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ABSTRACT

PURPOSE: For SMEs, the rate of business failure is alarmingly high. At the same time, the digital revolution has 
substantially changed the present business environment and put pressure on SMEs to reflect on their current strategy to 
achieve sustainable business growth. This study therefore attempts to conceptualise an advanced technology-oriented Triple 
Bottom Line (TBL) layout to configure a smart sustainable business growth model for SME’s long-term survival. 

DESIGN/METHODOLOGY/APPROACH: A systematic analysis of the literature has been executed to analyse the smart 
sustainable growth configuration triggered by recent technological advancements, in which over 355 publications have been 
read and reviewed by the authors. The study explores the concept of digital performance to fill the void of “technological 
advancement for a sustainable solution” as an element in TBL, which is seen as an obstacle that prevents SMEs from being 
smartly sustainable. Here, validity was aimed at through sampling articles based on established guidelines.
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FINDINGS: The outcomes of the study successfully established an adjusted paradigm, the SQBL (Smart Quadruple Bottom 
Line), with the inclusion of digital performance. The study showed that the strategic convergence of social, economic, 
environmental, and digital performances has the potential to enable SMEs to survive in the long term. In addition, the 
analysis detected probable measurements for digital performance.

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS/IMPLICATIONS: Prior empirical attempts are subsequently required to inquire about the 
proposed conceptualisation from different perspectives.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS: This study also indicates that decision-makers, with the efficient implementation of the 
SQBL, could use the understanding given for their required actions to retain SMEs’ strategic edge or even competitive 
advantage in terms of economic, social, environmental, and digital (advance technology) concerns. This could prove to be 
beneficial for guiding SMEs to enhance business efficiency and use data-driven decision-making.

SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS: It may encourage building a community of agility, innovation, and collaboration based on the 
concept of the SQBL, and guide the attainment of the objectives related to climate change.

ORIGINALITY/VALUE: This article is the first to analyse digital performance as a new dimension of the TBL layout to 
achieve smart sustainable growth for SMEs. The SQBL platform promises to contribute significantly to the success of more 
comprehensive and sustainable SMEs, as well as to extend the current literature on sustainability and digitalisation.

KEYWORDS: Innovation; Digital Performance; SDGs; Society 5.0; SME; Sustainable Growth; TBL

INTRODUCTION
The importance of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in economic growth is becoming more 
widely recognised. According to the World Trade Organization (WTO) (2016), SMEs account for more 
than 90% of business establishments, around 70% of jobs, and 55% of GDP in advanced economies.  
In this regard, this segment also contributes up to 40% of GDP in developing economies and provides 
70% of occupational opportunities (World Bank, 2018). SMEs also make up more than 99% of all 
enterprises in the EU-27 and contribute more than 66% of total jobs (Rotar et al., 2019). Therefore, it is 
important for this segment to remain smartly competitive in the current market and achieve long-term 
survival. Unfortunately, although there is a massive establishment of SMEs, the rate of failure is also 
alarmingly high. According to several reports, nearly half of SMEs fail within the first five years of 
operation, with nearly two-thirds failing within the first ten years (SBA, 2014; DeGeest et al., 2017). 
Yusoff et al.’s (2018) review also indicates, even in the absence of credible evidence, the failure rate of 
SMEs is extremely concerning for the economy. In addition, a significant increase in the failure rate of 
SMEs under the COVID-19 pandemic of almost 9 percentage points is recorded in the latest Kalemli-
Özcan et al. (2020) report. At this juncture, academic debate is focused on the quest for an acceptable 
growth paradigm for SMEs (Islam et al., 2021a; Salder et al., 2020).

Considering the scenario, many scholars emphasise the idea of sustainability in business 
strategy that can promote innovation, mitigate risks, and develop values for both SMEs and 
the community (Moore and Manring, 2009; Porter and Derry, 2012; Schaltegger and Wagner, 
2017). We believe that integration of the idea of sustainability inside vision, mission, goals, and 
objectives is critical for the formulation of competitive advantage leading to a firm’s business 
success (Cantele and Zardini, 2018). At this juncture, sustainability in business is rooted in the 
idea that implementing such strategies enhances a firm’s longevity (Depken and Zeman, 2018) 
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without compromising the requirements of the near future (Gimenez et al., 2012). Because of this 
direction, at present, consideration of Triple Bottom Line (TBL), which is basically an accounting 
theory, is a core component of almost every sustainable business model aiming for a firm’s long-
term survival (Tarnanidis et al., 2016; Tate and Bals, 2018). In reality, TBL is a transformation 
framework for organisations that expands business success metrics to embrace approaches to 
ecological health, communal wellbeing, and economic success (Slaper and Hall, 2011). Here, the 
strategy of reinforcing the natural, social, and economic structures within the success mechanism 
of SMEs is the essence of a sustained form of business growth. Many studies, such as Khan and 
Naeem (2018), Hussain et al. (2018), and Muñoz-Pascual et al. (2019) have used the TBL layout to 
analyse the sustainable growth or performance of SMEs, but most of them are only able to scratch 
the top of the entire scenario. In fact, a smart structural conceptualisation, capable of untangling 
prospective directions applicable to the achievement of a strategic competitive gain of SMEs in 
terms of the convergence of sustainability and advanced technology, has not, in reality, yet been 
delivered to our best understanding.

