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Abstract: The paper aims to clarify the concept of sustainable competitiveness in the business context and
define the main focus areas of strategic sustainability management at the firm level. Based on a literature review a
conceptual framework for strategic sustainability management of modern companies is presented, which includes key
drivers and organizational factors that should be taken into account to embed efficiently the sustainability strategies
into the business practice. The proposed managerial applications can be conceptualized at the firm level as a business
model which is oriented towards the achievement of competitive advantage, long-term value creation, and enhancing
corporate sustainability performance.
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In today’s business environment, sustainability is becoming an increasing issue for decision-makers,
because it is concerned with sustainable development in terms of environmental, economic, and social
dimensions. In recent decades there has been a trend towards a rapid evolution of sustainability and the
concept of sustainable development. In view of this, the world’s leading companies understand the
significance of the strategic approach to sustainability management. However, the formulation and
implementation of the appropriate sustainability strategy in order to gain a competitive advantage of
sustainability initiatives may be a challenging task for organizations. According to the contemporary
understanding, sustainable development is aimed at finding a balance between achieving the benefits of the
operating activities and the improving of the economic, social, and environmental sustainability. That is why
the principles of strategic sustainability management are becoming a critical issue that should be taken into
consideration in the development and implementation of the competitive strategy. In this vein, a competitive
advantage can be achieved by identifying how sustainability can meet the value creation in the industry.

Sustainability as a business approach to creating long-term value is becoming more important for all
companies, across all sectors of industry. According to the information presented by International Institute
for Management Development (IMD), 62% of executives consider a sustainability strategy necessary to be
competitive in the modern business environment, and another 22% hold the view this trend can be pursued in
the future [1]. Nowadays modern companies operate in a constantly changing business environment that
features fewer resources, environmental challenges, increased social inequity, as well as more engaged
stakeholders such as local communities and authorities, non-governmental and civil society organizations, as
well as industrial unions, and increased focus on corporate transparency and social responsibility. Companies
should be aware of these shifts which impact their business and find innovative solutions to societal along
with ecological challenges while maintaining productivity, profitability, and financial performance.

Sustainability as a broad concept implies responsible economic growth to achieve current goals while
protecting natural resources for future generations [2]. But it cannot be considered exclusively from an
environmental perspective. This paper uses a multidimensional approach to understanding sustainability
which assumes that three key focus areas should be highlighted: environmental, economic, and sociocultural
dimensions.

Achieving a balance between corporate social and environmental responsibility and the identification
of emerging market opportunities to increase profit margins provides the strategic tools necessary to gain a
competitive advantage in the global business environment. Thus, sustainability is an important component of
the corporate strategic planning process, implementation of appropriate strategic mechanisms related to
sustainable development is intended to support strategic planning and may be an effective way to develop the
competitive advantage through innovative leadership while increasing their profit margins [3]. From a
theoretical perspective, effective integrating long-term strategic priorities related to sustainable development



into business practices of companies can be used as a basis for implementing a cost-leadership strategy that
includes efficiency in every aspect of the planning procedures and operational activities [4]. With this regard,
the sustainable business practices integrated into operation management strategies may yield benefits in
terms of time and cost savings associated with using sustainable materials in the production process, which
in turn, provide an opportunity to decrease operational costs and thus create the prerequisites for effective
implementation of the cost reduction strategy that allows providing equivalent benefits to the customers, but
at lower competitive prices.

Recent studies have found that when a concept of sustainable development is integrated into a
company’s business strategy along with corporate activities that aim at developing common sustainability
awareness, it may result in benefits and competitive advantages, both in financial and non-financial
dimensions, such as increased profitability, improved corporate reputation, as well as enhanced stakeholders
involvement and customers’ satisfaction. Numerous studies have examined the relationship between
corporate social responsibility business practices and a firm’s market and financial performance, with mixed
empirical results, however, based on a literature review it can be concluded that most authors argue that a
change of the organization activities towards raising awareness of the sustainable development goals will
ultimately result in its long-term economic viability and competitive advantage [5-7]. In this vein, the
adoption of sustainable development practices is related not only to the enhanced strategic competitiveness
of firms and industries but also contributes to the gaining and maintenance of competitive advantage in a
sustainable way.

At the firm level, in order to support sustainability initiatives which positively contribute to business
outcomes, it is necessary to translate sustainability strategy into tactical action plans and develop appropriate
systems, structures, organizational goals, and performance indicators. When organizations develop
sustainability-oriented strategies and integrate them into their corporate strategy and business practice, they
may gain sustainability outcomes such as corporate sustainability performance, competitive advantages of
sustainability initiatives, and benefits of a triple bottom line. At the firm level, key factors which determine
business profitability with regard to sustainable development include innovation, environmental
sustainability, and managers’ commitment to optimizing the use of available resources, as well as internal
operations using best practices, and continuous process improvement that should be aligned with corporate
strategy and organizational objectives. In the organizational context, the level of sustainable competitiveness
of a company depends on numerous intra-firm factors, including sustainability vision, strategic management
tools, knowledge management mechanisms, environmental strategies, etc. In that regard, strategic
management for sustainability aims at identifying internal and external drivers, and factors supporting
sustainable development goals and implies systematic integration of the three sustainability domains (i.e.,
environmental, social, and economic dimension) in the operation activities of a company in order to create
long-term values and sustainability outputs such as sustainable competitive advantage and a range of
performance benefits [8].

Based on the findings of the study it can be concluded that sustainability-oriented practices and
corporate initiatives, as well as appropriate sustainability management systems, form a basis for the concept
of sustainable competitiveness at the enterprise level. Thus, distinctive features of a sustainable competitive
company include the ability to be competitive in the market, react to changes in market conditions and
business requirements in a prompt, effective and flexible manner, while ensuring at the same time
environmental and social responsibility to various groups of stakeholders by developing and implementing
proactive sustainability strategies within the management system framework.
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