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Abstract

The paper aims to analyse and discuss the evolution towards a sustainable business model and to focus on the
motivations and the implications on the mission, the governance and the accountability of companies. Moreover,
the theoretical framework of values-based, ethical and sustainable leadership has been used as interpretative key for
the case-study analysis. After presenting the literature review, the second part of the work is based on the inductive
approach applied to the analysis of the experience of an Italian medium-sized company (SGR Group) belonging to
the energy sector (oil & gas). Recently this company has started a new project aimed at renewing its business
model and deepening its sustainability orientation, which has already been experienced for years. The project is
finalized at identifying and assessing vices and virtues which affect the governance and the leadership model, as
well as the company’s stakeholders engagement processes. The case exemplifies a resilience capability derived from
a sustainable business model activated through relationships among internal and external stakeholders and
supported by an ethical-based transformational leadership model which, in turn, derives from and nurtures the
coherence among the mission-governance and accountability model.
Specifically, the analysis confirms the propositions drawn from the literature review relative to the fact that the
coherence among mission, governance and accountability is a key driver for effective business model and that
sustainable business models derive from and are characterized by sustainable leadership models, which include
transformational, ethical-based and values-virtues-driven leadership.

Keywords: Business model, Sustainability, Sustainable business model, Sustainable leadership, Values-based
leadership, Mission, Governance, Accountability
Introduction
Before analyzing as a company’s business model “should
be”, this paper focuses on the “sense” of the business
model (BM) and the needs of modern times. We briefly
present some guidelines that underline a new way of
understanding the market and the company within the
same market. These guidelines emphasize the importance
of individuals/entities, who/which have the propensity to
very strong partnerships. This propensity is not only
aimed to an economic return but is intended to build
deeply personal relationships. This tendency becomes a
fundamental element to make the functioning of the
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market effective (Bruni & Zamagni, 2007; Bruni, 2008).
Even the re-reading of some business and economic
paradigms, underlines this need of the existence of this
type of inclination. That is, without companies charac-
terized by a propensity to always cooperate, the market
would crash, because it would lack the “lubricant” that
makes possible its process.
Moving from the logic of the market which is passing

from a set of contracts to a set of relations (Bruni 2008),
a profound rethinking of the business models is re-
quired. This is because the previous paradigms showed a
lot of problems not easily remediable, such as: the cul-
ture of the reject instead of that of inclusion; the develop-
ment of pure philanthropy and the race to sustainability
without a real project, that is oriented to develop strat-
egies to enable future generations to really take advantage
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of a more equitable world, both from an ecological and so-
cial justice point of view (Baldarelli, 2005). Moreover,
there is the need for a new vocabulary, that focuses on the
person inside of the market instead of goods. This process
requires a long and difficult reflection but It cannot be de-
layed if we want that the enterprises should be able to
produce wealth using positive and virtuous structures
and not “vicious” structures, such as the exploitation
of human and natural resources.
The concept of sustainability adopted in this paper is a

concept of strong sustainability (Del Baldo et al., 2015)
that is based on gratuity and reciprocity aspects (Bruni,
2008), in which the “intentions” are important in a first
phase, but more important are actions concretely imple-
mented. In the sustainability development process that are
pursuing particularly the so-called “rich” countries, we
want to understand how enterprises are implementing
their business models using good praxis and not only gen-
eral declarations of intents. There are some enterprises
that implemented new sustainable business models, such
as: ethics finance, fair trade and economy of communion
(Baldarelli, 2005; Baldarelli et al., 2015). But we can also
find some essay of business model, which applies these
aspects in enterprises, which implement the logic of
reciprocity also based on gratuity (Bruni 2008).
Starting from these premises the paper aims to analyze

and discuss the evolution toward a sustainable-driven
business model (BM) and to focus on the motivations
and the implications on the mission, the governance and
the accountability of a company (Matacena, 2010).
Moreover, since the business culture is based on values

and principles which drive business strategies, policies
and actions (Gray et al., 1997; Broadbent 1998 and
2015), the theoretical framework of values-based, eth-
ical and sustainable-driven leadership will be pre-
sented and used as interpretative key for the analysis
of a single-case study (Malloch, 2009; Capaldi, 2013;
Ruisi, 2010; Hoivik von Weltzien, & Melé, 2009;
Hoivik von Weltzien, 2014).
Accordingly, after introducing the literature review, the

second part of the work is based on the inductive approach
(namely, the action research approach; Benbasat et al.,
1987; Sankaran et al., 2003; Contrafatto, 2011 Spence &
Gray, 2008; Bebbington et al., 2009) applied to the analysis
of the “evolutionary” experience of an Italian medium-sized
company (SGR Group) belonging to the energy sector oil &
gas. Recently, this multi-utility company has started a new
project aimed at renewing its business model and deepen-
ing its sustainability orientation, which has already been
experienced for years (Baldarelli et al., 2014). Notably, the
project (which primarily involves the top management is
finalized at identifying and assessing vices and virtues which
affect the governance and the leadership model, as well as
the company’s stakeholders engagement processes.
The study presents and discusses the first findings
obtained through the aforementioned empirical analysis,
which is still in a preliminary stage of development.
Despite the limitations related to the use of a qualitative
approach, based on a single case study, and to the fact
the research is still in progress, the works have implica-
tions both on the scientific and managerial/operational
level. In fact previous studies did not address this topic
using twofold interpretive keys (sustainability business
model and virtues-based/ethical based and sustainable
leadership); at the same time, the research project
contributes to improve the learning of the sustainability-
oriented process and sustainable leadership in the real
business context, thus opening new trajectories for the
fruitful convergence between theory and practice.

