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 “It is very important in sustainability education that you connect awareness about how things are, and 

how bad things are sometimes, with an alternative, a perspective to act, a possibility to change (...) If 

you don‟t build on transformation and transformative aspects of transformation and you only focus on 

awareness without any action component then awareness leads to apathy and powerlessness, and that 

is the exact opposite of what you want to achieve”  

Arjen Wals, on 27 October 2010
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Abstract   

The City relies on Nature‟s products and services for its wellbeing and its very existence. Small 

businesses, the socio-economic fabric of the City, are mostly mainstream and not engaged in 

sustainability. From their point of view, how do they connect to the Sustainable City?  

In one of the most competitive areas of central Paris, mainstream businesses and also frontrunners, the 

latter already engaged in sustainability, were interviewed as a pilot to further explore transformation 

into the Sustainable City. All were asked to reflect on their experience in managing change. They were 

then encouraged to propose actions in face of the challenges of sustainability and the sustainable city, 

and react on a vision of the Sustainable City for Paris and its larger region. They expressed barriers to 

challenges and to the vision proposed. And they also proposed ideas, expressed desires, opportunities 

and overall bridges for sustainability to be practically implemented. The findings presented the 

enterprises‟ interpretation of the concepts of trust and innovation. Reflecting on how the results could 

contribute to a transformation into a Sustainable City resulted in a practical list of actions.  This pilot 

study showed a potential for sustainable development to emerge throughout the City through its most 

impactful yet promising actors, the small businesses.  

In order to contribute in building bridges between City and Nature, the exploration is inspired by 

social ecological research, looking for ways to harmonize the various elements and actors to transform 

cities into sustainable ones. The framework is mostly based on a business-inspired research design and 

a construct from the European Union Sustainable City challenges, resilience theory approaches and the 

French national strategy for sustainable development.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Sustainable City  

It is alive and vibrant, embodies wellbeing and respects its citizens and the environment, now and for 

the generations to come. The vision of a sustainable city where everything lives and evolves in 

harmony with its primary provider, Nature, is still far from the everyday reality of most citizens. Here 

is an introduction to Sustainability and the City with a focus on Nature‟s products and services. 

1.1.1 Sustainability and Ecosystem Services 

Sustainability came into the picture in 1972 during the Stockholm Conference on Human 

Development about environmental problems and poverty. The 1987 definition
2
 of sustainable 

development is still used today (Bruntland, 1987). 1992 in Rio resulted in the Agenda 21 goals (UN 

Department).  In Costanza‟s 1997 paper on ecosystems services, the products and services from nature 

providing, well, life itself, and human wellbeing were conservatively estimated at twice the equivalent 

of the world‟s GDP per year (Costanza, 1997). The 2005 Millenium Ecosystem Assessment provided 

a four year-long study which involved over 2000 expert authors and reviewers (MEA 2005). Four 

large categories were identified: supporting services (like soil and water which support all other 

ecosystem services), provisioning services (like water and food or medicine from plants), regulating 

services (like trees for regulating the climate and acting as carbon sinks, pollination from insects, 

wetlands for water levels, water purification from marshes) and cultural services (like places providing 

beauty and rest). The Stern report estimated that an investment of 1% of GDP was necessary for acting 

on just one ecosystem service, climate change, and to counter the 5% loss in GDP a year, every year 

and forever (Stern 2006). This was criticized as being undervalued due to a model fixed in time, but 

also deemed a step towards the need for immediate action (Nordhaus 2007). Still, concrete budgets for 

implementation failed to be ratified in 2009 in Copenhagen. The successive attempts to reaching 

sustainability have been disappointing at the scale of international cooperation.  But hundreds of 

positive examples of successful sustainability projects are found at national, regional and especially at 

local and city level (Gibson 2005, Salzman 2005).  

Investments in ecosystem services are a reality and a growing marketplace (Ecosystem Marketplace 

2011). There are well-known implementations at nation level, like Costa Rica, paying farmers since 

the 90s for carbon sequestration and preservation of natural beauty (Engel et al 2008, Salzman 2005). 

There are sizeable current or potential investments in ecosystem services for cities. New York City 

planned to invest billions of dollars in the Catskills forests “green infrastructure”100 miles away, 

instead of in a “grey infrastructure”, i.e. a new system of water filtration plants (Walker and Salt 2006, 

De Palma 2007). Another example is the post Katrina valuation of New Orleans wetlands at 6 billion 

dollars per year (Costanza 2006). At the level of companies, more examples of ecosystem services 

investments can be found. For example, the world number one mineral bottler Perrier Vittel paid 

millions of euros so that farmers upstream would reduce their use of pesticides (Salzman 2005). Cost 

avoidance or profits maximization from strategic positioning are worth many times the millions 

already invested by mining, oil, beverage and chemical groups (WBCSD, 2009 and WBCSD 2011). 

Payment for Ecosystem Services is controversial but it is a way to integrate valuable services from 

nature in our commodity based society (Ballestero 2008, Jim 2006). The economy is already adapting 

and integrating, even indirectly, the price of ecosystem services. The price of commodities in the last 

20 years rose by about 400% globally (Index Mundi) compared to a raise of about 30% of GDP in 

                                                      
2
 “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs.”(Bruntland, 1987) 
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France in the same period (World Bank). Acquisitions or the concentrations of such strategic assets in 

the hands of a few (UNEP 2011) even have political consequences (Forbes 2009). 

 

1.1.2 City and Ecosystem Services 

Cities are now the home of the majority of the planet´s population since 2008 (Chapin et al 2009). 

They can be thought to be the most important social ecological system depending and impacting on 

ecosystems services. In 1997, 20% of the population living in 744 cities worldwide were using more 

than their share of ecosystem services: “25% of the globally available area of productive marine 

ecosystems” and over 10% more than the entire sink capacity of all forests for C02 assimilation (Folke 

et al. 1997, p167).  In 2009 cities accounted for 50% of humanity and were responsible for “75% of 

energy consumption and 80% of greenhouse gas emissions” (C40
3
, cited in Hodson 2009, p 195). 

Studies establish clear links between ecosystem services, wellbeing and health (Bolund Hunhammar 

1999, Lomasi 2008). Still, there is much to be researched on the dependence and impact of cities on 

ecosystem services. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment almost failed to cover urban ecosystems 

at all (MEA 2005). The World Development Report on Urbanization never quoted any related research 

on ecosystems (World Bank 2009).  

 

Climate change and energy are high priorities when it comes to Cities sustainability. Paris, the object 

of this study, and its larger region, “Ile de France
4
”, hosts 19% of the population of France and 

consumes 15% of the energy consumed nationally. Indeed, 24% of the Paris population is housed 

within the walls of Paris alone, while at the same time buildings closeness results in 19% of the energy 

consumed (Arene 2010). As far as Co2 is concerned, the number one culprit by far in volume and 

progression is transport, with 44% of energy consumed (ibid). Housing comes second, with 29% 

(ibid). Energy efficiency could be improved still and CO2 emissions lowered by an official factor of 

2.5 to 3 times with no major economic constraint, nor the use of hypothetical technologies” (Syrota 

2008). But if climate change and energy are important subjects for the City, this study sets to gather all 

of the major challenges for the Sustainable City and present them to important actors: the small and 

medium enterprises. 

1.2 Small Medium Enterprises – SMEs 

In the world, small and medium enterprises (SMEs) represent 70 % of the production (O‟Laoire 1996). 

They are estimated to account for “60% of all carbon dioxide emissions and 70% of all pollution” 

(Parker et al 2009, p279). In Europe, SMEs are 99.8% of all businesses with 92.3% counting less than 

10 employees; in fact, these last micro companies provide, in average, work for two (EC 2011, and 

Table A). SMEs represent 58% of the added value of the Union (ibid). In France, small enterprises 

(less than 50 employees) employ most (ibid). They fare better than micro enterprises and medium 

sized enterprises when compared to the European average (ibid). SMEs earn more than all other 

enterprises, even large enterprises, even in France, where large enterprises fare generally better than 

the European Union average, as seen in Table A. Paris has about 420 000 SMEs in its walls and 1 

million in its greater region, “Ile de France”, which represents one fifth of all the enterprises in France 

(INSEE 2011 (a)). 

                                                      
3
 C40 is the new name for the leading world cities that set to jointly tackle global warming and climate change. 

4
 The larger region surrounding Paris is called “Ile de France” [Isle of France], sometimes abbreviated as “IDF” 
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Table A- SMEs : Definition and Importance of Small Enterprises 

 

So even when the top 4 consulting firms, combined, grossed revenues close to 64 billion euros, for 

611,000 employees, in 2010 on overall organization and administration (Top Four 2011), it was still 

less than the SMEs. In fact the same obvious big consulting firms often turn to smaller firms when 

they need more man power to secure interesting projects and because SMEs represent innovative 

partners to build strategic advantage (Moore and Manring 2009). 

Businesses in Paris As for many European cities, three fourths of Paris businesses are in the service 

sector. In Paris, Consulting and Assistance is the largest part, and represents 26% of all the businesses 

in the city (INSEE 2010 (a)). The socio-economic fabric of Paris, as for Europe, is very much at 

human scale. The subsector targeted in this study, consulting to business, the largest under the 

Consulting and Assistance sector, shows that 86% of all companies registered started with less than 3 

people (CCIP). These small businesses have to deal with all the facets of their enterprise. They have to 

manage clients and personnel, an increasing competition, tight cash flows, a cumbersome 

administration, and heaps of information. They have to be flexible, innovative, and resourceful.  

Obvious drivers for SMEs to connect to sustainability are market forces. They represent opportunities 

and include: “accelerating cycles of technological innovation; rapid globalization of networked 

communications; extended and interconnected supply chains; rapidly changing markets”(Moore and 

Manring 2009, p 277). 
 

Small Paris businesses have a definite impact on sustainability´s three principal themes: economy, 

society and environment. They shape the quality of life for their clients and their employees, and the 

organizations they depend upon or partner with, including bigger enterprises. Their small size often 

means close and frequent social interactions. And they rely like all others on Nature‟s services for 

shelter, transport and communication, and the nutrition of their employees, for starters. As for energy 

spending, offices in the Paris area represent 20 to 30% of the total energy bill (Boissieu et al 2005, 

Arene 2010).  

1.3 Transformation  

In fact, the calls of European projects actively include SMEs to their sustainable urban development 

research projects. SMEs are now budgeted to be mandatory active parties in research and a 

predominating target for the expected return on the investment of the research itself (Cordis 2010). 

TURBINE, a European pluridisciplinary team answered such a project (Turbine 2010). It was the FP7
5
 

                                                      
5
 European Union 7th Framework Programme 
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call on the transformation of European Cities to Resilient, Sustainable and Green Cities (FP7 call) 

(Cordis 2011).  
 
A transformation to sustainability implied to reconnect all sectors and citizens to the vital social 

ecological systems thus building social-ecological resilience (Turbine 2010). Building more 

infrastructures are typical solutions outside of Nature‟s possibilities. These are elaborate system of 

dams, reservoirs, raising the roadways to face possible floods in Paris, or simply installing air 

conditioning as summers get hotter. This can lead to “urban lock-in” situations where the costs of 

building or purchasing these solutions will be too high or their technical implementation impossible. 

Other urban lock-ins would be “dominating practices, routines and “thick” institutionalization” (ibid, 

p5).  A positive transition to a sustainable city would be one that avoids quick fixes and would have a 

better chance of working for a longer time and for an overall lesser cost, all things considered 

including health and survival, social justice, etc. 

 

Looking for the proper SMEs to partner with, the author interviewed members of TURBINE‟s 

academic consortium. This lead to choose frontrunners, or companies already involved in 

sustainability, companies who could contribute to the vision of the Sustainable City and give a 

practical point of view on how to implement it. The frontrunners were visionary, creative individuals, 

role models in sustainability with experience and knowledge on system innovation and transition into 

a sustainable society. The SMEs contributions were to include “i) highly innovative, high potential 

business opportunities, ii) coverage of key issues for urban transitions, iii) offering specific expertise, 

co-developing business models” (Turbine 2010, p 93).  

 

Focusing on one area and sector, and meant to be a pilot study for the research design used, this study 

includes the visions of a small sample of frontrunners in Paris. Furthermore, it meant to explore how 

mainstream businesses in Paris, meaning not being involved in sustainability, and representing the 

large majority of businesses, connect to sustainability and to the Sustainable City. 

 

The aims were practical: gathering a list of concrete actions towards sustainability and the Sustainable 

City, for and from the city businesses, for a positive city transformation. By using a resilience theory 

inspired approach, it hoped to connect the point of views of mainstream businesses to that of urban 

sustainability theorists. 

So the main question for this study is :  

How do small businesses in Paris connect to Sustainability and the Sustainable City? 

 

In order to answer the main question, the challenges of the Sustainable City needed to be gathered as 

preliminary data.  

 

To allow for a practical additional contribution, a list of actions was drawn from a further analysis on 

how the findings of this study could contribute to the transformation to a Sustainable City. 
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2 Analytical Framework 

2.1 Social Ecological research  

To construct a vision of a sustainable city with a focus on ecosystems, a review of relevant literature 

addressing the social-natural divide was made. 

 

Social ecological resilience theory takes roots in the 1970s when C.S. “Buzz” Holling first defined it. 