John Elkington (1994) framed the TBL to demonstrate that an enterprise should be run in a 
manner that not only makes a profit but also benefits the lives of people and the world. Interestingly, 
the idea of a TBL-oriented sustainable business outline has been extensively debated, particularly 
with an emphasis on three bottom lines that define sustainable business achievements (Islam and 
Wahab, 2021). Norman and MacDonald (2004) argue that the TBL cannot be saved merely by 
softening its claims: the direction is deceptive and can serve as a smokescreen for companies to 
avoid more positive communal and ecological results. Later, Elkington (2018) also indicates a 
major limitation of TBL that it can sometimes be difficult to turn gears or set priorities between 
social, economic, and environmental requirements or goals. At this point, the study of Sridhar and 
Jones (2013) also agrees about the weaknesses of the TBL approach, which is the absence of an 
effective adjustment mechanism between those dimensions. The authors also condemn the lack 
of emphasis on processes in the TBL approach and highlight the need for more integrated output 
representation. In addition, Osburg (2017) claims that, in the future, the communal dimension will 
become at least as important as the ecological dimension, and the explanation for this is our world’s 
continuing digitalisation. In reality, we are running towards an economy powered by advanced 
technology that is increasingly governed and operated by digital algorithms. On a different note, the 
TBL-focused business model also faces criticism and calls for smart renewal regarding the strategic 
shortcomings to endure the COVID-19 pandemic (Di Vaio et al., 2020; Hakovirta and Denuwara, 
2020). As an outcome of debates, the scholastic works of Alibašić (2018), Bertella (2019), and 
Zawawi and Wahab (2019) contend the requirement for the explicit inclusion of the new dimensions 
of TBL; however, none of them considers the incorporation of the dynamics dependent on advanced 
technology in the outline.

We have seen a growing and pressing need for conventional firms to move to smarter methods 
of process execution (Caputo et al., 2021). In this direction, using digital technology, such as 
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Cloud Computing, Artificial Intelligence, IoT, Big-data Analytics, Blockchain, Augmented Reality, 
and Social Networks with the information and automation, SMEs may explore new business 
markets and optimisation possibilities leading to their success or growth (Bharadwaj et al., 2013; 
Fitzgerald et al., 2014; Khin and Ho, 2019). Here, different digital technology can help minimise 
costs and save time and energy, especially for businesses struggling with lower manufacturing 
volumes, confronting reduced demand and bargaining power, and having less internal competence 
to cope with dynamic business conditions. In fact, many decision-makers in various sectors have 
recognised that their companies’ potential success or loss would be determined by how they react 
to recent digitalisation challenges (Bughin, 2017). By 2023, IDC (2019) hopes that at least 50% 
of global GDP will be digitalised. To drive these new digital projects forward, organisations will 
spend an unprecedented US$2.3 trillion in suitable next-generation technologies over the next five 
years alone. Latest initiatives by OECD governments to strengthen the level of SME expertise for 
technology adoption develop digital connectivity and strengthen SME links to global technology, 
and innovation networks have converged (OECD, 2019). 

Kiron and Unruh’s (2018) review lays the groundwork for our conceptualisation that 
digitalisation and sustainability are two of the most important industry platforms in today’s corporate 
setting. Examples of these two trends interacting within the organisational premise range from clean 
innovation to greening manufacturing practices to shaping a firm’s brand image as a sustainable 
enterprise. Furthermore, the digitalisation of SMEs can have an effect on the achievement of the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Zhanna and Yana, 2020). From one 
perspective, it will provide firms with the resources they need to ensure the implementation and 
incorporation of economic, social, and environmental dimensions, as well as ensure and increase 
effectiveness, operational accountability, and system quality (Kardos, 2012; Pucihar et al., 2019). 
This direction demands to embrace the synergy of digital technology with the strategic outline of 
SMEs in terms of sustainable outcomes. However, the recent digitalisation process is the nethermost 
exciting sustainability-oriented transition to counter the sustainable business accomplishments 
(Isensee et al., 2020; Knudsen et al., 2021). We cannot neglect the fact that the wider influence 
of digital technology as a driver for the smart transition within SMEs is radically altering our 
understanding of the TBL as a guiding principle for achieving balanced and inclusive growth. 
The study of Shdifat et al. (2021) clearly explains how using digital technology (e.g., Big-data 
Analytics, IoT) could aid in the establishment of long-term growth outcomes based on the TBL 
approach. Simply put, greater resource connectivity through digital technologies provides greater 
insight into activities and allows for improved decision-making, effectively assisting business firms 
in achieving a larger picture of sustainability end objectives. In reality, the nexus between the digital 
form of technology and sustainable business layout shows excellent, yet not exposed, possibilities 
to promote a transition towards sustainable business growth configurations.