Theoretical framework
Sustainable business models
A business model (BM) can be defined in many ways
because literature presents various perspectives on this
topic and a shared framework has not yet been estab-
lished (Timmers, 1998; Teece, 2010; Zott & Amit,
2010; Zott et al., 2011; Morris et al., 2013; Brougham,
2012; Leisenring et al., 2012; Page, 2014; Singleton-
Green, 2014; Penman 2007). For instance Magretta’s
(2002), Zott and Amit (2010) and Beattie and Smith
(2013) define business models as a holistic description
on ‘how a firm does business’ while Stewart & Zhao,
2000 consider BM as a description (Applegate, 2000;
Weill & Vitale, 2001) or, alternatively as: a representa-
tion (Morris, Schindehutte, & Allen, 2005; Shafer,
Smith, & Linder, 2005); an architecture (Dubosson-
Torbay, Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002; Timmers,
1998); a conceptual tool or model (George & Bock,
2009; Osterwalder, Pigneur, & Tucci, 2005); a struc-
tural template (Amit & Zott, 2001); a method (Afuah
& Tucci, 2000); a framework (Afuah, 2004); a pattern
(Brousseau & Penard, 2007), and a set (Seelos & Mair,
2007). Teece (2010) claims that a BM articulates how the
company will convert resources and capabilities into eco-
nomic value. Richardson (2008) proposes a consolidated
view of the components of a business models, as: the value
proposition (i.e. the offer and the target customer segment),
the value creation and delivery system, and the value
capture system. Adopting an activity based perspective, Zott
and Amit (2010) includes the selection of activities (‘what’),
the activity system structure (‘how’), and who performs the
activities (‘who’). The conceptual construct used in this
study considers a BM as “the rationale of how an organisa-
tion creates, delivers and captures value” or, in other
words, as “the organisation’s core logic for creating
value” (Linder & Cantrell, 2000: 12). Value is intended
as sustainable value, thus expressed in terms of eco-
nomic, social, ethical environmental performances.
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Many studies have focused on the analysis of business
cases based on unique and successful BMs (Magretta,
2002; Morris, Schindehutte & Allen, 2005). If one con-
siders the BM as a reflection of the strategy implemented
by a company (Shafer et al., 2005; Casadeus-Masanell &
Ricart, 2010) and the “how” an organization tailors its
business model and strategy to respond to the external
environment (and the relative risks and opportunities it
faces) it becomes then important to understand how the
BM is bound and it is linked to the mission, governance
and the accountability and to what extent it is resili-
ent. The elements of the trinomial mission-corporate
governance-accountability model are in fact tied by
reciprocal relations, since in every enterprise there
exists an explicit and coherent coordination between
mission, governance and accountability (Matacena,
2010). Mission is intended a synthesis of the company
aims; corporate governance as the command structure
and of the government present in the company;
accountability as the company’s informative responsi-
bility (to take into account and to give account to) of
the company.
Drawing from the aforementioned literature, it can be

assumed that the sustainable business model is charac-
terized by the consistency among the three elements of
the company: mission, governance and accountability.
Therefore, our first proposition is that “the coherence
among mission, governance and accountability is a key
driver for effective BM”.
Moreover, the capacity of the BM to adapt to changes

(e.g., in the availability, quality and affordability of
inputs) affects the organization’s longer term viability
(Walker & Salt, 2006; Walker, 2015). Consequently we
assume that this resilience capability characterizes sus-
tainable business model (SBMs).
“The world needs a comprehensive reassessment of

our understanding of value – its parameters and its
effects – to restore trust in economic and business
decision-making, and achieve investment that contrib-
utes towards financial stability and sustainable develop-
ment. We must ensure that business models sing to the
tune of a value creation model fit for the 21st Century”
(Jonathan Labrey, Chief Strategy Office, International
Integrated Reporting Council -IIRC, Paris, 6 May,
2015) (IIRC, 2013; IIRC, 2013b). The need for devel-
oping SBMs and their implementation in practice has
been pointed out since many approaches towards
CSR have been predominantly inward-oriented and
not capable of linking firms’ social responsibilities to
the core business and the value creation processes
(Visser, 2011). Consequently more outward-oriented
conceptions of CSR are necessary through SBMs that
take firms’ value creation processes as a starting point
and escape the more narrow concept of CSR (see
Bocken et al., 2014; Schaltegger et al., 2012; Looser &
Wehrmeyer, 2015; Del Baldo, 2014 and 2016b).
A SBM is a model where sustainability concepts (to

create value for various stakeholders and the natural
environment) shape the driving force of the firm and its
decision making (Abdelkafi, & Täusher, 2015). Specific-
ally it encompasses a wide range of change within the
organization, as well as in its external network, than
traditional business models. Necessary steps are: devel-
oping company culture toward sustainability; framing
company values and translating them into principles
or/and business practices; implementing sustainable
strategy: a vision and mission linked to all activities
of the organization; acquiring appropriate skills and
knowledge across the value chain through external re-
sources and internal training; (create green business
cases): green business model must be financially sus-
tainable; involve customer to better understand their
needs and expectations of a sustainable company
(Boons, Lüdeke-Freund 2013).
Comparable conceptual notions of SBMs do not exist