30 years later, he and 25 renowned international researchers redefined it as “the capacity to buffer 

perturbations, self-organize, learn and adapt” (Folke et al. 2002). According to social-ecological 

resilience theory, change in social ecological systems (SES) is nonlinear. It is systemic, in that it 

depends on systems around it and it depends on the scales of the change, in time and space. SES are 

complex adaptive systems, which “operate far from equilibrium, continually undergoing revisions and 

improvements” (Holland 1992). Resilience research has found that SES change following adaptive 

cycles where either the SES returns to its previous state (resilience) or reorganizes into a different state 

(transformation) (Chapin et al. 2009).  

 

Human dependence on disappearing ecosystem services calls for pluridisciplinary approaches based 

on mostly, but not exclusively, ecological and social sciences, and continuously building on ecosystem 

stewardship (ibid).  

 

Transition management is a complementary theory to resilience that has been constructed and 

implemented for about 10 years. The processes are “designed to create space for short-term innovation 

and develop long-term sustainability visions linked to desired societal transitions” (Loorbach 2010, 

p.163). 

 

“Society must seriously consider ways to foster resilience of smaller more manageable SES (social 

ecological systems) that contribute to Earth System resilience” (Folke et al, Resilience Thinking, 2010, 

p1) 

2.2 Resilience and the City  

Urban resilience research is quite new (Ernstson et al. 2010). In 2010, the ISI web of science database 

reported 17 papers relating to resilience and urban studies (ISI). These have mostly considered land 

use planning in light of ecosystems management. Resilience of the city would be managing ecosystem 

services within the city or for the entire city; whereas resilience of cities would include interactions 

outside of the city and with other cities such as “exchange, trade, migration, or others processes that 

sustain the flow of energy, matter and information among the cities (Batty 2008)”” (Turbine 2010, p 

9) (Chapin et al. 2009). Hence cities as social ecological systems can be viewed in a systemic fashion, 

part or linked to other systems and cities. Looking for the business actors in the city and linking them 

to resilience thinking was a research gap this paper looked into filling. 

2.3 Resilience Thinking  

Following close studies of Nature‟s resilience and proposing a system of governance adapted to its 

different cycles, the book “Resilience Thinking” invites the reader to integrate and complete a list of 

attributes or characteristics to attain a resilient world (Walker and Salt 2006). These are meant to 

preserve or steer social and ecological systems either away from or towards, respectively undesirable 
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or desirable change: (i) enabling high rates of innovations; (ii) maintaining diversity (both social and 

ecological, (iii) maintaining modularity, (iv) restoring lost ecological functions, (v) tightening 

feedback loops, (vi) building social capital and address equity, and (vii) building overlap in 

governance (Walker and Salt 2006; Ernstson et al. 2010; Turbine 2010).   

2.4 Resilience meets sustainability  

The “Forum for the Future/ Sustainability- Integrated Guidelines for Management” stipulates that 

“organizations pursue sustainability by active managing and enhancing of five types of assets: (1) 

natural capital (the environment); (2) human capital (people); (3) social capital (social relationships 

and structures); (4) manufactured capital (fixed assets); and (5) financial capital (profit and loss, sales, 

shares, cash, etc.) Sustainability is achieved by living off the income (flows or outputs) from these 

capitals rather than by degrading the capitals themselves.” (Blackburn 2007, p.19)  

 

Governments, acting on symptoms rather than causes, had revealed their weaknesses in reaching 

sustainable development goals. Nearly 20 years after the Bruntland Commission definition for 

sustainability, a new panel was built on the subject of Global Sustainability. It referred to ever tighter 

“planetary boundaries” (Rockström et al. 2009). This gave credit to the amount and pertinence of 

research on resilience as a way to tackle the great challenges of Global Sustainability.  Five challenges 

were identified, including forecasting, observation and anticipation, defining “institutional and 

economic behavioural changes”, and also “encourage innovation, and mechanisms for evaluation, in 

technological, policy, and social responses to achieve global sustainability.” (Folke and Gunderson, 

2010, p.1) In this business-sided exploration of urban resilience, Innovation and Social Capital were 

chosen as starters for the discussion. 

3 Methodology 

Our business world is geared on development. It reacts more favourably to opportunities than threats. 

According to sustainability education science, providing alternative action once awareness of a 

problem is presented is an important aspect if one wants to achieve sustainability (Wals, 2010). Lack 

of an alternative action to a known problem such as sustainability creates apathy and a feeling of 

powerlessness (ibid). Seeking alternative actions was definitely reflected in the research design.  

 

In an experiment carried over 10 years, and involving post graduate participants from 41 different 

countries and of different professions, the “results substantiate the finding that face-to-face 

communication plays a major role in allowing groups to find cooperative solutions in social dilemma 

settings.”(Ahn 2010, p 2629) This confirmed the choice of the interview.  

3.1 Research Design 

The frontrunners were treasure chests of information and a great source of inspiration. But the 

objective of the study was to understand how most companies, hence with a larger focus on 

mainstream companies, related to sustainability for a maximum positive impact and to bring additional 

data to social ecological research.  A semi structured in-depth interview (Kvale, 1996) would lead to 

this. Respondents were often asked the questions in the same order. So “the largest part of (the) 

interview (was) guided by (a) list of questions or issues to be explored”(Merriam 2009, p 89). 

In order to ensure a positive connection of the respondents to each challenge, they were asked to 

express actions they would see fit for their type of business and for the city. Since mainstream 

enterprises were not openly engaged in sustainability, a path was constructed to lead them to express 

themselves on sustainability and the Sustainable City. Table B sums up this path, to read from left to 

right, up to bottom and following the arrows.  
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Path Challenges What actions for 

each challenge? 

Business actions City actions 

Business 

Experience 

(Known territory) 

Challenge 1 

 

 

 

Challenge 2 

Economic 

competitiveness 

 

Social 

Attractiveness 

From their 

experience, what 

would be their 

suggested 

actions? 

What would the 

respondents like 

the city to do? 

Sustainability 

Challenges 

(From experience 

to further actions) 

Challenge 1 

Challenge 2 .. 

to 

Challenge 9 

 Challenged to 

reflect on the 

other issues in 

terms of actions 

for the 

businesses 

Challenged to 

reflect on the 

other issues in 

terms of actions 

for the City 

Vision proposed   More reactions More reactions 

Table B : Interview Path, from business experience and awareness to actions for sustainability 

So the interview started with their business experience, followed with their expectations in terms of 

actions on Challenge 1 and 2 and followed with the other challenges for the Sustainable City (5.1) 

Respondents were further encouraged to reflect upon the challenges by presenting them with of a 

vision of the Sustainable City (3.4.4). The objective of the interview was “to allow us to enter into the 

other person‟s perspective” (Patton 2002, p.340-341) and vice versa. 

3.2 Research Approach 

This qualitative study aimed at facing the usual aims of qualitative research : “seeing through the eyes 

of the  participants; description and context; process; flexibility and lack of structure; and concepts and 

theory as outcomes of the research process” (Bryman and Bell 2007, p.402); although on this last 

point, rather than being eventually inductive, where the “theory is generated out of research”, this 

research meant to be exploratory adopting a constructionist view where “social properties are 

outcomes of the interactions between individuals rather than phenomena “out there” and separate from 

those involved in its construction” (Bryman and Bell 2007, p.402). 

The main steps of the qualitative research (ibid, p 405-407) were arranged as follows:  

“Step 1. General research questions”:  Introduction, 1.3. 

“Step 2. Selecting relevant site and subjects”: Sampling; 3.3 

“Step 3. Collection of relevant data”: Chapter 2, Analytical Framework, Research Design (3.1), 

Chapter 4, Case Study, and Chapter 5 Data Presentation (5.1 and 5.2). 

“Step 4.  Interpretation of Data”: Chapter 6, Analysis of Main Question Data, and in Chapter 7, Meta-

Analysis and further conclusions 
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”Step 5. Conceptual and theoretical work”: Chapter 2 presents the theories which are the basis for the 

research. The contribution findings are in 5.3.3, 6.4 and 6.5. 

 “Step 6. Writing up findings and conclusions”: Chapter 8 concludes, with the Action list and 

Suggestions and Conclusion. 

3.3 Sampling: Judgement and Snowball 

Looking primarily for mainstream companies, the available list of registered companies on the website 

of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Paris (CCIP) was used to interview the first 20 of a 

subset of 45 companies selected according to the profile hereafter. A judgment or purposive sampling 

is widely used, among other things, in pilot studies (Bernard, 2005), which is what this study is meant 

to be. 

 

Profile for the judgement sample  Though the criteria used on the list of the CCIP website were 

strict, a check at the start of each interview showed some discrepancies, mostly in the company‟s age, 

as companies had sometimes been changing name, status, or had split. Here are the verified profiles: 

o The category chosen was Consulting to Business, within the largest sector in Paris, Consulting 

and Assistance. 

o All respondents were located in “Paris intramuros”, which means Paris “inside the walls”, or 

actually within the City limits, since the actual walls historically protecting the city do not exist 

anymore. 

o 100% of the mainstream companies had their offices in one or within 10 minutes biking from 

the most expensive rental area in Paris, close to the 2
nd

 arrondissement. 

o 90% of the respondents had 5 years of activity minimum, and a minimum of 4 years of activity 

for the remaining 10%. Initially, the age of the company was set to be maximum 10 years old. This 

was the case for most. 

 

 
Table C CCIP website for all enterprises registered in Paris and its region, Ile de France 
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Table C (followed) 

 

Location of the found respondents: All mainstream enterprises were located within an area of roughly 

4 km2, very central in the city, and very close to the « Golden Triangle » area, where real estate and 

rental fees are very expensive. “Being financially healthy despite the expensive area is a selection 

criterion from potential clients” (Company 1). The remaining 3 respondents (15%), 3 of the 5 front 

runners, were located close to the centre. These cheaper districts (10th and 19th) are still rather 

expensive locations if compared to the outskirts right outside of Paris walls. 

The 4 to 5 years of age since creation criteria was chosen in order to have a sample representative of 

financially sound companies. This minimum age is actually a heuristic rule for most investors, or for 

banks when evaluating their business customers. 

Frontrunners were only included in the sample for comparison sake: there were 5 frontrunners out of 

20 enterprises (25% of respondents). The emphasis in the remaining of the sample was placed on 

“mainstream” businesses (75% of respondents) or businesses not yet directly involved in either 

sustainability or resilience, and thus representing the actual biggest business transformation target 

itself. The idea was to have a complementary view to that of the usual Academic view.  

3.4 Interview 

“A single conversation across the table with a wise man is better than ten years mere study of books.” 
Henry Wadsworth , 1807-1882 

 

A particularity of qualitative research is that “collection and analysis should be a simultaneous 

process” (Merriam, 2009). Although a frame was proposed at the beginning, the three main parts 

described hereafter were a dynamic and recursive process between collecting, understanding and 

collecting further data, as the exploratory interview unfolded (Sayer, 1992).  

The criteria resulted in a listing, in January 2011, of 620 

Paris based companies (accurate within 1%, 614 here in 

copy as accessed on 9 May 2011). Of these 620 

companies, 45 companies showed to be in the 2
nd

 

district or “arrondissement”. Of these 45 companies, 20 

agreed to carry on with the interviews, either contacted 

directly or, as the sessions progressed, recommended 

from the first respondents, using the snowball method 

of sampling. 2 service companies were suggested by 

some of the other 18 respondents. This use of the 

snowball method is typical when “studying hard-to-

study populations” (Bernard 2005, p 192). In this case, 

what was considered hard was to get access, in the 

restricted time frame allocated for the field study, to the 

right respondent without an introduction. Companies 

often recommended product oriented companies that 

could not be used so that the scope of the study 

remained on service companies. In the end, 100% of the 

interviewed companies were in the Consulting to 

Business category.  

http://thinkexist.com/birthday/february_27/
http://thinkexist.com/birthday/march_24/
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3.4.1 The interview introduction  

At first, the interview proposed to explore the businesses‟ history of building adaptability in face of 

changes or stress. The geography of their social capital and innovation would come from these 

experiences and processes. Inspired from social ecological research, and to answer the questions of 

this study, short definitions of resilience, social capital and innovation were presented to the 

companies as “lenses” and also prompts for the exploration.  

(1) Innovation was defined as all that helps to experiment, learn, embrace change, and develop local 

operating rules (Walker and Salt 2006) in the introduction to the interview. 

(2) Social Capital was defined as social relations contributing to a positive return for the business. At 

the centre of social capital is the notion of trust.  In France we speak of social links. (Lin 2011). 

(3) Resilience (it was often asked) was defined as the capacity to manage change and continue to 

develop, for example for a human being (for the body to stay at 38 degree Celsius), an enterprise 

(to be sustainable), a city (to reach wellbeing) (Chapin et al. 2009). 

 

The simplified resilience definition of innovation above was very close to the reality of SMEs. As 

verified in the field study they were mostly local, but also agile or flexible because they had few 

hierarchy levels and fewer process rules than in the large companies. They would or should have a 

propensity to innovate in order to thrive or just survive.   