However, very limited attempts have been made to incorporate multiple strategic 
considerations, such as TBL’s sustainable business layout and technological complexities, to provide 
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a more appropriate and coherent overview of the long-term survival or growth phase of SMEs. 
Therefore, in developing a consensus of the mentioned arguments, the objective of this paper is to  
enhance the TBL concept by introducing the fresh idea of integrating the dimension of digital 
performance leading to the adjusted paradigm of sustainable business growth: the Smart Quadruple 
Bottom Line (SQBL). We believe that analysis of the above mentioned objective will satisfy our 
research question on how the integration of digital performance inside the TBL layout can help to 
achieve sustainable business growth. This study argues that this recently evolved SQBL paradigm 
may provide SMEs with a more effective, detailed, resilient, and smart sustainable business growth 
model to achieve success in today’s demanding climate. Here, the word “Smart” essentially refers 
to its adjusted compatibility with digital technology in this conceptualisation.

The overriding motivation of this article, however, is to introduce an holistic socio-technical 
direction to the ongoing array of studies on transdisciplinary approaches to business sustainability. 
Here, we try to galvanise the entire framing of this paper from the essence of Society 5.0 promoted 
by the Japanese Government in April 2016 (Fukuda, 2020). It is about building a world that blends 
digital transition with higher values and resources, aiming to create a richer existence that will 
support the community in a structure that incorporates cyberspace and physical space in a fully 
interconnected fashion (Deguchi, 2020). The idea of Society 5.0 can create a digital performance-
oriented framework that creates SMEs with new opportunities to compete in the global economy, 
innovate and expand in the face of greater sustainable achievements. 

The section that follows will examine the study’s methodology before delving into the ideas 
of sustainable business growth, the conceptualisation of digital performance, and measurements. 
The study question will then be resolved using a recently invented paradigm known as the Smart 
Quadruple Bottom Line (SQBL), which acts as a direction for SME’s long-debated sustainable 
growth outline. Aligned with the note, we, the authors, are also seeking to clarify the contribution of 
our proposed SQBL concept to the SDGs and Paris Agreement prism. In addition to the application 
of this conceptualisation, the value of adaptive governance has also been examined. 

METHODOLOGY
This systematic literature review-based conceptualisation embraces more than 500 peer-reviewed 
articles in the methodological process. Recommended directions for a systematic literature review 
have also been followed (Hart, 2001) by (a) identifying information sources, (b) identifying related 
research articles, and (c) identifying reviews of focused items. We started by selecting several 
major databases, such as Web of Science (WoS), SCOPUS, Emerald, ScienceDirect, Springer, 
JSTOR, Sage, Wiley, and MDPI. The database selection process was influenced by some previous 
review studies on a similar context. This variation of databases helped us to compile a detailed list 
of articles that were important. At this juncture, selective keywords, such as firm growth, SME, 
sustainability, digitalisation, advanced technology, and TBL (Triple Bottom Line), assisted search 
engines in finding related articles. However, searches were not limited to these keywords. 
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We then classified all the papers into five sections: 

(a) keywords; 
(b) unit of analysis; 
(c) data collection approach; 
(d) technique (conceptual vs. empirical); and 
(e) theory. 

We screened the papers based on their subject importance as determined by reading their 
abstracts and, in some cases, reading the complete articles. We established that 355 articles had a 
reasonable connection with the direction of study. Following the systematic evaluation process, we 
established several pertinent themes:

(a) sustainable business growth; 
(b) technology in business; 
(c) sustainability in business; 
(d) digitalisation in SMEs; 
(e) technology-driven business sustainability; 
(f) Sustainable Development Goals and SMEs; and 
(g) miscellaneous. 

Reliability was sought in this literature review by addressing Hart’s (2001) methodological 
measures. Three researchers conducted the literature review and each phase was addressed before 
and after to improve inter-rater reliability during the analysis (Seuring and Müller, 2008). At the 
same time, validity was targeted by sampling papers based on existing criteria (Hart, 2001; Okoli, 
2015), and constructs were compared inside and outside the field of study from previously published 
literature reviews (Fagerberg et al., 2012). In addition, continuing academic work on this analysis 
was also discussed at conferences and workshops, encouraging other scholars to comment on the 
work-in-progress process. 

SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS GROWTH
As a sign of achievement, the concept of growth is an important focus in entrepreneurship studies 
or investigations, in the field of economic research as a further contribution to the economic 
outline, and strategic management studies as the firm’s primary objective. Sustainable growth 
from a financial point of view denotes growth under the financial limits of the company (Alayemi 
and Akintoye, 2015) without increasing the financial leverage outline (Ross et al., 2010). Harmon 
et al. (2009) characterise it as the potential of the firm to accomplish its aims and the worth of 
shareholders by a deliberate attempt to implement policies related to economic, financial, and social 
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practices. Stefanikova et al. (2015) describe sustainable growth as a long-term view of a company’s 
sustainability. Again, research by Yusoff et al. (2018) aims to conceptualise sustainable growth of 
SMEs as growth in self-sufficiency by achieving financial targets and results that are consistent over 
time within the abilities or capacities of the businesses, while affirming and preserving potential 
achievements without jeopardising their long-term existence. 

Sustainable SME growth implies sustainable business practices in the economy. It is also a 
significant predictor of SME progress (Sälojarvi et al., 2005) and social stability. To facilitate the 
firm’s reliable, long-lasting existence and continuous improvement, it is important to recognise 
the factors that both impede and promote successful growth in the sector. Regrettably, a sustained 
form of growth is low, with most businesses not improving appropriately (Dobbs and Hamilton, 
2007). Sustainable business growth, maybe with technical innovations, requires long-term digital 
investment to reshape the entire approach of SMEs to business (Knudsen et al., 2021). In particular, 
consensus on the most suitable model of sustainable growth for small and medium-sized businesses, 
taking into consideration the scope of Society 5.0, is not close to being established. Therefore, the 
critical need for a sustainable growth strategy for SMEs that focuses on digital dynamics is clear.