today (Lüdeke Freund, 2009; Schaltegger et al., 2016) be-
cause sustainable development denotes a process where
ecological, economic and social values are balanced in
continuous action (Lélé, 1991), that is a process that in-
volves inter-organizational networks formed by different
stakeholder (firms, public institutions, banks, entrepre-
neurial and civic associations, etc.) and wider societal
systems (Del Baldo, 2016a).
SBMs archetypes are introduced and categorized to

develop a common language that can be used to acceler-
ate the development of SBMs in research and practice,
such as: maximise material and energy efficiency; create
value from ‘waste’; substitute with renewable and natural
processes; deliver functionality rather than ownership;
adopt a stewardship role; encourage sufficiency; re-purpose
the business for society/environment; and develop scale-up
solutions (Bocken, et al., 2014).
Within the literature strands on sustainable entre-

preneurship and corporate sustainability management
severel connections to corporate sustainability, includ-
ing sustainable innovation, can be found (Boons and
Lüdeke-Freund 2013; Schaltegger et al., 2012).
For achieving sustainability a firm has to transform its

entire business logic; a BMS is built upon the creation of
value to the customers, the value captured by the firm,
and the value to the natural environment (Abdelkafi,
& Täusher, 2015). The BM perspective helps to better
explore and understand how different types of sustain-
able innovations (technological innovation; see Wells,
2008; organizational innovation Birkin, Cashman,
et al. 2009a; 2009b) can be developed (Lovins et al.,
1999; Burritt & Schaltegger, 2010; Charter et al., 2008;
Wells, 2008). Since societal and cultural demands of
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sustainable development evolve outside the economic
sphere, organizational change in business enterprises
(Birkin et al., 2009a, 2009b) they rest on structural or
cultural BM’s attributes or are derived from the external
socio-economic environment or internal organizational
capabilities (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008).
A research agenda on SBMs is provided by Boons &

Lüdeke-Freund (2013) who point out that the empirical
research helps to shed some light on the state-of-the-art
of corporate sustainability management, sustainable
organizational development and sustainable innovation
in daily business (Tukker et al., 2008; Stubbs & Cocklin,
2008), to inquire the extent to which BMs allow, or
hamper, specific types of innovations (Johnson, 2010)
and to demonstrate how to translate social and envir-
onmental value creation into economic profit and
competitive advantage to build the ‘business case for
sustainability’ (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Salzmann
et al., 2005; Schaltegger et al., 2012). Through the
empirical analysis focused on case studies Stubbs &
Cockin (2008) verify that organizations adopting a
SBM must develop internal (structural and cultural)
capabilities to achieve firm-level sustainability and collab-
orate with key stakeholders to achieve sustainability for
the socio-economic and environmental system they
belong to.
The new BMs for sustainability are fashioned through

the interactions between individuals and groups inside
and outside companies (Roome & Louche, 2016). Basing
their research on case studies, authors show the ele-
ments that contributed to a complex process (based on
identifying, translating, embedding, and sharing of trans-
formation) toward SBMs which requires the building of
networks and collaborative practices for learning and
action around a new vision.
Finally, a further stream of literature deals with BMs

related to social value creation (Seelos & Mair, 2005,
2006; Johnson, 2010). Organizational innovations are a
form of corporate self-reflection and corporate social
innovations are providing solutions to alleviate others/
urgent social problems. Changing the focus of value cre-
ation is thus the primary purpose of BM management
and innovation (Seelos & Mair, 2005). The premise is to
develop self-sustaining instead of profit maximizing
businesses, giving space to entrepreneurs and managers to
focus their BMs on social and environmental issues and to
create value for the wide spectrum of stakeholders.

Sustainable business models and sustainable leadership
The way in which SBMs are constructed by actors
involved in value creation is an important topic for
research (Boons & Mendoza, 2010) which has not yet
been sufficiently investigated. With this respect, the sus-
tainable leadership model is strictly linked to SBMs since
entrepreneurial and managerial leadership play a key
role in developing an authentic sustainability-oriented
strategy (Del Baldo, 2016a forthcoming). Leadership has
a crucial role in shaping ethical organisational culture
through leaders’ moral behaviour, corporate mission, vi-
sion and values, ethical criteria for recruiting/selection/
promotions, evaluation processes and monitoring, ethical
training programs, applying ethical values to decision
making, everyday routine and in intra-organisation
procedures and structures (Melé, 2012).
Leadership ethics tend to emphasise the leaders’ be-

havior and their values (Liu, 2007; Kaptein, 2009; Lloyd
& Mey, 2010; Bouckaert, 2011; Hoivik von Weltzien,
2014). Moral leadership is inspired by constitutive moral
elements: innovation, intuition and imagination (Hoivik,
2014). Moral imagination entails perceiving norms,
social roles, and relationships entwined in managerial
decision-making. Moreover, it involves the ability to
envision and evaluate new models that create new possi-
bilities to reframe problems and create new solutions in
ways that are economically viable and morally justifiable
(Werhane, 1999). Moral creativity fosters dynamic and
innovative CSR strategies and actions and is linked to
responsible and sustainable leadership (Visser, 2011;
Von Ahsen, 2015). The organisational culture imbued
with moral leadership enjoys several benefits: under-
standing of the interdependence between stakeholders;
learning environment; respect and trust; cooperation;
responsibility and accountability (Hoivik & Melé, 2009;
Del Baldo, 2016 – forthcoming).
The ability to “walk the talk of morals” is emphasised