At the centre of social capital is trust (Lin 2010). Enterprises were asked to reflect upon the ways in 

which they had built trust. The idea was for this reflection to be embedded in their remarks on how 

businesses and the city should act towards sustainability. Given the depth of the subject of the 

Sustainable City, the notion of trust was thought to be fundamental in bringing together the different 

stakeholders around a problem not only complex but changing, where one would never really 

apprehend the whole picture.  

 

In order to more clearly demonstrate how the three parts of the interview questions link to the 

theoretical concepts, the interview is annexed in 10.2. The concepts are presented and so are their links 

to the questions. 

3.4.2 Part one, Business Experience   

For the main question, on how small businesses in Paris connect to Sustainability and the Sustainable 

City, an intention was to define the importance of local Social Capital for the interviewed companies. 

It was also to find potential drivers and barriers and opportunities to the sustainability and resilience 

related challenges (5.1).  Empirical data collection started with questions mirroring Resilience 

Thinking (Walker and Salt 2006), with the notions of adapting to change and being able to evolve 

(Chapin et al. 2009). The first three questions of this part of the interview (detailed in 10.2) were 

related to the companies experience, focusing on two pillars for service companies: customers 

management (Clients) and team management (Team or Employees). In fact, service companies rather 

carry commercial and organizational innovations (Castro et al. 2011). To make sure not to forget an 

important actor, an additional segment was proposed to complete with a possible other key actor (Key 

Actors) at the end of this first part. Given the light definition prompts on resilience, social capital and 

innovation (3.4.1), the respondents were asked to think of particular milestones, turning points, be they 

of a positive or negative nature, where they had had to adapt and if they had faced these changes alone 

or, otherwise, who or what had helped them. As economic aspects are well embedded in social and 

environmental ones, and the interviews unfolded, results pertaining to barriers, drivers as well as 

opportunities for sustainable development and resilience were indeed found within the first answers  

and lead to the second part.  
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3.4.3 Part two, the great sustainability challenges (Intervention 1) 

After exploring their experience regarding economic competitiveness and social attractiveness, the 

companies were presented with Nine Challenges for the Sustainable City (5.1, Table G), to go from 

their business reality to overall sustainability. Respondents were asked to find opportunities, 

expectations or wishes of actions for each challenge.  

3.4.4 Part three, Vision (Intervention 2) 

This last part was added after the 5
th
 interview, and presented to the remaining 15 companies (10 

mainstream and 5 frontrunners) to foster even more answers. A very schematic vision of the 

Sustainable City, inspired from TURBINE and urban resilience research (Nyblom et al 2010) was 

shown.   

Paris and Ile de France Education and Food were two important focuses for preserving and providing 

present and future employee skills and food safety.  

Food: A mix of local organic experimentation or high tech farms, and also tube farming, are included 

in the densest parts of the city. 

 

Pictures 1 and 2: The Green Campus (Nyblom et al 2010), inner city farms (Plantagon ©) 

Education: Typical social-technological solutions (Geels et al. 2004) are the current trend, like the 

real next big project east of Paris (Advancity).  Rough sketches of Green Campuses around the city 

were drawn to provide ecosystem services and biodiversity, inspired from the actual study of the 

Stockholm Resilience Centre and KTH university study (Nyblom et al 2010). The campuses are linked 

to existing green areas, i.e. the forests in the Ile de France, with green corridors to the city, either 

existing or planned.  

  
 

 

Picture 3: Sketch of  

the Green Campuses  

pro-environment cities  

and the same areas for existing 

or planned Ecofarms for Paris 

and Ile de France 

http://plantagon.com/international/bilder/greenhouse/vertikaltvaxthus.jpg
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3.5 Limitations of the Methodology  

- The usual critiques of qualitative research are to be too subjective, difficult to replicate, hard to 

generalize, not transparent enough (Bryman and Bell 2007, p.423-424). But Kvale argues that an 

InterView is by essence the sharing of different views (Kvale 1996). This one tried to have the 

researcher as neutral as possible when asking the questions and analysing the answers. This was 

one of the reasons for first looking at barriers to sustainability (Chapter 5). Although the results 

are hard to generalize because they are mostly linked to the particularities of the 2nd district of 

Paris, the sample does represent the largest subsector (Consulting to Business) of the largest sector 

(Consulting and Assistance), and is in this sense typical of a large European city. Moreover, 

gathering new data in a reproducible manner was the idea behind the research design. As for 

transparency, the reader is, as for all prior points, the last judge. 

- In qualitative research, concepts should not be definitive (Bryman and Bell 2007), they should 

“provide a general sense of reference and guidance in approaching empirical instances” (Blumer 

1954, p.7). As Bryman himself argues, this definition is relative to the understanding of “general 

sense”. The definition lenses given in the introduction of the interview were phrased in this spirit 

(3.4.1). Reflexivity also regards “the significance of the researcher for the research process” 

(Bryman and Bell 2007, p 710), which was unavoidable in this research. 

- A balance between field and literary research is advised (Kvale 1996, Merriam 2009). But in order 

to interview a minimum of 20 companies in 2 months, most time was spent on looking for the 

interviews, carrying them and starting the transcripts first in French, then in English. A balanced 

method could have allowed a better reflexion on the findings, reflecting on, for example the tempo 

and order of the questions, but this would also have meant less respondents, which in the end 

would not have helped this exploration. As it is, a fair number of respondents (20 enterprises 

corresponding to 44% of the 45 companies found in the Chamber of Commerce listing) were 

gathered in the time imparted and interviewed answering to all the criteria of the sampling profile 

(3.3). This corresponded to Kvale‟s suggestion on qualitative interview to “interview as many 

subjects as necessary to find out what you need to know” (Kvale 1996, p 101). 

- Limitation of time for the interview: the time limit, of one hour to 90 minutes (for most), to cover 

a mutual presentation, an exploration of the company and the answers and remarks on the nine 

themes and the vision was imposed by the companies tempo. This forced the companies to make 

concise answers and choices on their favourite challenges.  

- The benefits of using a vision to further prompt answers to the central question proved useful in 

confirming the reasons for clear doubt (barriers) or hope (bridges) for a sustainable city. The 

drawbacks were for the interviewed companies to see their role for the choice of Food as a subject 

in the vision. Food was felt by the author to be quite impactful as 420 000 companies in Paris and 

their relations eat every day. But a non negligeable minority of companies thought Food to be 

rather a personal subject, out of companies scope. This said, Food was also thought to be 

important to a majority of companies. 

- A common problem of face to face interviews was that the respondent may have responded in 

order to please the interviewer (Bernard, 2006). To avoid this, the respondents were told in the 

beginning that no answer would be judged good or bad, that the answers hoped for were the ones 

the respondents believed were true.  
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4 Case Study Description 

4.1 Premises of the case study: Frontrunners  

In 2010, the 50 billion euro Seventh Framework Programme of the European Community for research, 

technological development and demonstration activities (2007-2013) (European Parliament Decision 

2006) included the FP7 call on Sustainable and Resilient Green Cities (Cordis 2011). One of the 

founding criteria was the participation of small and medium enterprises (SMEs). The results had to be 

clearly beneficial to them and their participation was greatly encouraged. 
 

The FP7 call was precisely such a project. It was quite holistic in its sustainability aims, and the best 

research team could expect an envelope of roughly 7 million euros from the European Union. The 

TURBINE team set to develop strategies for a sustainable transition of cities. The research had to 

include expertise from such disciplines as “architecture, urban planning and design, bio-physical 

sciences, public health, socio-economics, decision-making and governance, technology, and art” 

(Cordis 2010, ENV.2011.2.1.5-1, p24). TURBINE defined urban sustainability as the “ability to 

sustain quality of life accounting for ecological, economic, social, and governance aspects including 

intergenerational justice and social equity”, and urban resilience as “the ability of the urban social-

ecological system to respond, adapt, and transform in response to the grand challenges.” (Turbine 

2010, p.113) The grand challenges themselves were defined as climate change, natural resource 

management and urban growth. Green infrastructure was defined as “the green and ecological features 

of the urban area including wetlands, urban forests, rivers, that provide benefits to the cities and its 

residents in the form of ecosystem services” (ibid). Turbine proposed a transition framework 

describing how to make the transition to the Sustainable City.  

 

In August 2010, prior to the Parisian interviews in February 2011, the author conducted a preliminary 

interview with 12 of the 28 academics from the 15 universities of the TURBINE team to check what 

particular challenge was important for each participant in the FP7 call and what profile of partner SME 

would best complete the existing academic team.  

Systematically, each academic was asked to clarify the biggest challenges for the call and to suggest 

an ideal profile for participating SMEs. In most answers, the favoured SMEs were those which had 

already found solutions or, better, had previous experience, ideally making profits, very innovative – 

both conceptually and in implementation, and ideally which had worked with or for the city: the 

frontrunners, dear to transition management theory (Loorbach 2010). The profiles gathered were 

renewable energy or sustainability experts and consultants, visionary architects, sustainability 

communication agencies and so on. Table D summarizes their answers. 
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Name Department Institute 

Website 

Date of 

interview 
Expectation of 

a  Frontrunner 

as partner for 

the FP7 call 

Challenges for the FP7 call, and 

point of view of each academic 

Potential 

Profiles 

Niki 

Frantzeskaki 

Research of 

transition 

dynamics 

Dutch Research 

Institute For 

Transitions 

(DRIFT) 

www.drift.eur.nl 30/08/2010 yes Contextual: each city's hottest 

issue  

Co-creation with citizens (vs Top 

Down) 

Energy 

Efficient 

Stephan 

Pauleit 

Strategic 

Landscape 

Planning and 

Management 

 www.landschaftse

ntwicklung.wzw.t

um.de 

August 

2010 

yes Forward thinking 

Demographic Change 

Landscape 

Planner or 

Ecologist 

Henrique 

Miguel 

Pereira 

Scientific 

Researcher 

Centro de 

Biologia 

Ambiental, 

Universidade 

de Lisboa 

http://theoeco.fc.ul

.pt/ 

August 

2010 

not mentioned Contextual to Lisboa: biodiversity 

increase by 20% in 2020, Green 

Areas Connectiveness, Aging 

City, Awareness 

 

Marina 

Bergen 

Jensen 

Landscape 

and Planning 

Faculty of Life 

Sciences, 

University of 

Copenhagen 

http://en.sl.life.ku.

dk/ 

August 

2010 

yes Quality of Urban Public Spaces 

Awareness 

Actions for Bottom Up processes 

Green Roof 

Companies 

Derk 

Loorbach 

Development 

of transition 

management 

Dutch Research 

Institute For 

Transitions 

(DRIFT) 

http://www.eur.nl/

fsw/ 

August 

2010 

yes Intellectual: different 

theories,different cities 

Provide a common language for 

all involved 

Front 

Runners 

Dagmar 

Haase 

Landscape 

Ecology 

Geographisches 

Institut 

http://www.geogra

phie.hu-berlin.de 

August 

2010 

not mentioned Land Use i.e. Flood Impact Risk 

Assessment 

Communicate research results to 

a wider audience 

Motivate to engage in 

sustainability 

Equity in regards to access to 

nature 

 

Leen 

Gorissen 

Transition 

Energy and 

Environment 

VITO www.vito.be August 

2010 

yes Behavioral Change throughout all 

the stakeholders 

very 

innovative 

SMEs 

Stefan Kuhn Urban 

Governance 

ICLEI http://www.iclei-

europe.org/home/ 

30/08/2010 not mentioned 100% renewable energy - Fossil 

fuel free 

Solar Panels 

Kjell 

Nilsson 

Landscape 

and Planning 

Faculty of Life 

Sciences, 

University of 

Copenhagen 

http://en.sl.life.ku.

dk/ 

30/08/2010 yes Fossil fuel free transport 

High quality water for sanitation 

A more prominent role of the 

green spaces 

Urban 

Planners 

Adrienne 

Grêt-

Regamey 

Planning of 

Landscape 

and Urban 

Systems 

 www.plus.ethz.ch August 

2010 

yes Use polycentrism for the 

transformation 

Open areas Social Places 

Urban Pattern and Design 

Research 

oriented 

SMEs 

 

Follows on next page 

 

http://www.drift.eur.nl/
http://www.landschaftsentwicklung.wzw.tum.de/
http://www.landschaftsentwicklung.wzw.tum.de/
http://www.landschaftsentwicklung.wzw.tum.de/
http://theoeco.fc.ul.pt/
http://theoeco.fc.ul.pt/
http://en.sl.life.ku.dk/
http://en.sl.life.ku.dk/
http://www.eur.nl/fsw/
http://www.eur.nl/fsw/
http://www.geographie.hu-berlin.de/
http://www.geographie.hu-berlin.de/
http://www.vito.be/
http://www.iclei-europe.org/home/
http://www.iclei-europe.org/home/
http://en.sl.life.ku.dk/
http://en.sl.life.ku.dk/
http://www.plus.ethz.ch/
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Name Department Institute 

Website 

Date of 
interview 

Expectation of 

a  Frontrunner 

as partner for 

the FP7 call 

Challenges for the FP7 call, and 

point of view of each academic 

Potential 
Profiles 

Frank 

Nevens 

Transition 

Energy and 

Environment 

VITO www.vito.be August 

2010 

yes Provide a better future than today 

Enablers and Barriers 

Stop talking Start doing 

Provide a Vision 

Arts and 

Science 

Azime 

Tezer 

Urban and 

Regional 

Planning 

Istanbul Teknik 

Üniversitesi 

http://www.itu.edu

.tr/ 

August 

2010 

not mentioned "Understand each other" 

Contextual, i.e. transport, water 

 

Table D Key Challenges for the FP7 call and potential profiles for participating SMEs  

http://www.vito.be/
http://www.itu.edu.tr/
http://www.itu.edu.tr/
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4.2 The Case Study : Paris and the “mainstream” businesses  

In this study, the term mainstream business is used as meaning business not directly involved with 

sustainability. As a matter of fact 100% of the mainstream companies interviewed were unique and 

contextually, they were very close to the “Golden Triangle”, hence above economic standards. 