CONCEPTUALISATION OF DIGITAL PERFORMANCE
Recently, much research effort has been made to incorporate digital technology, also known as 
digitalisation, especially in the domain of SMEs (Kergroach, 2020). Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) frameworks that standardise information and allow organisations to easily code, 
store, formalise, and spread increasing volumes of knowledge are focused on digital technologies, 
which are becoming more and more critical for organisations (Markus et al., 2006). For two decades, 
research has explored how emerging technology can enhance profitability through organisational 
quality changes (e.g., via improved resource management) and consumer focus (e.g., through 
more precisely meeting business needs) (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014; Melville et al., 2004). 
At this point, Gamache et al. (2019) also found that research on digitalisation covers vision and 
policy, expertise learning and growth, agile structures and growth, cybersecurity, digital resources 
incorporation, connectivity and networking, and strategic use of technology inside the organisation. 
We cannot ignore that digital transformation has now transitioned from a theoretical paradigm to a 
practice, altering the whole face of social infrastructure, and reformatting business processes.

The idea of digitalisation reflects the change from one state to another. As a consequence, 
with a related indicator that tracks the effect of business decisions and directs efforts to enhance 
the indicator, it becomes important to measure progress. Here, the term “digital performance” will 
replace the notion of organisational performance at this stage. This is based on the explanations 
of Gamache et al. (2019) and Zaied et al. (2015) regarding organisational performance and the 
direction of this paper, and will be characterised by the measure to determine the progress of the 
implementation of a digital transformation according to the various dimensions associated with 
it. In fact, digital performance is generated from digital technology-based ICT activities and 
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human-machine interfaces (interactivity). The insight of digital performance therefore allows the 
strategic direction, the risks, the internal and external background, and the availability of resources, 
both human and technical, to guide the goals, commitments, and vectors of importance in an 
organisation.

The authors explicitly formulate and describe the concept of digital performance contributing 
to digitalisation based on the combination of two essential paradigms: Digital Leadership Theory 
(DLT) and Dynamic Capability View (DCV). The direction of DLT is part of the “Upper Echelon 
Theory” of Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) investigation on leadership. According to the DLT, 
managers or leaders with digital performance are expected to stimulate advanced technology-
based initiatives within an organisation. It should be noted here that having a leader or manager 
with a digital background contributes to improved technology or information management 
capability, and this leads to superior organisational efficiency (Chege et al., 2020). In reality, this 
style of leadership can arise from IT (Information Technology), academic premises, technological 
experience, and connections with society’s various stakeholders (Osburg and Lohrmann, 2017). 
It is also becoming apparent that, regardless of the scale or form of organisation, decision-makers 
cannot continue to neglect or assign their responsibility for digitalisation-focused programmes 
(Valentine and Stewart, 2015). 

A number of experts agree that developing new technology-oriented strategies at all levels, 
with digital leadership and competitive positioning from decision-makers, leads to organisational 
success and improved business value (Caputo et al., 2019; De Haes and Van Grembergen, 2010; 
Dijkstra, 2020). Interestingly, corporate initiatives for long-term market success or sustainable 
achievements necessitate exceptional leadership (Metcalf and Benn, 2013). According to this note, 
digital leaders have the competencies to function and foresee across complex challenges, involve 
groups in dynamic operations, and interpret how the business’s sustainability “ties” to the larger 
systems. Simply placed, through digital leadership development, organisations can adopt novel 
approaches to potentially intractable sustainable business challenges (George et al., 2021). These 
are referred to broadly as managers’ or decision-makers’ digital performance leading to a sustainable 
digital transformation process. At the moment, digitalisation is a critical strategic challenge for 
businesses, and they need digital leaders to navigate this digital transition in accordance with 
sustainable business goals (Ross et al., 2017). Therefore, the accomplishments of digital leaders 
will determine which companies can succeed in the future business environment (Kane et al., 2019).

The DCV theory defines dynamic capabilities as the ability to create, incorporate, and 
reconfigure internal and external resources in the face of a constantly evolving business climate 
(Teece, 2007). This direction is recognised as one of the most important tools available to 
organisations for creating and sustaining value (Lin and Wu, 2014). At this point, digitalisation 
through dynamic capabilities enables businesses to reconfigure their resources in response to a 
demanding market scenario. In reality, digitalisation increases the scope, scale, and versatility of 
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firms’ available resources (Guo et al., 2020). However, the dynamic technology capabilities that 
contribute to an organisation’s digital performance are, in fact, a subset of all dynamic capabilities 
(McLaughlin et al., 2017; Wilden and Gudergan, 2015). As a result, the performance and emphasis 
on both dynamic technology capabilities and dynamic capabilities remain the same—to reinforce 
an organisation’s strategic positioning. Here, managers may improve firm performance by using 
dynamic technology capabilities, regardless of the level of business and technical change they face 
(Li and Chan, 2019). In reality, effective digital transformation necessitates the development of a 
diverse set of capabilities leading to business outputs that vary based on the market context and the 
needs of the individual enterprise (Witschel et al., 2019). 