when maintaining trustworthiness and model attractive-
ness (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Simons, 1999; Choi &
Mai-Dalton, 1998) and is positively related to charis-
matic and transformational leadership (Choi, 2006; Liu,
2007; Olsen, 2010; Brown, 2011; Palshikar, 2007). Charis-
matic leaders are capable of turning problems into op-
portunities and resources thanks to their ability “to see
the world” differently (Bruni & Sena, 2013; Baldarelli,
2013). They build an energetic and positive attitude
in others and inspire them to do their very best by
creating a common sense of purpose (Shamir et al.,
1993; Cardona, 2000).
The theoretical construct of responsible leadership

is characterised by a multilevel approach that places
the leader, his/her behaviour, attitudes and choices at
the core of the management of a company, a division
or a team (Magni & Pennarola, 2015). Theories on
responsible leadership thus emphasise the importance
of approaching leadership in the context of stake-
holder theory (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Avery &
Bergsteiner, 2011). Responsible leadership requires
leaders to also engage in involving stakeholders with
virtue and integrity to build the best community and
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workplace (Jones, 2014). Therefore, it enables the integra-
tion of the leaders within the stakeholder community. The
competencies of responsible leadership are centered on
communication, involvement of people and creating a
corporate culture based on values and moral convictions
(Magni & Pennarola, 2015).
The responsible leadership model rests on five pillars:

stakeholder consideration and ethical climate; integrity
and justice; role modeling and empowerment; climate
geared toward diversity and inclusion and long term
orientation. Through this model, the responsible leader
triggers a resilience path that guides the company to-
ward sustainable development (Magni & Pennarola,
2015). Accordingly, key factors of leadership style are
the people strategy (the human resources management),
the culture (which enhances the basic values, such as
accountability and transparency). The people strategy is
based on the enterprise conceived as a community of
people. Therefore, its value is measured based on the
commitment in bringing out the skills of employees and
this leads to the virtue of humility (Seligman, 2004).
Responsible leadership may be widespread within busi-
nesses, affecting the different levels: individual (favoring
the passage from “me to us” through collaboration and
shared responsibility); team (through the development of
mutual relations of trust and open communication);
organisation (structuring a coherent vision and a mis-
sion). It rests on the idea that the responsible person
must have flexible thinking (i.e., strategic and systematic)
which includes the dimensions of logic (to sort, select,
plan), ethics (foresight, transparency and perseverance)
and aesthetics. Therefore, it requires specific cardinal
virtues, such as prudence and courage (Sansone, 2014;
Melé, 2009) which are relevant in the business context
both at the individual and organizational level (Baldarelli,
2005; Ruisi, 2010; Del Baldo, 2013).
These virtues are cardinal because they are related to

the human faculties that determine the structure from
which decisions are made. In this sense, fortitude (cour-
age) is competence for operating decisions; prudence
(practical wisdom) is competence for predicting; temper-
ance (moderation) (the habit of self-control) is compe-
tence for evaluation and justice (friendship) is integrity
for action (Bastons, 2008).
Finally, the theoretical construct of sustainable

leadership stresses the leadership role in creating a
social capital (Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011) through
cultivating a way of being and acting immersed in
sustainability values and a dynamic, inclusive and
collaborative process. Therefore, the leader’s role
does not rest in guiding others, but in guiding with
the others (Burns, Vaught, Bauman 2015) as a result
of sharing the values of sustainability inside and out-
side of the company.
Drawing from these literature frameworks, we then
derive the second proposition: “sustainable business
models derives from sustainable leadership models,
which encompasses transformational, responsible, ethical/
moral and values/virtues-driven leadership”.
Sustainable business model through sustainable
and virtues-driven leadership: The SGR experience
Methodology
As mentioned in the introduction, the research design
has been developed through a deductive and inductive
approach. The first one was based on the analysis of the
literature contributions on BM, SMB and sustainable
leadership, while the inductive method is based on
the analysis of significant research cases (Yin, 2003;
Eisenhardt, 1989; Naumes & Naumes, 2006) which is
presented in the following sections. The case is related to
the SGR Group, an Italian company which has been se-
lected for its excellence in the CSR and sustainability-
oriented strategies and actions (Baldarelli & Del Baldo
2013; Baldarelli et al., 2014). As mentioned in the previous
sections the empirical research helps to understand the
state-of-the-art of corporate sustainability management
(Tukker et al., 2008; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008), to inquire
the extent to which the SBM drives change (Johnson,
2010) and to demonstrate how to translate social and en-
vironmental value creation into economic profit and com-
petitive advantage (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Salzmann
et al., 2005; Schaltegger et al., 2012).
The study of the case follows the action research