 

In this document, enterprises, or companies, are referred to as C1 to C 20, an order different to the 

alphabetical one in E hereafter. After reading this copy, companies were asked if they allowed to link 

their details (Table 2 in the Appendix presents the expertise and employee number of each enterprise). 

Company Manager(s) Date of the Interview 

Adexen Guillaume Imbert 14/01/2011 

Alteam Patrick Rouillon 24/01/2011 

Bessis Corinne Bessis 10/02/2011 

ByAgency Eric Phélippeau  17/02/2011 

DDA et Company LLC Alexandre Odin  21/02/2011 

Go Fluent Monsieur Ferrandou Christophe Ferrandou  03/02/2011 

Cassagne Goirands Associes Patrick Cassagne 11/02/2011 

GR Services Bruno Navarre 07/02/2011 

GRM EuroManager Geneviève Riot Castaing 11/02/2011 

Innovactions Sylvain Hatesse 21/02/2011 

Karistem Olivier Seiller 24/02/2011 

Manifeste Michel Salion 25/02/2011 

Nexeo Philippe Smolders 25/01/2011 

Noveterra Stéphane Riot 10/02/2011 

Oshaliang Pascale Brochard 24/01/2011 

Piwan 

Antoine Tokplo  et Frédéric 

Doutriaux  16/02/2011 

Quattrolibri Julien Dossier 15/02/2011 

Sales plus  Loic Bermani  23/02/2011 

Seletic Serge Etienne 08/02/2011 

Valtao Bruno Lenoble 14/02/2011 

Table E Alphabetical table of respondents, mainstream and frontrunners combined 

Paris was chosen as the field for the case study as it is an emblematic European City, with its 

particular context to take into consideration. Small businesses make up for most of the business fabric 
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of Paris “intramuros”, which means Paris inside the “walls”, actually the city limits, since the actual 

walls historically protecting the city have disappeared. There are 20 districts, each with an actual 

mayor, forming Paris intramuros. The city of Paris districts are the result of gathering one or several 

villages which historically built the actual Paris intramuros. The shape of the districts gathering 

follows a spiral path around the first settlements on the Seine river islands. At its center, the most 

visited island is the “Ile de la Cité” (the Island of the city), now in the 4
th
 district, where the Cathedral 

of Notre Dame stands. The 20
th
 district was the last one to be incorporated to Paris intramuros in 1860, 

from three merged quarters known for their many freshwater sources and their vinyards (Mairie du 

20eme). The city is part of the “Ile de France”, which hosts close to 1 million businesses, 6 million 

jobs, nearly a fourth of all of France‟s employment (INSEE 2010). Paris and Ile de France show a 

concentration of wealth and power which is unrivalled nationally. Tourism is an important industry for 

the city, estimated to represent 13% of Paris intramuros jobs (IDF 2011). Yet service to businesses is 

the first employer (INSEE 2010 b).  
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5 Data Presentation 

5.1 Preliminary Data for Intervention 1: What are the challenges of the Sustainable City? 

The challenges stem from a construct of a mix of selected challenges from social ecological theory 

based research and documents: a) the FP7 call for Sustainable, Resilient and Green Cities (Cordis 

2010)
6
, to which the author participated b) the 2010-2013 French national strategy for sustainable 

development, and c) characteristics of Resilience Thinking (Walker and Salt 2006, p.147-148), as 

presented in Table F, hereafter. The actual presentation of the Nine Challenges for the Sustainable City 

for the interview is Table G. 

  “X” is for the source selection of the Challenges  

  FP7 call for 

Sustainable, 

Resilient 

Green Cities 

National 

Strategy for 

Sustainable 

Development  

A selection of 

characteristics of 

Resilience Thinking 

 

Challenge 1 

 

Stay economically competitive 

 

  Innovation(2) 

Resilience (4) 

Challenge 2 Stay socially attractive 

 

  Social Capital (3) 

Resilience (4) 

Challenge 3 Better manage natural resources 

(consumption/sustainable 

production : water, food) 

X X Resilience (4) 

Challenge 4 Adapt to climate change 

(temperature, precipitations, natural 

catastrophes –inundations, storms, 

draughts)  

X X Resilience (4) 

Challenge 5 Manage demographic change, 

aging, social inequities  

X X Resilience (4) 

Challenge 6 Develop information, education, 

continuous training, access to 

culture   

 X Resilience (4) 

Challenge 7 Governance must facilitate 

adaptation to change and help 

society to evolve while associating 

all the stakeholders 

 X Resilience (4) 

Challenge 8 Insure a transition towards a future 

without fossil energy to reduce the 

CO2 print, (transport and 

sustainable mobility) 

X X Resilience (4) 

Challenge 9 Preserve ecosystem services, the 

products and services of Nature for 

mankind  

 X Resilience (4) 

Table F Sources for the Nine Challenges of the Sustainable City 

                                                      
6
 The 3 grand challenges from the FP7 call were (Challenge 3) Natural resource shortages, including water, (Challenge 4) climate change, 

impacting heat and precipitations as well as disasters such as floods, droughts, storms and heat waves, (Challenge 5) demographic change, 

including aging and social inequities and (Challenge 8) a transition into fossil fuel independence to reduce carbon footprint.  
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Hereafter, as presented in the interview (Intervention 1) and following the methodology, presentation 

was oriented towards looking for actions for each of the Challenges. 

  Business actions City actions 

Challenge 1 Stay economically competitive 

 

  

Challenge 2 Stay socially attractive 

 

  

Challenge 3 Better manage natural resources 

(consumption/sustainable production : water, 

food) 

  

Challenge 4 Adapting to climate change (temperature, 

precipitations, natural catastrophes –inundations, 

storms, droughts)  

  

Challenge 5 Manage demographic change, aging, social 

inequities 

  

  

Challenge 6 Develop information, education, continuous 

training, access to culture   

  

Challenge 7 Governance must facilitate adaptation to change 

and help society to evolve while associating all 

the stakeholders 

  

Challenge 8 Insure a transition towards a future without 

fossil energy to reduce the CO2 print, 

(transport and sustainable mobility) 

 

  

Challenge 9 Preserve ecosystem services, the products and 

services of Nature for mankind  

 

  

Table G The Nine Challenges to the Sustainable City – Actions suggested 

The sustainability challenges were not equally dealt with because of the limited time frame for the 

exploration or when they were felt by the respondents to be too far from their microcosm.  

Within social inequities (Challenge 5) immigration could have been more clearly included in this 

study as it is a challenge for France and Paris sustainability (Commissariat 2010). A new sort of 

migration is now adding to the remaining historical issue of immigration and integration. Settlers from 

the Eastern blocks and further east, asylum seekers and students from Africa and the Far East settle in 

European Cities with new movement patterns, often for shorter periods (European Commission 2010). 

Both immigration and new migration integration have implications on the sustainable European city. 

But this challenge was neither clearly included nor raised by the respondents, because it was judged 

too far from their daily reality, working so close to the Golden Triangle, where immigration and 

migration are not often dealt with.  

5.2 How do small businesses in Paris connect to their sustainability and the Sustainable City?  

5.2.1 Barriers to the Sustainability Challenges 

Although the interviewer tried not to react, he felt he could trust expressions of barriers to the 

sustainability challenges. These were neither obliging to the interviewer nor necessarily politically 

correct, or meant to gain any potential green visibility in the future. In fact, sometimes, they were 
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expressed with apologies or concern, because they were not the respondents‟ personal wishes but the 

expression of their understanding of the reality of sustainability. Table H summarizes the main 

different barriers expressed.  

  Business (in)actions City (in)actions 

Challenge 1 

 

Stay economically 

competitive 

 

sustainability may seem 

outside of the corporate spirit: 

altruist and costly 

SMEs, although providing the socio-

economic fabric of the city, have 

disadvantages regarding profit 

sharing when compared to larger 

competitors on the stock market  

Challenge 2 Stay socially 

attractive 

 

Sustainability is ineffective, 

or green wash 

 

 

Housing is too expensive for a wide 

social mix 

 

The socio-economic tissue of each 

district is still a mystery: there is a 

lack of information on other local 

enterprises in the district 

Challenge 3 Better manage 

natural resources 

(consumption/sustain

able production : 

water, food) 

Feeling of helplessness, of 

playing an unimportant role 

Beyond the city limits, what does the 

city do to link with the (close) region 

producers? 

Challenge 4 Adapting to climate 

change (temperature, 

precipitations, natural 

catastrophies –

innundations, storms, 

droughts)  

Feeling of helplessness, of 

playing an unimportant role 

No barrier expressed 

Challenge 5 Manage 

demographic 

change, aging, social 

inequities 

  

No barrier expressed No barrier expressed 

Challenge 6 Develop information, 

education, 

continuous training, 

access to culture   

Not judged a challenge for 

Paris where education is seen 

as plentiful 

Not judged a challenge for Paris 

where education is seen as plentiful 

Challenge 7 Govern must 

facilitate adaptation 

to change and help 

society to evolve 

while associating all 

the stakeholders 

Change is not welcome; new 

governance rules and 

innovation are felt as potential 

threats,  going into unknown 

territory inducing a feeling of 

insecurity 

France is top down
7
 

Sustainability: the goals are not 

grounded in an action plan; politics 

seem to stay at the discussion level, 

to “look good”. 

The messages are partly or not 

implemented  

 

                                                      
7
 Contextually to Paris and the sector studied, there is a culture of centralization of power and decisions in France as shown in the 

importance of Paris as a city and region. This is reflected in the following remarks of the responding managers: “France is quite top down” 

(C19) “The innovators are the bosses and the team is there to manage their innovation”(C5). “The Consulting culture is one of individualists 

with important egos” (C14) “One has to forego the ego to advance towards ambition” (C15) 
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There is a felt disconnect between 

the various governance entities i.e. 

between the local, district, city, 

region, ministry, parliament levels. 

Challenge 8 Insure a transition 

towards a future 

without fossil energy 

to reduce the CO2 

print, (transport and 

sustainable mobility) 

 

Respondents do not feel their 

impact is worth changing 

Some interesting programs are 

thought to still be incomplete in 

terms of communication or 

realization, as for Velib (see 

Glossary), not providing enough 

security messages or a safe end-to-

end cycle lane network. 

Challenge 9 Preserve ecosystem 

services, the products 

and services of 

Nature for mankind  

 

Green cities are sometimes 

seen as a rich country issue, an 

agenda which could not be 

reproduced in most poorer 

countries 

The city of Paris was judged to be 

too built up and too expensive to 

leave space for nature to be 

reintegrated, or for areas or building 

to be greened, i.e. green roofs which 

could be considered a risk for the 

assets of their owners.
8
 

Table H: Barriers to Action towards the Sustainable City, as expressed by respondents  

 

 

Respondents quotes: 

“a rich nation‟s possibility, a poor nation‟s fantasy” (sustainable cities and the world) 

“Look at the Saint Louis island: it works” (can a rich area be surrounded by misery?) 

Further Barriers to Vision 

These results were gathered when the vision was presented. 

Respondents quotes: 

 “This is Utopia. How would you have farms when the price per square meter is 7000 euros?”  

“Is this vision in 50 years or 100 years from now?”  

Most negative spontaneous expressions to the vision presented argued that it was impossible to re-

green the city because of the price of real estate and the lock-in situation of existing dense expensive 

real estate. It seemed far from reality, or set like a window display, and not necessarily portraying 

togetherness between citizens.  

The vision was also seen as far in the future, taking a very long time to implement, like 50 years to a 

century.  

The green areas and corridors prompted remarks stating that transport should not be forgotten and 

should show more clearly in the vision. Transport, the number one energy use and CO2 emission 

source is also on top of the list of challenges the respondents felt most impacted by in regards to their 

wellbeing. In fact, often, the hiring of the team members was according to their place of residence, 

preferably within Paris walls. 

                                                      
8
 It is not a serious risk ! (note from the author) 
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Another barrier to the vision proposed was that it was not dealing with the food problem properly; and 

that it should be done by acting on the existing food distribution system, thought to be in the hands of 

greedy intermediaries driving prices up between farmers or fishermen and the city, and forcing quality 

down. 

5.2.2 Perceptions in-between, or different appreciations on the feasibility of sustainability 

Differences between mainstream and frontrunners on Sustainable Business 

The graphs below (Table I) are the summarized results showing that the biggest difference between 

mainstream businesses and frontrunners appears to be in their appreciation of drivers and barriers to 

sustainability. Mainstream businesses see more barriers (100% expressed at least one) than 

frontrunners (80%). Frontrunners see more bridges and (positive) opportunities for sustainable 

business (100%).  Moreover, Front runners expressed drivers and opportunities for almost all the 

Challenges, which is a big difference (only suggestions for Challenges 1 and 2 were expressed from 

most mainstream enterprises). 