Dibia et al. (2014) identify two categories of processes based on the DCV and the hierarchy 
of capabilities: a) capability-building actions, and b) competitive-action-generating actions. In 
this sense, we conclude that capability contributing to digital performance, a low-order capability, 
allows the higher-order capability of corporate agility, allowing the firm to fundamentally adjust 
its products, processes, or business configurations to endure the digital era. More specifically, we 
believe that the participation of aligned digital leadership negotiates the process of effectively 
evolving higher-order capabilities from lower-order capabilities (Schoemaker et al., 2018). 
Moreover, several scholars have also concluded that sustainable business performance can be 
tackled by a continuous adjustment mechanism, which can be aided by a firm’s dynamic capability 
(Eikelenboom and de Jong, 2019). Here, the strategic directions serve to create long-term business 
prospects from increasingly evolving stakeholder demands, as well as to reconfigure internal 
functional capabilities for responsible digitalisation.

The advancement of digital performance can aid in the creation of new concepts or ideas, 
smart solutions, and novel offerings that are among the most essential efficiencies for SMEs to 
have in today’s competitive business market. It can also help SMEs easily change their processes 
while keeping costs down. As a consequence, digital performance-guided innovation programmes 
could have the desired ability to pave the way for SMEs to progress towards a sustainable growth 
process. This form of smart value generated from digitalisation would reinforce the direction of 
the sustainable business outline of SMEs and therefore needs to be given special attention by 
researchers. 

Because of the complexities of digitalisation and long-term business success, gaining a 
strategic edge solely by digital performance is impossible (Pagani, 2013). As a result, to maintain 
a sustainable relationship and create value networks with the right partners, it could be important 
to acquire collaborative effectiveness (Amit and Han, 2017). In this note, the concept of digital 
performance may help with the growth of value propositions within long-term business strategies 
that combine environmental, social, and economic value. In reality, the current path of digitalisation 
in SMEs is a critical enabler of business transformation (Isensee et al., 2020), and it must be 
carefully driven by digital performance to optimise its long-term or sustainable benefits.
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MEASUREMENT OF DIGITAL PERFORMANCE
In terms of attempts to determine digital efficiency, the measurements of Elbashir et al. (2008) are 
regarded as very important. An initial list of measurement items was planned, driven by Porter’s 
method, following a wide analysis of both the scholarly and technical literature on the business 
process and the effect of ICT on organisational efficiency, with a particular emphasis on Business 
Intelligence (BI) structures. In order to classify candidate items, 50 cases published in the Business 
Intelligence Journal during the period 1999-2004 were reviewed (Eckerson, 2004; Edwards, 2003; 
Grecich, 2000). Digital technologies and digital capability are important evaluation metrics of 
digital innovation-centred organisational success or performance, according to the latest Khin and 
Ho (2019) report. With regard to digital capacity, Paladino’s (2007) steps are suggested in this 
report. Again, in 2017, the HUB Institute created a blueprint to help organisations achieve a digital 
transition (Vivier and Ducrey, 2019). According to the HUB, for the sense of corporate strategic 
planning six main digital aspects need to be discussed. They are leadership, philosophy and 
organisation, technical management, data management, evaluation framework (decision-making), 
and customer engagement. However, Gamache et al. (2019), associated with Vivier and Ducrey 
(2019), devised a digital performance evaluation framework that incorporates the literature’s  
24 sub-dimensions, arranged according to the concept of the HUB Institute.

In order to enhance its efficiency at both the corporate and operational levels, digital 
performance, based on the notion of organisational performance, is described as the application of 
appropriate intelligent business practices. We initially consider using four critical measurements 
to calculate digital performance based on the calculation specifics of the above study. We suggest 
that leadership, infrastructure, data management, and decision-making can be the key aspects 
of the measurement process. They are the most valuable means of evaluating the credibility of 
decision-makers towards digital transformation and productivity for the purpose of this paper, 
taking into account positive dedication to their staff and organisations. Any of these aspects, 
all posed by literature on the subject of digital transformation, is itself broken down into a 
multitude of parameters. Therefore, the next step is to validate the model using a questionnaire 
to recognise the most important components of digital performance in the sustainable business 
configuration of SMEs.

THE SMART QUADRUPLE BOTTOM LINE (SQBL)
At the same time, firms must mitigate inflexibility in order to better equip themselves in the face of 
business uncertainties. In this sense, digital dynamics-related innovation initiatives are necessary for 
firms to gain flexibility, overcome business obstacles, and achieve a sustained form of growth. We 
also note that if firms want to stay competitive in the future, the need for new or adapted paradigms 
in complex resource-based business processes is well established (Chaharbaghi and Lynch, 1999; 
Salder et al., 2020). Any innovative business outline must foster sustainability and competitive 
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advantage; this requires that its owners or managers acknowledge transition favourably and that 
the Triple Bottom Line is regularly taken into account in their operational strategies (Anwar, 2018; 
Islam and Wahab, 2021; Ojo et al., 2015). Here, decision-makers with the potential to ensure digital 
performance-related success are expected to still have good values and the integrity needed to make 
data-driven effective decisions regarding sustainable business achievements (Aksin-Sivrikaya 
and Bhattacharya, 2017; Isensee et al., 2020; Provost and Fawcett, 2013). Given the nature of its 
evolution, it is anticipated that the sustainable business outline will adapt to the new opportunities of 
the digital age, or vice versa: digitalisation is the force that alters the configuration of sustainability 
(Seele and Lock, 2017).

