily be generalized to the population. In ad-
dition, researchers can replicate this study with 
larger sample sizes to validate the model.

CONCLUSION

The goal of this study was to explore how firms could develop sustainable value propositions. To do this, the 
paper discussed three strategies that firms can use in building sustainable value propositions and followed 
them with quantitative methods to assess the impact on sustainable value propositions. To achieve this, data 
were collected from 143 managers and owner-managers in Ghana on the following aspects: stakeholder in-
volvement, flexible decision-making, and emphasis on social and environmental goals. The result of the study 
indicates that except for shareholder orientation and employee orientation, which are sub-dimensions of 
stakeholder involvement, all the factors, including the two other sub-dimensions of stakeholder orientation 
(competitor orientation and customer orientation), affected sustainable value propositions. 

From this study, SMEs have become aware of additional strategies that they can invest in to enhance 
their sustainable value propositions. Concerning stakeholder orientation, they can focus on meeting 
the interests and desires of customers. When this is effectively done, their customers may support and 
contribute to their efforts in developing sustainable value propositions. Additionally, they must care-
fully monitor and respond to their competitors’ strategies, especially those relating to sustainability, to 
guide them in developing sustainable value propositions. Furthermore, SMEs can consider implement-
ing flexible decision-making strategies by decentralizing their decisions so that more employees can 
contribute to creative ways by which they can design sustainable value propositions. They may also want 
to create sustainable alternatives so that they can quickly implement those options when the opportu-
nity arises. Finally, SMEs must focus on social and environmental goals instead of limiting their efforts 
to purely economic considerations. Doing this allows them to develop value propositions that have sus-
tainable outcomes. Even though the paper suggested that employees and shareholders are likely to reject 
sustainable value propositions, firms must continue to engage and encourage employees and investors 
to appreciate the need to pursue sustainable value propositions. 

Finally, policymakers can target older firms and encourage them to engage in sustainability projects. 
Specifically, it is crucial to provide tax incentives, technical assistance and training, and regulatory pol-
icies aimed at protecting the firms so they will be motivated to develop sustainable value propositions. 
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APPENDIX A

Figure A1. Estimated research model: Output model

Source: ADANCO 2.2.1 software.
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