 

Table I Percentage of expressed drivers, barriers and opportunities for the sustainable business 

Mainstream companies and how they connect to their own sustainability 

Only the answers expressed by a third or more of the mainstream companies are reported hereafter: 

Drivers  

73% expressed drivers regarding economic competitiveness (by earning more and spending less) and 

40% for social inequities (possible age diversity, jobs for all origins) 

Barriers  

73% expressed barriers regarding economic competitiveness (from profits pressure) 

Opportunities  

47% expressed opportunities towards economic competitiveness 

100%

01.49

.36.2

9.48 

73% 80% 

100% 
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Table J Percentage of expressed drivers, barriers and opportunities for the sustainable city 

Differences between mainstream and frontrunners on the Sustainable City 

Interestingly (Table J), for the Sustainable City, mainstream companies expressed less barriers (73%) 

than the frontrunners (80%). Most of the barriers expressed by the frontrunners where for Challenge 7, 

Governance, particularly a lack of clear goals or actions implemented by the city. 

Mainstream companies and how they connect to the Sustainable City  

Excluding the front runners, only answers expressed by a third or more of the mainstream companies 

are reported hereafter and provided the following: 

Drivers or bridges  

60% expressed drivers towards social attractiveness, while 33% expressed drivers towards preserving 

ecosystem services 

Barriers (more were expressed than for sustainable business) 

47% expressed barriers from inability of governance to change and help society to evolve while 

associating all the stakeholders (lack of good communication, education, concrete actions and being a 

model on sustainability) 

40% expressed barriers from the economic environment (financial profits first)  

Opportunities (more were expressed than for sustainable business) 

60% expressed opportunities towards co adaptive governance and preserving ecosystem services  

53% expressed opportunities towards economic competitiveness 

40% expressed opportunities towards social attractiveness (reconnect with local socio-economical 

fabric – maybe coming from the city, or the creating a “place” (5.2.3)) 

33% expressed opportunities towards better management of natural resources (food), though upon 

showing the Vision, at the end of the interview. 

 

Frontrunners expressed more drivers and (positive) opportunities, for the sustainable city (100% vs 

47% for the mainstream businesses. Furthermore, frontrunners expressed drivers and opportunities for 

almost all the challenges. 

Overall, mainstream respondents were more talkative about what the City should do, expressing a 

larger range of barriers for the Sustainable City (governance and economic environment) than for their 

own sustainability (economic competitiveness). They were less talkative about what would be the 

drivers or bridges to the Sustainable City (social attractiveness and preserving ecosystem services) 

than for their own sustainability (economic competitiveness and social equity). The City was seen to 

be responsible for messages and communication, or to be the support for change, while businesses 

should be responsible for its implementation – provided they could see a profit. The profit expressed 

was mostly financial, but other benefits were mentioned, such as general wellbeing, i.e. in terms of 

less transport stress, saved time and more breathing space.  

47% 

73% 73% 

100% 100% 

80% 
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5.2.3 Bridges to the Sustainability Challenges 

Table K summarizes the main different bridges expressed.  

  Business actions City actions 

Challenge 1 

 

Stay economically 

competitive 

 

Meet potential local clients 

other sectors‟ experts, 

discuss sustainability 

themes,  

A place: good for all challenges 

(detailed at the end of 5.2.3) 

Challenge 2 Stay socially attractive 

 

Social attractiveness 

ensures team stability 

Integrate societal values in City 

projects by linking to a positive 

image of local history, when possible 

Challenge 3 Better manage natural 

resources 

(consumption/sustainable 

production : water, food) 

Organizing attractive 

organic and local canteens 

The man powered organic food 

deliveries in the city 

 

Organic visibility: good for 

challenges 2, 3, 4, 8, 9 (see Bridges-

detailed) 

Challenge 4 Adapting to climate 

change (temperature, 

precipitations, natural 

catastrophes –

inundations, storms, 

droughts)  

Photo : good for challenge 

1, 3, 4, 8 and 9 

 

Photo ( followed) 

For businesses and the City (see 

“Soon connected”, in 5.2.3) 

Challenge 5 Manage demographic 

change, aging, social 

inequities 

  

Less salary discrepancies 

in the team for team 

cohesion 

The Compost in Building Project
9
 

(Paris Habitat 2010) 

Challenge 6 Develop information, 

education, training, 

access to culture   

An enterprise wants to 

open a space for health and 

nutritional education 

The Terrabilis
10

 educational game 

(Terrabilis 2011) 

Challenge 7 Governance must 

facilitate adaptation to 

change and help society 

to evolve while 

associating all the 

stakeholders 

 BIRDD, the study on sharing best 

practices on SD between 63 

communes in and around Paris 

(BIRDD 2009) 

Challenge 8 Insure a transition 

towards a future without 

fossil energy to reduce 

the CO2 print, 

(transport and 

sustainable mobility) 

 

A place: good for all 

challenges, for the 

business and the City  

The Pedibus Project 

The project of Fontainebleau, to 

install a transition program where a 

city close to Paris aims to become 

sustainable and have a favourable 

impact at the level of the Paris region 

(Quattrolibri 2010)  

                                                      
9
 A great ongoing project worth replicating was mentioned: composting in buildings, which is a project from the public housing office 

providing education to children on how to handle and “create” earth from compost, opportunities for more social links between empowered 

young and elder around sustainability practices, less costs for the City from less garbage (Paris Habitat 2010, C9). 

10
 Terrabilis is a board game on sustainability based on behaviour, collaboration, systemic approaches. It is sponsored by the Ministry of 

Sustainable Development and the United Nations. It is available in April 2011 (Terrabilis, 2011) 
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Challenge 9 Preserve ecosystem 

services, the products 

and services of Nature 

for mankind  

 

 A place: good for all challenges (see 

Bridges – detailed) 

Table K: Bridges to Action towards the Sustainable City, as expressed by respondents 

 

Already connected 

Hereafter are accounts of concrete actions carried out by enterprises to achieve sustainability.  

From the Mainstream companies  

Besides a few enterprises advising some sustainable behaviour mostly linked to cost savings (i.e. two 

sided copying and the like) no mainstream company interviewed had engaged in any of the challenges.  

On social equity: “I pay because it works for me now” (C10) An entrepreneur said he shared profits 

with his young collaborators with more fairness than in his own experience as a previous employee. 

But he admitted he did this in the hope of keeping them longer in the company while progressing. 

From the Frontrunners  

C9 proposes change management via social and environmental responsibility of organizations, taking 

into account the human factor. An example is that C9 links sustainable development to the history of 

the place: when turning the campus of the Cité Universitaire, the large international university campus 

in Paris, into a sustainable campus, C9 achieved to articulate the project around the historic humanistic 

goals of the forefathers. “Construct sustainability onto the spirit of the place”. C9 also sponsors 

beehives, tree plantation and has invested in a windmill. C9 built partnerships between hotels and 

museums, bringing culture in the business world. 

BIRDD, the French acronym for the Appraisal of Initiatives and Results for Sustainable Development 

is a book put together by C12 and available for only 2 Euros. This valuable book gathers sustainability 

projects from 63 districts or towns in and around Paris to assess the potential of sharing and 

implementing the best practices. One of the findings is that towns often do not look for prior similar 

projects, so the potential is huge. A simple example is Pedibus, a reproducible experiment, carried 

from A to Z in 6 months, to walk children to elementary school vs. contributing to rush hour traffic 

jams (C12) 

C13 proposes consulting services based on pragmatic research and development. An example of its 

achievements was the sustainability report on the transition of the city of Fontainebleau, south of Paris 

(Quattrolibri 2010). 

C16 proposes and implements consulting and training to businesses, towns, associations and training 

institutes and launched the sustainability board game called Terrabilis (Terrabilis 2011) 

C20 is working on the communication of several sustainable projects in the Ile de France. 

From the City of Paris  

Compost. A successful project of the Public Housing office teaching residents of all ages to compost in 

Paris and use the earth for their gardens or plants is very popular (C9, Paris Habitat 2010, SI). It is also 

meant to reallocate the lesser costs of garbage collecting, to systemize the project and make it last. 
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From other Cities 

Local development can be seen as a definite source of sustainability for Cities and businesses alike as 

the money invested with a local partner has more chances to come back and contribute to a thriving 

local community (Walker and Preuss 2008). 

Soon connected 

These examples depend on the context. Other potential connections expressed may also be interesting, 

including financially.  

Local business development. “My personal goal in this profession was to help SMEs. I have a 

conscience to support…one cannot live if one is not profitable but on top of that I really want to have a 

profession where I feel useful. A strong point for SMEs is that financial crisis or not – and unlike big 

firms, they keep on developing.” “I must develop locally. From a human point of view I thrive on 

interesting relationships. I would like to get in more small enterprises” (C3). Last year was the first 

year since C3 built the locally oriented sub-structure and it already made profits. Several enterprises 

had already planned or wished to plan for local business development. 

Photo. Making money has a lot to do with margins. Cutting costs helps. Meet with the concierges, 

security staff and city to check if the lights are on. An old recipe reminding of when the cities had staff 

to put out the gas lamps on the streets can be simply transformed as: taking a picture of the building 30 

minutes after sun down and checking from one day to the next if roughly 20, 40, or 70% of the 

building is lit up. The little service and eventual alarm can save millions as well as the environment, 

and even renew forgotten social interactions (C12).  

Organic visibility. A great barrier to organic farming is the short term focus on greater production 

yields; historically gained by using pesticides and fertilizers, at the expense of the environment, and 

human health (Blair and Zahm 1995; Koutros 2010) (C12). Business and cities alike could gather to 

establish long term demand and a payment system like road tolls. Small sums for long periods can be 

agreed upon, in order to have access to a minimum of organic food at stable prices with fewer risks 

and a possible better mutual engagement based on a longer contracted visibility.  

Further Bridges to Vision 

These results were gathered when the vision was presented. 

The vision of bridges to sustainability I elicited here as opposed to the previous barriers expressed in 

the prior section. Some were also collected in the different prior answers.  

From the Mainstream Companies 

Personal Visions of the Sustainable City 

None of the mainstream companies expressed other visions than the one proposed. Often, some would 

comment on existing projects they had heard of, such as several experimental farms outside of Paris 

and known University clusters intended to become green tech centres such as Advancity, east of Paris, 

and Fontainebleau, south (Quattrolibri 2010). 
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Mostly positive reactions to the vision proposed 

Roughly 50% were supportive and 25% very supportive, of creating places for education or other 

activities, with green or natural areas, including preserving or even reacquiring the river Seine as a 

place where people could bathe again (C20), or covering the periphery roads with green areas to stroll 

or meet (C7).  

From the Sustainability Frontrunners 

“What is Utopia is to think that we can continue to do what we do and to indefinitely and excessively 

draw from our ecosystems without giving back to it (the same services and service generation 

potential): Each species that disappears is a loss of link with the (fundamental) elements. We have 

never been so rich but at the same time poverty is on the rise. What we need is a promising project, a 

guarantee for the general interest. We must have a common vision, and (on it) a guarantor to the 

system, defined as parts organized according to a goal.”(C16) 

A place 

The wish for a place was a clear expression of a concrete way for businesses to reconnect and develop 

local sustainability among each other and also with their City. A majority of respondents embraced the 

idea of a place, as presented below: 

A place would be for «substantive issues, a space to discuss them, and then the engagement to answer” 

(C9) 

A place could bring all the stakeholders together and add outside people to share their experience on 

the problem, giving “a unity of time, place and action, as in theatre” (C12) 

The reasons expressed for wishing for “a place” were to: 

- Meet different businesses in the close proximity and exchange on different themes, from the same 

or different sectors, for opportunities to work together, exchange tips from local services to 

different experiences, 

- Organize presentations, workshops, explore ways to push innovation, 

- Organize all sorts of participation:  civic, commercial, social, etc..,  

- Eat better more sustainable and cheaper food together 

- Invite local food producers and craftsmen to come and offer their products, without intermediaries,  

- Increase local interactions; meet outside of the realm of the image-oriented IT social media, where 

you can hear, shake hands, smell and taste foods and fabrics. 

- Try to bring back Natural beauty in the area. 
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5.3 Findings related to social ecological framework 

5.3.1 Geography of Social Capital 

The positive definition of social capital above (3.4.1) did ring a bell for most of the interviewed SMEs 

although sometimes it was confused with human capital. Indeed both concepts are complementary as 

simply exhibited by the following Figure 1 where human capital are the nodes, and social capital the 

lines representing relationships between 3 people in this example. 

 

Figure 1 “Human capital is complementary to social capital”, inspired from Coleman´s figures 

(Coleman 1990) 

Systematically, for clients and team and other potential key actors, the respondents were asked to map 

as best as possible their geography. In the case of the team, it meant where they lived, not where they 

worked. Table L shows the proportion of key actors inside the city limits, in the Ile de France or 

outside of that region (usually further than 50 kilometres from the centre of Paris, and even abroad).  