Since the current TBL-oriented sustainability layout does not contain any aspect of workers’ 
or managers’ digital dynamics, it may be argued that it lacks a smart technological component. 
This smart aspect actually promotes the integrity, competence, digital leadership, IT knowledge, 
innovation, and successful decision-making that are central to formulating a more robust and 
advanced sustainable business configuration (Aksin-Sivrikaya and Bhattacharya, 2017; Seele and 
Lock, 2017; Sheninger, 2019). In fact, all aspects of global cultures and economies are fundamentally 
altered by digital disruption, and the understanding of the sustainability paradigm itself is likely to 
shift (El Hilali and Manouar, 2018). In the current times, sustainable business growth needs modern 
technology, new psychology, and new tactics. Therefore, innovative techniques of empirically 
assessing digital performance in future analysis need to be implemented by strategic management 
in order to increase business sustainability at a more systematic level. For these purposes, this 
study contends that digital performance, as a fourth dimension, must be incorporated into the TBL 
configuration. This conceptualisation has been severely influenced by the studies of del Río Castro 
et al. (2020), Di Vaio et al. (2020), Saarikko et al. (2020), and Zawawi and Wahab (2019). Here, 
an informed decision-making process based on data-driven insights and operational accuracy as 
the output of digital performance can assist owners and managers in creating superior advantages 
over long-term survival for SMEs. It may be said that these essential competencies explicitly foster 
smart sustainability in SMEs on the basis of TBL values.

To sum up, the interactive component of digitalisation serves as an integrative mechanism 
for TBL harmony in SMEs. Therefore, the calculated inclusion of the digital performance with 
environmental, social, and economic aspects forms a new conceptualisation: The Smart Quadruple 
Bottom Line or SQBL. The authors describe SQBL here as a smart concept that combines digital 
performance in SMEs to serve as a systemising mechanism that enhances TBL performance, 
resulting in sustainable business growth leading to the achievement of SDGs. The SQBL is actually 
calculated by four components: a) environmental performance, b) social performance, c) economic 
performance, and d) digital performance, combining all aspects of the TBL-focused business outline. 
Therefore, the proposed new SQBL paradigm builds a foundation to configure smart sustainable 
growth models of SMEs, as shown in Figure 1.
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ADAPTIVE GOVERNANCE OUTLINE FOR THE SQBL
More than ever, past and prospective government approaches to the innovation ecosystem and the 
development of sustainable business outlines focused on digital technology need to be recognised 
today. Every government is normatively responsible for selecting the best business digitalisation 
governance strategy based on the society, customs, and economic requirements of the country 
(Garzoni et al., 2020; Kergroach, 2020). However, irrespective of the governance strategy adopted 
within a given country, a sustainable business growth model based on digital performance would 
inevitably entail scalable and agile governance frameworks that enable stakeholders in the industry, 
government, and society at large to iteratively change their best practises and codes of conduct to 
derive the smart benefits of digitalisation. In other words, it would be crucial for policy-makers 
to iteratively develop and evolve their policies in collaboration with other players in the business, 
academia, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and the general public. In order to balance 
technological gains against the potential for social and environmental disruption and externalities, 
this can regulate the inclusion of the digital component in the sustainable growth model of SMEs, 
especially as new knowledge and expertise are acquired over time (Linkov et al., 2018).

Here, adaptability is required to iteratively counter adversarial challenges relevant to digital 
transformation as framed by the SDGs, given the regulatory authorities and initiatives adopted 
by a given government (Islam et al., 2020b; Seele and Lock, 2017). Adaptive governance can 
be explained in this sense as the adaptation of regulatory rules and procedures to implement 
new knowledge and to balance the costs and advantages of a defined behaviour (Trump, 2017).  
The need for sustainable governance frameworks and processes to ensure that the possible risks 
of digitalisation are mitigated by steps to benefit those adversely impacted by potential economic 
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Figure 1: The Proposed SQBL: A Model of Smart Sustainable Growth of SME
Source: Formulated by authors
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and/or social problems has been reflected by numerous institutions in the USA, the EU, and the 
OECD (Linkov et al., 2018). A legislative decision to track risks and review current regulatory 
systems in the context of changing landscapes and risks will, for example, promote adaptive 
governance. Alternatively, adaptive governance can also be guided by voluntary agreements among 
the key players concerned, including resources such as codes of ethics (e.g., soft law) that can 
be updated as appropriate to resolve evolving problems raised by the inclusion of complexities 
of digital transformation in sustainable SME endeavours. Again, agile governance will be of 
primary significance in tackling challenges under which SMEs need to change their defences to 
properly absorb, rebound from and adjust to cybersecurity risks, i.e., to create higher resilience 
(Marchese et al., 2018; Trucco and Petrenj, 2017). Adversarial risk control to eliminate or minimise 
risks from cyberattacks must be agile and adaptive to help address evolving challenges, as with 
counter-terrorism (Ganin et al., 2017). The scope of digitalisation within a sustainable business 
configuration remains unclear, but it is anticipated it will have a profound effect on social and 
environmental practices. It is clear that adaptive governance methods are required to enable policy-
makers to iteratively adapt their strategies and best practices to match the advantages of technology, 
considering the multimode and complex existence of digitalisation throughout sustainable business 
growth configuration.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS
The research has built a revolutionary growth platform for long-term business survival by taking 
into account the interaction between digital technology and business sustainability. In this regard, 
we have defined “digital performance” as a measurable component of the present digitalisation 
process. The findings from our analysis also explain the role of digital performance to increase 
TBL (economic, social, and environmental) outputs and serves as an important foundation for the 
configuration of a smart sustainable growth outline. The specific need for the inclusion of digital 
performance in the sustainable business context has been shown by systemic research. Moreover, 
we have established a solid ground for future digital sustainable entrepreneurship studies. 