approach (Benbasat et al., 1987) which is considered
particularly useful to improve knowledge in the field of
social and environmental research (Contrafatto, 2011;
Spence & Gray, 2008; Bebbington et al., 2009) by
addressing attention to corporate characteristics (size,
industry, profit or financial performance), contextual
factors (country of origin and relative variety of social,
political and legal factors, social and political change,
economic cycles, cultural, specific events, media pres-
sure, stakeholders power) and internal organizational
factors (i.e., company chair and board of directors’ orien-
tation, corporate structure and governance procedures;
stakeholder involvement; perceived costs and benefits)
which influence managers’ decisions to adopt sustain-
ability strategies and reporting (Adams, 2002). The ac-
tion researcher does not stand as an independent
observer, but he/she becomes a participant; accordingly,
the process of change becomes the object of research
(Bensasat et al., 1987). This circumstance is particularly
useful in the construction of theory in complex situa-
tions (Westbrook, 1994) such us the business contexts
(Argyris, 1985; Sankaran & Tay, 2003) and the
organizational change (Kotnour, 2001).
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Starting from 2010 the researchers (belonging to two
different Italian university) have been involved in the
SGR implementation of the sustainability report and in
research projects aimed at analysing: the stakeholder
engagement process of the Group; how CSR and sus-
tainability orientation affected/affects the organizational
culture and climate; how it modified/modifies the mis-
sion and the governance system and, recently, how it
affects the leadership style and the BM (this research
path is still ongoing).
Accordingly, different tools have been used to gather

data: semi-structured interviews addressed to the presi-
dent (Mrs. M. Dionigi) and the management team (i.e.
the Chief Financial Officer and CSR manager) and more
than 10 managers (responsible of the different business
areas and departments) and 30 internal collaborators
directly or indirectly involved in CSR and environmental
strategies during monthly company visits (from 2009 till
2016, August); the consultation of corporate websites;
document analysis (board of directors minutes, sustain-
ability reports, corporate history books, leaflets relating
to sustainability initiatives and projects promoted) and
the direct observation and informal conversations
among people involved in focus groups workshops, sem-
inars, round table and congress focused on the CSR and
sustainability issues in which we participated during the
planning and execution stages. In total, more than 600 h
of interviews and direct encounters have been carried
out. Information has been transcripted, validated and
subject to a coding process.

Company profile
SGR (Società Gas Rimini) Group is a multi-utility and
family-owned company, unlisted, based in Italy, with a
long experience in gas distribution (Rimondini, 2009). It
was founded in 1956 by A. Domeniconi as the first
company in the Emilia Romagna Region dedicated to
the distribution of gas for heating and household use
with the most innovative plants in Europe. In 1970
these plants were connected to the national methane
gas pipeline SNAM.
In over 50 years of business activity, SGR Rimini has

grown steadily through acquisitions, the winning of ten-
ders, and strategies for sector diversification. The Group
includes several companies and serves respectively 46
municipalities in Italy and 39 in Bulgaria; it has more
than 215,000 and 1,351 clients in Italy and Bulgaria. In
2014, SGR Group reached a turnover of over 216 million
Euro, had 358 employees and obtained a ROI (Return of
Investment) rate of 11.60% and a ROE (Return on
Equity) rate of 12.13%.
Since 1998 the Group has adopted the 9001 system for

quality certification (upgraded to Vision 2000 and ISO
9001 standard in the following years). In 2010 it obtained
the ISO 14001 (Environmental Management System) and
the BS OHSAS 18001 (Occupational Health and Safety
Management System) certifications. Its business areas
include: sale and distribution of natural gas and electric
energy; energy service and assistance in Italy and abroad;
assembly and maintenance of solar and conditioning
plants and sources of renewable energy; utilities technology
and a congress centre.
In 2005 (through an international tender adjudication)

begin to construct a gas network for domestic and in-
dustrial use in Bulgaria. During its first years the subsid-
iary City-gas Bulgaria won prestigious awards for its
contribution to sustainability in the energy sector. In
2010 SGR acquired the company Technoterm Bulgaria
and was funded for the Trakia Project by EBRD/BERS –
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development -
and Banca Intesa San Paolo. In 2006 SGR Group
won the “Milano Finanza Creatori di Valore” award.
Recently, the Group started to distribute methane
gas in the Italian isles of Sardinia and started a
partnership with the leading Russian methane gas
company GasProm.
SGR’s mission, governance and accountability
The SGR Group has always considered corporate social
responsibility and sustainability an integral part of its
mission, values, and core strategies. Since 2008, it has
implemented processes, tools and procedures which
represent pieces of a single mosaic of responsible and
sustainable business management. The choice of draw-
ing up a sustainability report (the first one was adopted
in 2011) is part of an evolving process addressed to re-
sponsibility and sustainability started years ago and
based on a multiplicity of tools (such as the management
and control model for the prevention of corporate
crimes – Italian D.lgs 231/01; the ethical code intro-
duced in 2008; the balanced scorecard approach, the
business process reengineering) aimed at improving the
commitment to stakeholders, enriching the stakeholders
dialogue, rethinking the company’s aims by pursuing a
balance among economic, social, environmental and
ethical performance and renewing its business model.
The mission of SGR states: “We are known as an in-

novative and dynamic multi-utilities company, respectful
of the environment which is greatly tied to the territory
and the community”. The mission is structured around
the following “milestones”: a) the values profile of the
founders and the top management team; and b) an
attention to CSR, taking care of the surrounding area,
the local community and the environment, the develop-
ment of human resources, service, transparency and
social relations, and the centrality of dialogue with the
stakeholders.
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As gathered from the interviews and meetings with the
top management and various employees and collaborators,
it emerges that SGR puts ideas, strategies and actions
before two questions: “Are we dealing with an effective
answer with regards the evident or latent expectations of
one or more categories of stakeholder?” It “wants to be the
company of trust for its clients and the best place in which
to work”.
The SGR Group’s governance is composed of the