 

 

Table L. Geography of Social Capital The main stakeholders were the clients and the team. Other 

key Actors were accounted for, among which were close family friends, particular experts in related or 

complementary fields, i.e. in fusion-acquisition, when considering expansion, or more often in 

accounting or human resources law.  Even though some respondents were very international 

enterprises, 78% of clients were within Paris walls or Ile de France. 90% of the teams were within Ile 

de France – and two thirds of them within Paris walls. 70% of the other key actors were within Paris 

walls.  

 

Social capital was primarily local, within Paris walls, even for the rather international companies 

which did most of their business and contracting in Paris or eventually the adjoining cities.   
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5.3.2 Perceptions of Innovation Potential 

 

Respondents were systematically asked how they managed change related to important milestones in 

their client experience and team experience. From these short accounts a table could be drawn, 

summarizing their perceptions of the organizations‟ innovative potential (in the spirit of a pilot). The 

resulting table is Table M, below, where “0” is for enterprises with no innovation experience, “1” 

either continuous innovation or radical innovation and “2” both.   

Company 

Mainstream  

or Front Runner 

Number of 

Employees 

Continuous 

innovation 

Radical 

innovation 

Total 

C1 M 8 1 0 1 

C2 M 13 1 0 1 

C3 M 8 1 1 2 

C4 M 85 1 1 2 

C5 M 450 1 1 2 

C6 M 30 1 0 1 

C7 M 4 0 0 0 

C8 M 5 0 0 0 

C9 F 1 1 1 2 

C10 M 4 1 0 1 

C11 M 6 1 1 2 

C12 F 6 1 1 2 

C13 F 3 1 1 2 

C14 M 8 1 1 2 

C15 M 22 1 1 2 

C16 F 1 1 1 2 

C17 M 4 1 0 1 

C18 M 10 1 1 2 

C19 M 13 1 1 2 

C20 F 8 1 1 2 

Table M. Innovation profiles of Respondents
11

 

 

Taking a fast heuristic approach, and based on the exchanges, respondents profiles were identified as 

innovative, showing continuous or radical innovation, both or none. 

 

By innovation, was understood approaches that went beyond the usual practices of push marketing 

techniques i.e. attracting clients while pursuing R&D or participating actively to conferences, 

networking outside of previously known relationships or with commercially unrelated sectors, etc… 

5.3.3 A common language for inter-disciplinary research 

Trust 

 “A resilient world would promote trust, well-developed social networks, and leadership 

(adaptability)” (Walker and Salt 2006, p.147) 

                                                      
11

 “There are also two major categories of innovation: incremental or continuous and radical or disruptive. According to Hyland and Boer 

(2006, p. 390), continuous innovation is „the ongoing interaction between operations, incremental improvement, learning and radical 

innovation aimed at effectively combining operational effectiveness and strategic flexibility, exploitation and exploration‟. Accordingly, 
Fager et al. (2004, p. 315), citing Tushman and O‟Reilly (1996) and Day and Schoemaker (2000), state that „continuous innovation is 

needed across a broad front‟, combining extensive „do what we do better‟ improvements with periodic and radical „do what we do 

differently‟. (Carpinetti, Gerolamo, Galdamez 2007, p 378) 
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Language is often a barrier to connect to any concept. Gathered here are the expressions or definitions 

of trust from the respondents‟ mouths. These should shed a light on the businesses perception of the 

concept so it can be integrated in sustainable change management and sustainability oriented theories. 

 

Trust to delegate in order to grow – It is considered mandatory to trust in order to develop. « It is a 

real step to give someone else something to do that we can do ourselves. It is a choice and those who 

cannot make it cannot grow larger than 30, 35 people. It is a choice of renunciation, the mourning of 

the time when we were heroes, doing everything alone, uselessly.” (C4)  

Trust by transparency and constant sharing of information. A way to establish trust faster than via 

past history is to have a system of collaboration based on openness and transparency. Twice, in 

successful companies, experiences of building trust were not necessarily related to positive results. 

The most important thing in order to gain trust was that the relationship was constant and transparent, 

and that the different parties had had a constant closeness to each other. “Although we had failed to 

deliver, we were recommended to other clients because we had been walking hand in hand” (C1, C6) 

Trust by physical proximity and shared experience 

Several times managers reported that the reason they had built their company and they were attractive 

to their employees was sheer proximity. Trust came from sharing a lot of time and efforts, important 

experiences together, with employees, clients, partners.  

“The first circle of people I trust are people with whom I went to war with” 

“Trust was built through a common project. This was a special time when the whole team was 

working at the same place” “Our business requires establishing trust” (C14) 

Trust can be passed along with more or less loss: “I can only build a relation in person or if I am 

introduced by someone else” (C7) “the second circle are from recommendations” (C12)  

Innovation 

« A resilient world would place emphasis on learning, experimentation, locally developed rules, and 

embracing change.”(Walker and Salt 2006, p147) 

 

All (100%) of the Frontrunners showed innovation in their handling of important milestones (the 2008 

financial recession was quoted by most) vs 60% of the mainstream companies (showing innovation 

when they experienced crucial turning points such as an important change in the customer base, a 

financial recession, a split in their team or a major restructuration with an outside partner). All 

frontrunners used radical innovation (Table M). As for trust, respondents‟ expressions or definitions of 

innovation are gathered hereafter. 

 

Innovation is idea sharing, from tips to best practice, and also self-evaluation, including bottom up 

“Every 2 years we make an internal anonymous study, to sense the social climate. What works and 

what does not. Describe our management, three words came out: proximity
12

, transparency
13

, 

reactivity. Since then we cultivate these traits of our culture” (C4)  

“I get my ideas from experts in their domains” (C5) “I am interested in people very different from one 

                                                      
12

 Proximity was a key component of trust for several respondents 

13
 Transparency was a key component of trust for several respondents 
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another” (C13) 

“Share ideas with people external to the company who have the same functions but do not necessarily 

come from the same sector, in order to learn from their experience on the problem”, or “meet masters 

in their craft, even if they are violin makers”(C12) to learn from their approach of a particular situation 

 “Exchanging best practices (from a majority of respondents) “Do not reinvent things; look at what 

was done before” (C12) 

A project coordinating universities, students and businesses from 34 countries around a series of 

challenges was actually the innovative business model used by a progressive event organizing 

company (C11)  

Innovation can transform competitors into partners “Partnering with competitors can be 

misunderstood. Yet a small company must be flexible” (C5), and be open to partnerships with 

competitors. 

“Every success must become public domain” (C12) – this was the conclusion of a study of 

sustainability projects from 63 communes and the potential to share best practices  

Definitions of Innovation that were given: 

 “Innovation is the capacity to innovate and also deliver (ideas + implementation)” (C5) “ Innovation 

is also the capacity to listen” (C5) 

 

“Innovation is a story of a link between an idea and a market” (C13) 

“I am looking for meaningful innovation. This is why I created the company. I am looking at trans-

disciplinary questions, systemic ones, where the notion of links is important” (C13) 

“Anticipate, Steer, Invest - in all capitals: human, material, social ties
14

” (C15) 

 

“30% strategy 70% Implementation” (C19) 

 

Innovation capacity building is made possible by the following: 

- Inner stability , self-knowledge:  “One needs inside stability to accept changes” and “I need an 

alter ego to challenge me: that too is innovation”(C9) ; “It is a permanent self-questioning” (C11) 

- Combining R&D and networking “What makes us meet people is mostly R&D. This results in 

consulting missions”. “My first circle is composed of a handful of close complementary profiles, 

the second one is composed of 150 experts, of which 50 are international. The third one is close to 

2500 people whom I meet here and there through conferences and cocktails. This fuels my R&D 

and my business” (C13) 

- Take men in consideration before processes “ In order to position sustainability, the 

transformation should be centred around men rather than around processes” (C14) 

- Favour team diversity “When hiring we look for competence and favour diversity” “ We have 10 

nationalities among 85 employees” (C4), “We look for intelligence and people with something 

                                                      
14

 Or social capital 
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more: we have a guitar player, a DJ, a sport fanatic, a part time programmer..” (C14) “Diversity 

brings a richer team” (C19) “Experts are retired people, bringing knowledge and legitimacy. The 

expert reassures and the transformation is carried on by our team” (C19) 

- Be curious, playful, embrace new approaches “Adopt cultural approach based on curiosity, seeing 

a product from multiple points of view: in the light of science, enterprise, local rules and 

regulations, corporate social responsibility, notwithstanding to keep or add a dimension of 

creativity. Our company adopted financial tools, using balanced score card
15

 as a basis for more 

creativity, boosted by financial constraints. It is a bit like a crystal ball. Looking at numbers can be 

very creative.” (C15) One must have a game like approach, trans-disciplinary. A game allows, 

when one disagrees, to show how difficult it is to express a point of view.(C16) 

 

There is no knowledge of what the world will be in 10 years. Crossing all points of views allows for a 

larger vision. Decision can then be taken knowing that personal difficulties and views have been taken 

into account. Decision must be based on the group‟s ideas. If these ideas become concrete, the group 

will be interested in following them on a long term basis (from a discussion with C16) 

 

Innovative ways “Our model is changing. Before, we could do everything on our own, our name, our 

advertising, all alone. We must (now) share our means” (C12) 

“An outside stress such as a lower economy can lead to introducing more hierarchy in an initially free 

creative management style in order to retain some stability. Adaptability or agility in business terms is 

good and gives a clearer sense of belonging and shared responsibility” (C15) 

“Creativity stems from constraints and sharing” An idea, once shared becomes bigger and stronger. 

(C15) 

 

“Ambition. It must serve an idea. An idea comes with a vision. This is not a 360 degrees vision. A 

vision gives an angle. The angle allows steering the work. It should be medium to long term, like 

ambition.”, “Better living is the ambition. Wellbeing is the result” (C15) 

 

Training must not be separated from action and should be integrated in a larger plan (C16) 

 

Go “Glocal” Looking for customers in one‟s very district (C3, C7, C15) 

 

6. Analysis of Main Question data 

 

This part reflects upon for the reasoning for the barriers and bridges to sustainability expressed.   

6.1 Barriers Analysis 

 

- Sustainability: a cost more than a benefit. This perception may be due to the fact that values 

associated with sustainability, such as ecosystem services and biodiversity, are not directly 

                                                      
15 A balanced score card is a synthetic and strategic financially oriented management tool 
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translatable as commoditized assets or just starting to be (TEEB 2010
16

). This is not without major 

challenges (Robertson 2006). The multiple values associated to ecosystem services make their 

trading and the choice of actions in favour of one or another difficult (Kosoy and Corbera 2010). 

Being outside of the balance sheet means being a secondary priority or just plainly not the 

enterprise‟s responsibility. Also, pricing ecosystem services is arguable as it may “never fully take 

into account environmental costs and will ultimately undermine environmental reproduction” 

(ibid, p.1231). But it can be seen as a base for improvement, connecting the commoditized world 

we live in to Nature, which allows us to live. Although still doubting its profitability, SMEs 

perception of sustainability as a cost may be evolving as they start seeing opportunities in 

sustainability: cost saving, positive impacts on customers, staff retention and publicity, as shown 

in a recent study on 220 UK SMEs (Revell et al 2010). Before we integrate values wider than just 

financial ones, a starting point could be to reconnect the actors of our consumer oriented world to 

sustainability. 

 

- Lack of information on the local socio-economic fabric hinders local more sustainable business. 

Expanding locally via local networking, local marketing and local partnerships would be 

welcomed but doesn‟t happen because not enough time is devoted to this goal. Again this could be 

caused by a misrepresentation of the value of sustainable ways or by unclear goals and poor 

returns on efforts made. “To be sustainable, SMEs must network in order to attain the size and 

efficiency needed to compete. Through the success of such networks, SMEs must believe that the 

success of each individual SME depends on the success of all of them”(Moore and Manring 2009, 

p.281). 

 

- Not playing an important role in most challenges, local or global, or impacting bigger scales. 

The difficulty of linking sustainability at personal or local level with sustainability at regional, 

national or global level is reflected in a disconnect of most mainstream enterprises with the 

effective weight of their actions. Quite unfortunately so, as it is of great importance that SMEs do 

achieve national sustainability goals in Europe (Holt et al 2001). Included in this barrier is the 

perception by some respondents that a sustainable European city would not have an impact on 

poorer, faster developing world cities. The projects initiated by the city of Paris regarding these 

challenges at city level but also at international level were good answers to businesses‟ 

expectations (Local Agenda 21). But communication on the follow up on these city projects could 

be improved. The documents available to the public on the different city and Ministry sites date 

from 2007 and 2008 and are now hard to find (ibid). At the time of this study, May 2011, or one 

year before national elections, more attention is being given to the Region‟s sustainability goals 

(Arene 2011), with the note that these are focusing, at commune or region level, on eco-

innovation, technical and energy saving solutions, rather than on organizational or behavioural 

innovation that could be applicable to service companies.  

Change naturally coming from businesses themselves clashes with a culture of top down 

decisions. Models giving a sustainable direction may be needed in the context of France and Paris. 

This goes with the idea of a “bridging organization”, dear to resilience theorists when discussing 

adaptive governance of social ecological systems (Folke et al, 2005). Businesses would be driven 

by common goals of sustainability, including financial benefits, building onto their existing local 

networks and further linking across sectors within their district. Thus, using the picture of an 

interviewed frontrunner (C13), the local or district network resulting would first develop in depth 

as a result of the local actors‟ interactions on different subjects, and then, as so many oil spots, 

would eventually spread and reconnect with each other‟s close network. 