Indeed, both objectives (sustainability and digitalisation) have forced significant changes 
in our business environment and how we envision it (Kergroach, 2020; Seele and Lock, 2017).  
As a result, our paradigm has implications for openness and accountability that offer up totally 
new avenues for shaping, monitoring, communicating, and governing sustainable business 
practices (Heemsbergen, 2016). In addition, researchers can get a learning opportunity to 
build an intelligent and responsible competitive edge for business firms, taking into account 
the partnership between these two mega-trends. In reality, it enables researchers to exploit 
the theoretical foundation of the digitalisation process in the face of the COVID-19 crisis and 
develop advanced tech-powered sustainable business configurations to endure uncertainties. 
Applying the theoretical lens of DLT and DCV, we have provided a research gateway that can be 
an underlying foundation to devise the future business success strategy of SMEs considering a 
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communal outline driven by advanced technologies (e.g., Society 5.0). At this point, our analysis 
expands the strategic management, crisis management, market transformation, entrepreneurship, 
and digitalisation literature by incorporating multi-discipline theories to establish a paradigm of 
smart sustainable growth, the SQBL. 

The prospect of emerging digital technology enabling a disruptive revolution for a sustainable 
business future is also a further concern (Islam and Wahab, 2020). Digitalisation’s arguable 
dynamics threaten the absorptive capacities of communities or enterprises and may multiply the 
already troubling patterns of social stability degradation. Our proposed configuration presents 
researchers with a unique opportunity to enhance their efforts to recognise and clarify the various 
consequences of digital systems and to predict far-reaching structural adjustments in order to 
establish a framework for transitions in sustainability. We note, however, that as the future is 
increasingly unknown, there is no magic bullet to shape and rule the digital transition towards 
sustainability. So, the goal for researchers is to establish accountable, resilient, agile, and inclusive 
knowledge-based networks.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
The growing interest in digital technology and sustainability has substantial management 
implications for organisational performance, design, and development. In this sense, this study is 
essential regarding the development of managers’ systems-thinking competencies for coping with 
societal transformation processes and issues (Satalkina and Steiner, 2020). Moreover, the obtained 
results can serve as a configuration to reinforce business differentiation and competitiveness 
(Ferreira et al., 2019). From a strategic standpoint, the study can provide managers with a digital 
technology-focused smart roadmap for developing, implementing, and modifying a sustainable 
competitive edge over competitors. In this digital age, the current paradigm emerges to propose a 
potentially viable company strategy to satisfy the current market requirements.

Broadly, the study suggests that experimenting with digital technologies that are linked with 
sustainable business practices can generate greater corporate value and provide greater prospects 
for success. Furthermore, many firms consistently remark on the significance of competitive value 
gains through the application of business intelligence and analytics (Božič and Dimovski, 2019).  
In this direction, the proposed SQBL paradigm may hold the ability to promote, a) Data Intelligence, 
b) Artificial Intelligence, c) Collective Intelligence, and d) Embodied Intelligence tools for SME 
managers to enhance their decision-making effectiveness founded on sustainable values (Mezghani 
and Aloulou, 2019). It may also have an immediate and long-term impact on resource allocation 
and the resource utilisation conundrum of SMEs. In reality, the smart configuration created will 
provide managers with greater consistency and credibility when making decisions concerning 
various sustainable corporate objectives.

In today’s environment, characterised by technological advancements, SMEs are compelled to 
explore innovative solutions in order to survive (Guerrero-Villegas et al., 2018). Firms are actually 
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seeking sustainable innovation initiatives to boost their performance (MacGregor et al., 2017).  
Our suggested paradigm can serve as a solid framework for embracing principles of sustainable 
innovation. Here, tools and apps based on digital technology may drive SMEs to embrace 
new digital processes and their repercussions in terms of sustainable innovation performance. 
This would increase business sustainability and productivity by introducing more creative or 
innovative approaches and developments in small and medium-sized firms (Gobble, 2013), 
resulting in increased business advantages, investor interest, and growth. This research also 
contributes to a better understanding of how policy-makers may best offer firm-level smart 
sustainable growth in terms of advanced technology, innovation, excessive energy usage, 
resource depletion, waste to landfills, emissions, and wealth creation. It may be used as a major 
guideline for effective policy-creation to help SMEs improve their business success rates while 
reducing their environmental footprint.