Board of Directors, that involves 5 members. In the daily
activity the decision-making process is orientated by the
President (a woman) and the General Director (a man).
A specific working group promoted a path of stake-
holders dialogue and stakeholders engagement which
constitute the essential traits of “SGR’s way of being”. To
respond to and contemporise the stakeholders interests,
in the last years SGR has implemented a stakeholders
engagement plan, which includes diverse tools of con-
sultation and communication. Mention can be made of
Intranet, accessible at all corporate levels; an internal
blog; a newsletter; employee satisfaction questionnaires;
informative brochures; company notice boards; plenary
meetings (once or twice a year) and monthly meetings.
Democratic nature, trust and a relational logic are
founding principles that have been put into motion in
governing the SGR Group. The CSR Manager, intro-
duced since 2010, represents a “corporate presidium”
of sustainability, a sort of “relational engine” for the
stakeholders engagement and dialogue, who collabo-
rates and interacts on a daily basis with the President
and other offices.
Accordingly, with reference to the accountability, the

sustainability report (GRI, 2013 -G4) is a driver aimed to
support a progressive process which incorporates shared
principles, actions and practices of management and
sustainable corporate governance.
A summary of commitments to the projects used to

internally and externally implement sustainability among
collaboration with stakeholders is summed up in the fol-
lowing table (Table 1) with reference to the categories of
employees, clients and suppliers, the environment, and
institutions and the community.
Finally, among the several projects addressed to client,

supplier, employees, local and international community and
environment (Baldarelli et al., 2014) one should remark a
wide range of activities and in particular: the educational
projects addressed to the new generations, developed in
collaboration with the local schools and aimed to create
and reinforce the students’ environmental and responsible
education1; the conciliation projects of work-life time (i.e.
the “enteprise butler”; the summer camps for the children
of employees; the “babies in the office”); the market at km
zero for domestic spending of employees; the time flexibil-
ity and the corporate wellness projects.
Improving SGR’s sustainable business model
Recently (during 2016) the Group started a project
aimed at assessing the virtues anchor of its values among
the middle and top management (first step) and within
all employees (second step). The project - promoted by
a group formed by the CFO, the CSR officer, the Presi-
dent and the university researchers - is being developed
as a “play” based on sharing common reflection using a
model which is represented as a wheel with three
concentric circles. In the outer one there are the Group’s
areas (finance, communications, operations, organization,
strategy, planning and control, innovations, human
resources management and informative system) and their
subdivisions, while in the central one seven virtues
(Prudence, Fortitude, Justice, Temperance, Faith,
Hope, Charity) and seven vices (ride, avarice, envy,
lust, gluttony, wrath and sloth) are included. This
“simple” tool is used to capture the leading virtues and
values that affect the personal and organization behav-
iors in the daily activities within the different business
area, to bring them out and, by a process of dialogue
based on personal relationship and meetings, to share
and improve individual and company’s virtues and
“combat” vices (Fig. 1).
Specifically, its implementation over the next

months (but taking into account a medium-long per-
spective) will drive changes in the way of working
and doing business.
In the following part some statements derived from

interviews and informal conversations with the SGR
CFO and the CSR officer, summarize the main as-
pects of the evolution over time of the SGR’s business
models.

“We chose to adopt a different business model, namely
a patient business model. Over the years we have
favored investments that will bear fruits (in terms of
economic, social and environmental performances) in
the medium to long term, beyond more than 3 years,
such as the awareness-raising and environmental
education projects addressed to schools and the
research projects with local universities, or the several
initiatives that we share with local stakeholders
through a plurality of networks in which we took part.
Another example of this approach is the new company
– Sherden – aimed to introduce the methane gas in
Sardinia or the agreement with GazProm allowing us
to participate in an international table and to think of
a start-up in the chemical sector to introduce
sustainable innovation (“the chemical that works”)
through a project on the bacteria contained in natural
gas. This investment did not start on the basis of a
budget, but on the basis of a shared idea (SGR Group
CFO, March 3rd, 2016).



Table 1 SGR sustainability-driven paths

Commitment Actions

Increase interviews with people
Increase the training and awareness of employees regarding the
themes of safety
Implement the training scheme and apply it to all members of the
companies
Increase internal communication
Develop activities to reconcile Life and Work
Diffusion of the culture of Sustainability and a corporate atmosphere
based on shared values

2005. Introduction of a survey on the internal climate and a
questionnaire to assess satisfaction
2010. Increasing total number of training hours (internal and
external training)
2011. Restyling company intranet and provision of an area dedicated
to sustainability, which allows members to send suggestions and
advice about improving corporate sustainability.
2010. Area and plenary meetings to discuss the results of the survey
and plan actions for improvement
2011. The Mia Voce Project: dedicated to employees’ messages and
suggestions. Each month, in agreement with the management, a
theme is proposed and selected to start new project aimed at life
and work reconciliation
2011. Initiatives regarding information and awareness about sustainability
aimed at internal and external members of the Group.

Environment

Adopt new guidelines and procedures relative to environmental
management

2010. ISO 14001 System of Environmental Management
BS OHSAS 18001 Health and Safety Management Systems

Increase the activity of awareness about energy saving use

Rationalize energy consumption in Bulgaria

2011. “M’illumino di meno”. National initiative aimed at making people
aware of an intelligent use of electric energy
2011. Relations with schools, public institutions and universities were
strengthened through the organisation and promotion of the theme of
energy efficiency (i.e. through the project “Renewable Energy and Emission
Reduction”, promoted by the Municipality of Rimini).
2011. Citygas becomes the official representative in the Bulgaria in raising
awareness on energy saving and energy efficiency.