                                                      
16

 For example beekeeping would generate US $213 million for Switzerland, or the planting of 400,000 trees in Canberra should amount to 

US $20-67 million of benefits for 2008-2012. “the failure to account for the full economic values of ecosystems and biodiversity 

has been a significant factor in their continuing loss and degradation” (TEEB 2010, p 9) 
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- Change is not welcome.  Embracing change is fundamental to resilience thinking (Walker and 

Salt 2006). Reflecting on organizational change in business and a more psychological kind of 

resilience, embracing change is of key importance (Coutu 2002). Our world is increasingly 

changing, or at least it is much more connected, informed, and aware of its changes, which in itself 

causes actions or reactions.  Learning to bounce back, if one considers change as the norm rather 

than the exception, may not be welcomed by some, but it may very well be helpful in order to live 

better. The next question is how to bounce back of course. The French top down mentality may 

impact the psychological ability to integrate the different stakeholders (Challenge 7). 

- Communication vs action. Many remarks pointed to too much discussion and too little 

implementation of sustainability. At worse, greenwash was also mentioned. Sustainability was felt 

to be a political or social conversation piece, and there was a lack actions at least in terms of the 

knowledge of their existence. This reinforces the sustainability education argument that awareness 

of sustainability issues should be coupled with alternative actions in order to avoid apathy or 

powerlessness (Wals 2010).Though it is argued that true environmental action should be 

conducted from the ground up by actors other than those political or business oriented with vested 

interest (Tokar 1997), concrete positive stories of business transformation prove that businesses 

themselves can become change makers (Darnil and Leroux 2005). SMEs involved in sustainable 

innovation are driven by non-monetary values, sustainability itself and in it the awareness of the 

importance of Nature (Rodgers 2010). Remarks on much communication and little action could 

mean that 1) there is no clear action plan, including at the level of enterprises, even those taking 

part in sustainable actions and 2) actions are either not being carried out or not clearly being 

reported 3) it could just be an excuse not to act and keep focusing on profit. But on this last point, 

it would mean that communication or education on sustainability has not been carried through. 

When an entrepreneur understands sustainability is no option, he cannot focus on profits alone. 

The double disappointment of the French environmental Grenelle discussions and the 2009 

Copenhagen forum both not resulting in any concrete budgeted action plan can explain this barrier 

further. 

Examples of combining social ecological sustainability research to implementation are found in 

transition management theory practices (Loorbach and Rotmans 2010). Creating value by 

integrating sustainability in the enterprise‟s orientation and processes of innovation is more often 

found in eco-innovation dealing with products (Bos-Brouwers 2010, Carrillo-Hermosilla 2010). 

For service companies, further study could determine if sustainable innovation in organization and 

behavior would translate into positive and concrete benefits, like professional credibility, 

customers satisfaction, employee retention, brand loyalty and, overall, benefits that SMEs would 

deem worthy of pursuing. An assessment of SMEs values and their evolution may be needed to 

this effect. 

- Infrastructure Lock-In. This barrier implies that Paris is already too built up to be greened. Or 

more precisely that 1) there is just not enough space and most of the area is built up and also 2) 

that conservative real estate owners, may not want to take the risk of modifying their buildings. 

This is partly argued against in the examples of food farms provided in 6.3.4. One could also think 

that it would unfortunately take a disaster causing all buildings to be rebuilt, to give way to a 

sustainable renewal in our old and rich cities. A successful example of reconstruction following a 

disaster is Flint‟s, in Dauphin Island, where all stakeholders participated and environment values 

were included(Flint 2010). In Paris, as in other old European cities, the weight of conservatism 

may be too important to turn protected areas around. This is where the city itself is a model when 
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it turns its own buildings around as an example. Owners eager to insure a safe and predictable 

return on their expensive real estate assets may see an opportunity to improve the value of their 

investment by adopting the example given by public buildings. In this regard, where not only 

commodity price of real estate is lower, but more space is available, the lock-in situation of the 

centre of Paris could be prevented in the suburbs, with more capacity to build social ecological 

resilience. The same conclusion could be drawn in poor southern cities with a big proportion of 

young and poor. Food security and wellbeing from Nature would make it easier for these to turn 

into more sustainable cities like the Nordic ones but with the added advantage of longer springs 

and summers. A presentation of the idea of urban lock-in was simply yet effectively drawn in the 

workshops of Turbine in November 2010 (see below): 

 

Figure 2 Urban Lock In within the Urban Positive Transition Chart (Turbine 2010) 

6.2 Perceptions Analysis 

 

Feasibility. Primarily stemming from a lack of information on sustainability implementation in 

general, or on existing best practices (Lenoble 2009), differences between frontrunners and 

mainstream businesses regarding the perception of the feasibility of sustainability are striking (5.2.2, 

Table I and J).  

 

Governance. The closer connection of frontrunners, by knowledge or direct experience, to sustainable 

city implementations may be a reason for the barrier they expressed regarding the city governance. 

Awareness of positive experiences either not passed on, or ineffectively communicated, leads most 

frontrunners to wish for a stronger role of the city as a communicator, a role model, and a motor of 

implementation, in order for change to be carried out more largely by all city actors, including small 

businesses. 
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Social Challenges. Social attractiveness. (general wellbeing, i.e. time and transport comfort issues) 

and social equity (employing young and old, having a diverse ethnic mix) are important challenges for 

the enterprises, especially in the light of daily experience . 

6.3 Bridges Analysis 

“Companies that wish to ensure their long-term resilience must reach beyond their own boundaries, 

develop an understanding of the intricate systems in which they participate, and strive for continuous 

innovation and renewal.” (Fiksel 2003, p5338) 
 

Hereafter is a categorization and reflection on the bridges to sustainability that were found. 

6.3.1 Connect to the local social economical tissue  

Meetings in person, much wished for, or simple access to information about close local actors, was 

high on the list of ways to connect or reconnect to sustainability. There were interesting profiles to 

meet: professionals with the same functions coming from different sectors -, inspiration-giving experts 

of all kinds talking about their experience or craft, or simply other local entrepreneurs. The meetings 

could range from casual ones, at the beginning or the end of the day or at lunch. They could also be 

theme discussions and presentations on best practices and sustainability projects by local and outside 

actors. 

6.3.2 A place 

Respondents, almost unanimously said: 

“We need to meet and exchange with each other”, “the old business models are  disappearing” 

 

Communication about sustainability also needs to find its place in very practical businesses 

interactions, .Though the reasons for this place were different, the importance was that it would exist 

for evolving purposes towards sustainability. This place was the wish of most respondents because 

they first of all meant to meet people around sustainability experiences, for lively exchanges. This 

spirit is reflected by an urban landscape architect about what a city should be: “a place for synergies to 

happen” (from a discussion with Larsson, 2010). Meetings could be thematic discussions on 

innovation or sustainable development experiences, or small presentations intended as starters for a 

discussion. Respondents were very enthusiastic about gathering information or small tips on who does 

what locally, or on technological leap achievements and sharing best practices. Regarding sustainable 

development, one enterprise suggested that all positive experiences should fall into public domain. 

This came from the enterprise which published the BIRDD guide (5.2.3). One of the findings was that 

the best practices were rarely shared or that prior similar project experience was seldom researched 

before projects were engaged (BIRDD 2010). 

A friendly local organic canteen  

Mostly prompted by Intervention 2, by the Vision, or found in the answers to Challenge 3, 4, 5, 8 and 

9, most respondents wished for a place where to eat local or/and organic healthy food, with easy 

access and affordable prices. They were open to delivered food, but there was more consensus on 

being able to leave the office for lunch and go to a friendly place, as opposed to the dreaded greyish 

beige-ish corporation restaurants. This friendly local canteen could also be a place to invite 

local/organic producers to offer their products. 
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6.3.3 Best practices 

The respondents were interested to know and share on tips and best practices in the way of cost 

reductions, better visibility, market differentiation, employee wellbeing. The frontrunners had plenty 

to share. 

6.3.4 Sustainable Vision (Intervention 2) 

What was observed by presenting the vision to the last 15 correspondents was: 

- a more relaxed way of expressing their ideas as the vision became the common discussion piece, 

or a virtual space of exchange between the interviewee and the interviewer.  

- the corroboration of interview statements 

- new ideas, especially regarding food dependency, because of city farms, and also the lacking 

inclusion of transport representation, mentioned by one third of the respondents.  

 

The further reactions from presenting the vision (5.2.1 and 5.2.3) particularly brought clearer reactions 

would they be the expression of barriers or bridges. 

  

The majority of respondents gave the proposed vision a rather warm welcome. A unanimous welcome 

would have been easily reached by engaging the respondents in shaping the vision.  

Making use of drawn visions brings a catharsis in idea creation or ideation
17

 (Osterwalder 2010). It 

could be useful for a sustainable business model. In this study, the vision eventually reaffirmed the 

positions of the respondents, or added different dimensions or scales (perception of time necessary for 

the vision to become real, addition of the importance of the size of the company in regards to 

becoming a certain stakeholder in sustainability). It opened the discussion and possible links between 

SMEs and sustainable food production and consumption. 

Vision and food  

There could be further or deeper reasons, besides time for implementation and real estate price, for the 

barriers expressed on the integration of sustainable sites of food production in or close to the city. The 

respondents expressing barriers on this subject apparently based their thoughts on current prices, the 

lack of space in a city with dense and protected historical buildings, and their current technical 

knowledge. The rise of food prices in the last 10 years and the growing issue of food security did not 

seem to translate yet into a feeling of urgency. Or one may argue that the problem is well known, as it 

was expressed by a handful, but disregarded as too difficult to face. There was surely a sense of being 

overwhelmed for at least half of the mainstream companies, and definite concern for the frontrunners, 

about overall expensive and rising city prices (real estate and housing, city food prices). Examples of 

food farms are quite new in the big cities but they are being implemented in very expensive cities like 

New York and London and many more projects are being made (Urban farming 2011). 

The Sustainability vision seems for some either a luxury or an impossible dream. Cities are argued by 

ecologists to be a current or potential place for managing a thriving biodiversity (Muratet 2008, 

Colding et al 2006, Barthel et al 2005 ). But potentially preserved Nature areas or increased 

biodiversity is far from the businesses realities. Local employment could find an exciting sector in 

local organic agriculture (with organic farming revenues and positive status especially) for sectors of 

the population in need of jobs, i.e. the young
18

, the less educated
19

, or citizens unfulfilled by 

                                                      
17 Ideation is about gathering the largest amount of ideas possible and then synthesizing the ideas. 

18
 42.5% of people aged 15-24 were unemployed in Paris larger region in 2007 (INSEE 2007) 
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consumption-oriented cities. City farming could prevent food risk for the city and provide employment 

where it is most needed, making the city a safer and more attractive place for all, including small 

businesses. But the SMEs do not feel like actors of this vision, for one thing, or they just do not 

connect with the whole social ecological picture. 

Vision and time  

The handful of remarks (about a third of the mainstream respondents) corroborated the disconnect 

between the year-based reality of the mainstream business and the time they thought it would take to 

implement the vision. The disconnect was obvious even though the vision was mostly just showing a 

greener space for the larger region surrounding the city, with ecosystem producing green campuses 

and either inner-city high tech or close organic city farms. 

 

Vision and transport  

The thin lines for the green corridors reminded close to 25% of the respondents of transport issues. 

This confirms the importance of transport (reliable public transport, innovative bike park rentals and 

safe bike lanes) and the related sustainable challenges of social attractiveness (with general wellbeing), 

social equity (with access to transport and housing) and other challenges linked to transport 

(Challenges 4, 8, 9). 

The vision was a catalyst for discussion. A front runner (C13) was extremely versatile: 

“There is too much space between people on this picture. We need to connect the dots for example 

with objects that make people meet, talk, touch. The problem with visualizing is that vision is 

saturated. I believe in the oil spot, or a mesh of very dense dots as in the painter Seurat‟s pointillism, 

or a meeting, a gathering, a federation, a marriage. As in theatre there is a need for a place, a time, a 

subject.” 

 

“I don‟t recognize myself in this vision. It does not reflect the need for mobility and the time people 

lose in transport and their de-socialization with their close surroundings. This lack of time is reflected 

in the meals preparation, children education of, sleep, reading and reflection time. Who wins (but): 

frenzy, instability, the fragility of the family cell (leading to) the violence of relations. (..) (about a 

suburb adjoining Paris) We throw garbage outside of windows. This is irrational, a society delirium, a 

collective suicide, a society crisis (..)”   

Green campus, yes, but this should not just be a transit place, or a stage. This here seems like it is 

hiding what is outside. Is it a zoo, or a prison? People don‟t touch here. There is no perception from 

people of their environment.”  