INPUTS TO SDGS AND PARIS AGREEMENT
The direction of our study will help SMEs to make a substantial contribution to meeting the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) (de Sousa Jabbour et al., 2020), while government regulations or 
internal policies are the key impetus that drives sustainable accomplishments (Islam and Wahab, 
2021) based on a digital context. Our configuration offers the introduction of ‘Society 5.0’ in such 
a way that it aims to reduce the environmental effects of industry (SDGs 14 and 15) and provides 
us with quality jobs (SDG 8). It should be noted that the necessary interplay between the proposed 
paradigm and SDGs will contribute to the creation of sustainable processes of industrialisation 
and innovation (SDG 9) and the production of affirmative incentives for improved quality of life, 
good education, and well-being for all (Prostean et al., 2020). In addition, the introduction of SDG 
12 measures to attain safe combustion activities will also reduce businesses’ operating expenses. 
SDG 17, on the other hand, promotes strategic alliances or partnerships with SMEs to achieve a 
sustainable growth strategy within the context of responsible business objectives. 

According to a wide scientific discussion (Dalby, 2019), by the turn of the 21st century, the 
World will experience global warming of 3-6° Celsius relative to pre-industrial ages. This degree 
of climate change, as calculated based on natural science and economics, has the potential to cause 
significant economic disruption, major waves of refugees, ecological risks to millions of people, and 
eventually, violent clashes over dwindling commodities such as food and water (Dimitrov, 2016). 
A new global climate agreement dubbed the Paris Agreement (PA) on the topic of climate change 
(Dalby, 2019) was accepted by nations worldwide in December 2015. Our proposed direction 
would create a PA support network where creative players would utilise emerging technology to 
solve essential problems in terms of global warming. Furthermore, the purpose of these activities is 
aimed at generating socio-ecological benefit as an integral part of an economic plan, thus disarming 
the trade-off between benefit and intent. It will also help to introduce new financial and contractual 
frameworks that will encourage SME-level climate-resilient activities. 
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FINAL THOUGHTS
In the digital era, it is necessary for both digital strategy and sustainability strategy to be included 
in SME’s corporate strategy to obtain business success. As previously argued, corporate strategy 
in this century will rely on rich information exchanges among various parties and extend business 
ideals to dynamic ecosystems that expand beyond traditional business and industry borders. As a 
result of this shift in corporate strategy, a new form of business growth paradigm is unavoidable. 
By assimilating the principle of digital performance inside TBL, this paper has effectively 
developed a reorientation of the conventional sustainable business growth paradigm for future 
academic study. Here, digital performance is not only a mechanism that can be used to address 
the problems of sustainability, it is also important as a catalyst for transformative change at 
different levels. Nevertheless, this evolved paradigm, known as the SQBL, is designed to help 
SMEs respond intelligently to today’s modern challenges faced by competitive and unpredictable 
business environments. Here, the technological advancements and the destabilising impact of 
complex and unpredictable market conditions make continual progress a must for SMEs, 
rendering Society 5.0 (Islam et al., 2020a) the expected smart sustainable growth outline a source 
of progress itself. Indeed, the rapid acceptance of digitalisation, combined with the need to make 
business practices more sustainable, provides SMEs with significant opportunities to devise new 
value propositions.

The conceptualisation appreciates the move towards sustainability associated with the trends 
of the new transition driven by digitalisation, the aims of the SDGs, and the Paris Agreement. It is 
possible to optimise potential and mitigate the risks of digitalisation through adaptive governance 
in the path of a prosperous world for everyone. In addition, the authors of the paper conclude that 
successful SMEs will not only be mindful of ethical or moral principles such as trust, transparency, 
justice, confidentiality, and responsibility, but will also consciously follow them to do the right 
thing and make the above-reproached decisions. In view of the emergence of the digital age since 
COVID-19 (Islam et al., 2021), the key principles for SMEs that drive responsible conduct must be 
transparency and responsible behaviour. The business tactics of today, however, are arguably short-
term and loosely oriented, lacking market insights that benefit from rational long-term thought 
(Islam and Wahab, 2021). The study does not disregard the hidden challenge involved in their 
suggested smart sustainable growth outline guided by the SQBL at this stage. They entail societal 
moral decline, economic change without taking social goals into consideration, cyber-crime, 
unrestricted access to personal data, and power misuse (Chowdhry et al., 2020; Khandii, 2019). 
In this regard, the study also highlights the tremendous need for effective regulatory strategies, 
incentives or benefits, and paradigm adjustments. 

Therefore, future research recommendations also include the request to analyse the contribution 
of spiritual or ethical dynamics within the proposed outline to obtain better responsible outcomes. 
In fact, technological developments in history have often required us to rethink laws at some stage 
after their integration into society, but also ethical or moral value structures and limits in particular. 
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Again, the development of talent agility is probably the greatest secret to stopping a back-slide 
regarding the adoption of this model inside SMEs. Therefore, different aspects related to talent 
agility must be examined. More development within the conceptualisation may be done in future 
studies by integrating motivation, competency, and innovation variables from entrepreneurial 
viewpoints. Because this is a conceptual research work focusing on a number of review studies, 
no adequate empirical evidence to extend the idea is gathered. Furthermore, in regard to earlier 
research, the case framing is self-constructed. 
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