Community and Institutions

Make channels of communication coherent and transparent, drawing
inspiration from the values of Sustainable Development and the
participation demands of all interlocutors (clients, suppliers,
employees and territory)
Promotion of a dialogue with local, national and international
institutions
Management of plants in the territory and protection of the biodiversity
of the landscape
Support to the community
Partnership with local, national and international actors

2011. New SGR Services website, company profile, sales leaflets, Calendar
and Diary; New layout of Clients’ Offices
2011. Energy Efficiency Project in Bulgaria with the EBRD- European Bank
for Reconstruction and Development and the Ministry of Bulgaria
Project “Natura 2000” http://www.natura.org/
Contribution in favour of the Health Authority of Rimini;
Collaborations and partnership with schools, universities (Bologna, Rimini,
Milano-Bocconi), local research centers and other educational bodies in
work-related learning projects.
Support to many cultural, civic, sport organisation, onlus, national and
international ONG (donations, funds, free usage of company’s structure
and time and skills of the employees

Customer/Supplier

Define systems of periodic surveys to assess the degree of client
satisfaction
Maintain and develop the activity of information aimed at saving
Energy, protecting the environment and safety.
Promotion of Energy Efficiency in the final uses
Promoting respect from suppliers for the principles which have
inspired the Organizational Model of the SGR Group.
Support the development of eco-sustainability purchasing processes
Define and promote supplier assessment systems

2010. Half-yearly interviews conducted by the Authorities for Electric
Energy and Gas.
Internal interviews has been launched and carried out to clients who
have had recent dealings with the companies of the SGR Group
2010. Distribution of Water Conservation Kits to clients
2010. Making end users aware of responsible energy consumption.
2011. Requested adhesion to the Group’s principles
Electronic negotiation tools to replace traditional paper-based processes
2011. The launch of the development of a project for supplier assessment

People (employees)
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“With the project “cultural innovation and leadership:
vices and virtues in corporate governance” SGR
questions to understand what are its virtues and its
vices, to identify critical points and strengths. The idea
is to use this model to improve the governance and
leadership and renew the business model. We want to
match this model with the Swot analysis, not by
reasoning more in terms of sectors of a matrix, but
using a flexible tool, based on dialogue and personal
relationships, on the involvement of every employee, to
activate a thoughtful reflections circuit that gives
support to the follow-up and that enables us to
improve the business model by identifying the hidden
drivers that generate sustainable value (social
economic and environmental value) from the ethical
foundations, namely the “soft skills”. We believe that
leadership is crucial with respect to the governance
and determines a strong pattern and an effective

http://www.natura.org/


Fig. 1 SGR’s virtues and vicious in management perspective
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business model. Governance guides the strategy,
which in turn guides the operations (marketing,
technology, etc.)” (CFO SGR Group, May 17th, 2016).

“We want to leave a little more for all the future from
today: this is the declination of the virtue of prudence,
which we share, as well as sloth or apathy is
interpreted as resistance to change and justice (in top
down, bottom up and cross relations) is understood as
the recognition and appreciation of each other’s work
and working together. Still, temperance in the
relationship means to us the most appropriate way to
correct the choices and actions of collaborators; charity
as care for each other in the extent of the resources
used and through a real dialogue; avarice as the
absence of generosity; envy as inability to share the
good of others; the throat as the inability to gain
satisfaction from current achievements and sloth as
difficulty in questioning and abandon one’s comfort
zones” (SGR CSR Officer, May 17th, 2016).

“We want to reward the virtues, not only through
monetary awards, but also in terms of valuation and
esteem. This project and the model upon which it is
found help us to rediscover daily work as a responsible
and sustainable game. The model also becomes a
gaming tool to create interaction with schools. At the
end of the project a reframe of the companies values
and virtues will be made through a questionnaire
aimed at understanding what virtues are shared,
which are present or absent in the company, which
stimuli were developed, and what has changed in the
daily behavior of each person and in the corporate
culture” (SGR Group CEO, May 17th, 2016).
After the presentation of the case, in the next para-
graph we are going to discuss the most relevant findings
drawn from the analysis.

Discussion
In SGR the core values (reciprocity, transparency, integ-
rity, coherence, efficiency; sustainability, personal re-
sponsibility, respect and valuing people, quality of
suppliers) constitute the first level in orienting towards
CSR and sustainability, fostering social cohesion and
favouring a pathway of social innovation (Martin &
Osberg, 2007; Miller et al., 2012; Nicholls & Murdock,
2012; EU-Commission, 2012); shared by stakeholders
(local public institutions, non profit and civic organiza-
tions, schools and universities, etc.) which is summed up
in the sustainability report (Baldarelli et al., 2014).
The interviews addressed to the company heads stress

how these values (professionalism, dedication to work,
simplicity in colleague relations and reliability, which are
firstly experienced by the owners, the president (a
woman) and the top management - are spread through-
out the entire organization, thus reinforcing SGR’s
corporate culture. Furthermore, they are shared and
embedded in the relationships between employees and
external stakeholders.
In an interview with the President of the Group – a

charismatic leader and reference point for the company
- supported by the CFO’s transformational style of lead-
ership - values emerge which have been inherited from
the founders and interpreted by the actual leader in co-
herence with the changed internal and external environ-
mental context. She started working in the company
from the bottom and thanks to her passion, humility,
spirit of sacrifice and a great capacity for listening and
interacting, she became the President. Her relational
approach has been translated into the principle of the
“door being open” to each collaborator. As she said: “I
acted as a friend” now “it is the company which acts as a
friend”. Before (but even now) we were and are still a
family”. The centrality of relations lies in the centrality
of the person: “Over the years the organization has be-
come less hierarchical and increasingly more orientated
towards team work, aiming to seek a dynamic balance
between singular dimension and plural dimension”
(SGR President, 2013).
Accordingly, the words of the chief operating and fi-

nancial executive officer testify to an exciting corporate
development taking place over the years (Rimondini,
2009) thanks to great entrepreneurial skills, and the cha-
risma and dynamism of the founder and his successor
(the actual female President).
The responsibility and sustainability orientation influ-

ence the micro-organizational processes, the SGR exter-
nal relationships and its way to generate value trough a
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business model based on a participative process and
fair relationships with stakeholders. Through to the
relationship-based approach driven by the female
president and shared by the CFO, SGR has a strong
closeness to its clients and to all stakeholders; it is
able to listen, interpret and provide a reply to their
respective expectations. Moreover, due to the central-
ity of values and relationships, and the rootedness,
the Group can be appreciated as a company “of the
territory” (Del Baldo, 2010) which spreads the culture
of sustainability and the common good within the
socio-economic fabric through a wide variety of initia-
tives and new projects.
The leadership does not drive the company in the face

of short-term results but casts his gaze away to business
development in the long run (Rhode, 2006). Further-
more, it emphasizes mutual trust and growth based on
transparency and corporate reputation. SGR “wants to
be the company you trust to its customers and the best
place to work” (SGR Groups President, May 2015).
Conclusion
One central goal for companies nowadays is to create
shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011). Scholars increas-
ingly recognise that business contributions to sustainable
development are founded in new business models
(Roome & Louche 2016). Literature identifies many
SBMs whose common elements are: the importance of
achieving partnership with local organizations, the focus
on pre-existent skills of the company, the value creation
process in the value constellation, the development of
innovative distribution models. Moreover, different con-
tributions point out the need for social innovation and
the fact that CSR suffers from a lack of radical
innovation.
Accordingly, the question if and to what degree today’s

companies are already implementing SBMs becomes
more and more relevant, as well as how do firms
connect the elements of a BM to their innovation
attempts. With respect to these priorities, attention on
how sustainability is constructed by actors involved in
value creation and on how can they encourage
changes in the way companies operate to ensure
greater sustainability represent an important topic for
research (Boons & Mendoza, 2010) that has been
addressed under the theoretical and empirical per-
spective through this work.
Specifically, the case-analysis confirms the validity of

the propositions emerged from the literature review:

Prop. 1: “the coherence among mission, governance
and accountability is a key driver for effective business
models”. (Matacena, 2010).
Prop 2: “sustainable business models derive from and
are characterized by sustainable leadership models,
which encompassed transformational, responsible,
ethical/moral and values-virtues driven leadership” that
are concretely implemented and not only theorized”
(Bastons, 2008; Magni & Pennarola, 2015).

The SGR case exemplifies a resilience capability de-
rived from a sustainable business model (SBMs) where
innovation and the improvement of the BM is activated
through relationships among internal and external stake-
holders and are supported by an ethical-based trans-
formational leadership model which, in turn, derives
from and nurtures the coherence among the mission-
governance and accountability model.
In SGR sustainability orientation is the answer to a

background of social responsibility and possible intrinsic
motivation. Key distinctive aspects of the Group (and
strengths) are the authentic and continuous engagement
with stakeholders, and in particular with local communi-
ties, networks, schools and universities and the sustain-
able, transformational and ethical-based model of
leadership. SGR a leading actor within the local (but also
national and international) socio-economic fabric it
belongs to and it drives the evolution and innovation of
many actors. SGR wishes to be the leading actor in the
improvement of the quality of life of a community. The
relation-based and values/virtues based approach pro-
moted by the leadership facilitates the growth of the
company and the sustainability-driven process, reinforce
the intrinsic motivations and favors changes over time
(Bastons, 2008).
Accordingly, it can be said that the SGR Group is a

sustainable company, based on a sustainable business
models, thanks to the leadership model, who has in-
spired a variety of CSR and sustainability-oriented pro-
jects during the years and has firmly desired to
implement the sustainability report. In other words, the
leadership model is a transformational one and is di-
rected to a virtues-based and sustainable leadership
model which support the renewing and improving of the
business model toward sustainability (Simons, 1999).
Despite the limitations related to the use of a qualitative

approach, based on a single case study, and to the fact the
research is still in progress, the works have implications
both on the scientific and managerial/operational level. In
fact previous studies did not address this topic using two-
fold interpretive keys (sustainability business model and
virtues-based/ethical based and sustainable leadership); at
the same time, the research project contributes to improve
the learning of the sustainability-oriented process and
sustainable leadership in the real business context, thus
opening new trajectories, we hope, for the fruitful
convergence between theory and practice.
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Endnotes
1We can cite projects for kindergartens, elementary

and middle children which involved more than 5,000
students aimed at educating to eco-energy, nutrition,
civic sense, the creative and artistic development.
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