Sustainability, Values and Vision 

In the Hart-Milstein matrix below, sustainability values and vision related to future values are believed 

to be more attainable for SMEs than for larger organizations. SMEs should appear in the upper 

quadrants of the matrix because they are apparently more able to integrate “disruptive innovation” , 

mostly because of their flexibility, or lesser hierarchies(Moore and Manring 2009, p 278). Another 

condition for SMEs advantage in sustainability innovation over larger organizations is that it “can only 

occur if cooperation on the challenges facing society and ecology clearly favor the competitiveness of 

the networked companies and if stable business communities are formed” (ibid, p. 281) 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                      
19

 14.9% of people without a diploma were unemployed, vs the 9.1% average in 2009 (INSEE 2009) 
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Figure 3 The Hart-Milstein matrix (Hart and Milstein 2003, quoted in Moore and Manring 2009, 

p281) 

A follow up to this study could be to link this matrix to the perceptions of innovation for the 

respondents in 5.3.2 and 5.3.3; one could determine if enterprises with both continuous and radical 

innovation characteristics at the time of the interviews would be more or less prone to building and 

implementing a sustainability vision of their own. 

6.4 Conceptual and Theoretical Discussion 

Social Capital – and Trust 

“Among the properties of many societies whose economic development is backwards is a lack 

of mutual trust” (Arrow K.1974, p.26) 

The notion of social capital has been wearing different names. It is based on obligations, expectations 

of reciprocity, access to information for educated action, norms and sanctions (Coleman1988). 

Putnam‟s definition of Social Capital in 1990 was “networks, norms and trust – that enable 

participants to work together more effectively to pursue shared objectives”(Putnam 1995, p.664-665). 

Putnam defined it as good social relations (Coleman 1990). It could mean either positive or negative 

assets depending on the nature of the norms or reciprocity between different actors (Peres 1998). This 

study focuses on positive social capital and in this view adds that “Social capital does not wear out 

with use, but rather with disuse” (Elinor Ostrom quoted in Dasgupta, 2000,p.172). More recently it 

was defined as “the capacity to solve problem and act collectively”: It “provides the basis for 

responding to unanticipated events (e.g. the emergence of social-ecological surprise). Social Capital is 

an important but unusual low variable of social-ecological systems.” (Chapin et al. 2009, p85) 

In 1998, Woolcock made a strong point to present social capital as a common language for 

interdisciplinary research. He cautions that “incremental accumulation of evidence constitute the 

surest and most responsible agenda for future research.” (Woolcock, 1998, p.188).  
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“Trust is arguably the most important feature of social capital because it increases the likelihood of 

cooperation, which in turn reinforces trust” (Bridger and Luloff 2001, p.465). Bridger added that a 

difficulty was to envision the time frame for reciprocity in the usually long time frame attributed to 

sustainable community endeavours. He added caution in that the concept needed to be more defined to 

gather empirical evidence of its actual impact on sustainable communities.  

Contribution to a common language for inter-disciplinary research 

Trust 

As noted earlier, trust is a key characteristic of resilience (Walker and Salt 2006). Trust, from the point 

of view of the respondents, representative of service companies in a rich quarter, can be summarized 

from 5.3.3 as: 

- Critical for delegation and growth potential 

- Based on transparency, information sharing, frequent close proximity relations  

Innovation, Sustainability and Resilience Thinking 

 “Resilient thinking is about embracing change and disturbance rather than denying or constraining it. 

(Walker and Salt, 2006, p.147) 

 

 “Since Schumpeter (1934) innovation has been regarded as a key competition and efficiency element 

in dynamic markets.” (Castro et al. 2011, p.8) Where innovation for business and environmental 

sustainability is concerned, eco-innovation is a concept that comes up. In France, a long tradition of 

engineering pushes in this direction. Eco-innovation can be presented in 3 categories: 1) an 

incremental change in the system, but a problem is that unsustainable business innovation, for having 

generally more means and support - is faster,  2) sub system change, also known as eco-efficiency of 

subsets of the production, and 3) finally, a system change where eco-effectiveness is achieved where 

the entire system and its sub parts are “designed with a view to reduce the environmental impacts on 

the ecosystem and society at large” (Carrillo-Hermosilla et al. 2010, p 1076, graph 1 hereafter). 

 

Graph 1 Incremental vs radical system change (Carrillo-Hermosilla et al. 2010, p 1076) 
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In its most positive form - system change - eco-innovation results in open or closed cycles (Braungart 

et al., 2007). An open cycle is where the wastes return in the system. An open cycle is when the waste 

returns in the eco-system as a nutrient. Eco-innovation advantages are obvious and most business to 

business consulting companies currently cater to manufacturing industry (an observed 95% of the 

sample in this study). Focusing on innovation, this study hoped to find system change opportunities 

first in the service companies themselves but noting that it may also have an impact on the companies 

they work for. The capacity for radical innovation of SMEs should allow system change opportunities. 

Regarding Challenges 1, 2, and 5, regarding integration and development, including market processes, 

socially innovative governance can act at the level of the neighbourhood, with potential positive 

impact at multiple scales (Commission 2010, Moulaert 2010). The Commission‟s approach gathers the 

following framework (Table N), and constructs common yet wider constructs yet than this study: 

building visions, social economy initiatives and social innovation. The local findings of this study 

could bring data to this larger scale approach. 

   

Table N Dynamics of Social Innovation (Commission 2010) 

Contribution to a common language for inter-disciplinary research 

Innovation 

Innovation, again from the point of view of the respondents of this study can be summarized from 

5.3.3 as: 

- Idea sharing,  

- Self-criticism, openness to outside ideas, curiosity, 

- A strong part of experimenting and implementation. 
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6.5 Conclusion for the Main Question 

Mainstream SMEs connect to sustainability mostly at the economic level. Yet, social challenges are 

close in importance, mostly in terms of affordable housing, safe and reliable sustainable transport. 

Mainstream businesses feel no responsibility towards most of the other challenges. 

The observed disconnect with the non-socio-economic challenges appears from a sense of lack of 

goals and lack of impact to and from sustainability, as well as of the knowledge and participation to 

concrete sustainable actions. When these gaps are filled, sustainable opportunities are implemented by 

the knowledgeable enterprises, i.e. the frontrunners.  

Participating to a sustainable vision helps mainstream SMEs connect. The vision of a sustainable food 

production was attractive to most mainstream companies interviewed. 

Precisions were made on the three following concepts which can help link SMEs to sustainability.  

Social capital for these Parisian SMEs, even accounting quite international respondents, is mostly 

local. Networking and synergy from combining their forces, added to a great innovative potential, 

should give SMEs the competitive advantage they deserve as representing most of the economy. 

Trust, to build the SMEs social capital and allow growth, is established by transparency, information 

sharing, frequent close proximity relations. 

Innovation for SMEs translates into idea sharing, self criticism, openness to outside ideas, curiosity, 

and a strong part of experimenting and implementation. 

7. How can the findings contribute to the Sustainable City ?  

7.1 Meta-Analysis  

A list of actions based on the findings to the main question should bring participation since the 

business managers knowledge has been acknowledged and exchanged (Condon 2004). Using the 

terms the enterprises used, as for innovation and trust (6.1.4), will make them connect better (Tilley, 

1999).  

 

When SMEs will implement the list of action, they will effectively connect to sustainability and this 

will contribute to the Sustainable City.  

7.1.1 Short term contribution of a positive connection  

The list of actions is in 8.1 and meant to be implemented now. 

7.1.2 Future improvements of the connection 

”It is essential that children in the City have this relation with Nature and the cycles of Earth. 

The city could turn some of the parks and gardens into mini-farms” (C20) 

Education 

Nearly all interviewed (..) had a higher education or a combination of studies equivalent to three to 

five years of university, sometimes more.  Although sometimes with a particular expertise, a majority 

followed a generalist education in the fields of political sciences, economy or engineering.  

Education on sustainability was proposed as a definite lever of change. 
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7.2 Conclusion on the findings contribution potential 

The findings and analysis of this exploration, including the redefinition of the concepts of trust and 

innovation meant to build bridges between the world of small businesses and social ecological science. 

Taking into account the point of view of a representative sample of enterprises in an area they should 

contribute to the sustainable city for that area. Not so demanding in time spent by each respondent to 

participate, it should be easily reproduced in other areas and contexts. Each potential implementation, 

constructed from a deep understanding of the context could represent an oil spot. Each and every oil 

spot after a while could grow or just connect. Alike the paintings of the pointillists, where it is the eye, 

not the brush who mixes the colours to form a bright picture, all areas could, looked upon at once, 

form the picture of the Sustainable City.  

8 Action List, Suggestions and Conclusion 

8.1 Action List (Bullet Points) 

 

SMEs do connect to sustainability and the sustainable city given they: 

 Connect to the local socio-economic tissue 

 Perceive to be important actors of transformation as a combined force 

 Integrate change as a positive constant, be open to outside ideas 

 Combine awareness on sustainability with concrete actions 

 Get informed on sustainable projects and best practices, be curious 

 Meet frontrunners 

 Participate to social challenges as a start 

 Get a place to meet people, share ideas and experiences, participate to a concrete action 

 Eat better together (share a canteen, or ask “where is the good menu ?”, invite local producers) 

 Shape the vision yourself, and invite experts and outsiders to join
20

 

 Take advantage
21

 of being innovative, sustainable, strong from your local networking 

 Integrate how your business agenda is part of a sustainability agenda with longer timescales  

 Recognize and integrate the value(s) of ecosystem services (i.e. starting with a favorite, water) 

                                                      
20

 Propose the respondents to shape the vision of the sustainable city in a game-like fashion 

21
 Sustainability optimization includes becoming sufficiently attractive to be the potential target of a large company (Moore and Manring 

2009) 
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8.2 Beyond this study 

From the point of view of the managers interviewed this study meant between 60 to 90 minutes. 

Hopefully, it will be regarded by them as grounds for sustainable opportunities. The findings and 

conclusions could also be included in further studies. 

8.2.1 Business Model at the level of an enterprise, a district or at city level.  

Building a business model where short interviews would address the different socio-economic and 

environmental added values of further gathering local and outside sustainable action opportunities at 

the level of an enterprise, an area, of building one or several networks of related enterprises or areas at 

the level of the city could constitute a concrete development. The feedback on the combined impact of 

the different initiatives could be relayed back to the participants, maybe be supported by the city. 

The idea of a place, that could invite not just the respondents but by extension the businesses in their 

area within a circle, defined by a time distance of 10 minutes could be the object of a business plan. A 

complementary questionnaire to the 20 respondents could be sent to look for confirmation of the 

themes to address and discuss and the favoured concrete actions to implement. The minimum return 

for a first event would be the meeting and sharing of contacts which most probably would already 

result in social economic opportunities.  

8.2.2 Further studies 

The idea of game could be tested in a further study so that Parts two and three of the interview, the 

Challenges and the Vision, would merge. 

An assessment of SMEs values and their evolution may be interesting to determine if sustainable 

innovation in organization and behaviour would translate into positive and concrete benefits, or what 

is behind commoditized benefits. This next study determine if sustainable innovation would translate 

into professional recognition and credibility, customers satisfaction, employee retention, brand loyalty 

and overall, the actual benefits that SMEs would deem worthy of pursuing. 

Using the present findings with the approach of social innovation of the Commission (6.4, Table N) 

could connect economic competitiveness with the challenges of social attractiveness and social equity 

in this particular area and sector. This may be done by exploring actions with more actors: city and 

civil society. 

There is a real gap to fill in providing impactful sustainability goals for the small service industry. 

Inviting city district to organize a meeting with local SMEs on different workshops around 

sustainability could provide immediate data for further studies on concrete sustainable projects to 

implement. The collaboration of sustainability scientists could be included to provide a two way 

exchange between research findings and business reality. Sharing and doing would be the motto. In 

such a broader context than this study, Resilience thinking could still play an interesting research 

approach. 

8.3 Conclusion 

Ecosystem services are essential to the Sustainable City. The difficulty in establishing their value is an 

important barrier to taking them into account in our economy-driven world. Still one can agree that 

their importance for wellbeing is priceless. Mainstream SMEs, uninvolved in sustainability, are the 

motor of the world´s economy, and have a strong impact and dependence on the environment. In 
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European cities, most of them are in the service sector. This research design, based on social 

ecological resilience theory, built a framework to particularly approach these companies. 

 The idea was then to explore and ask directly to these mainstream companies how they connect to 

sustainability and the sustainable city challenges. Moreover, what actions would they recommend in 

face of these challenges. A proposed vision of the sustainable city did prompt further feedback.  

The construction of the exploration provided a zoom on a representative population of actors, service 

SMEs in central Paris, and a concrete list of immediate actions based on their point of view, and for 

them, towards the wider aims of the sustainable city. This could be easily redone in another area and 

sector, necessitating less time each time. The combined contextual action opportunities would form 

the larger sustainable objective. 

One of them is a place for local SMEs to meet and exchange, build a sustainable vision, combine their 

forces and embody innovation, to become the recognized leaders of sustainable development. 
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10 Appendix 

10.1 Companies 

Although any company is welcome to ask to have its copy showing its name, none are cited in this 

document that will be given to the University as the Master thesis final document. A copy is to be 

given to all the respondents. 

Company 

Names upon request, 

after June feedback Mainstream or Front Runner 

Main Activity Number of 

Employees 

C1  M Human Resources 8 

C2 

 

M 

Financial Software 

Services 

13 

C3  M Law Consulting  8 

C4 

 

M 

Financial Software 

Services 

85 

C5  M Language Training 450 

C6 

 

M 

Human Resources and 

Relocation 

30 

C7  M Human Resources 4 

C8 

 

M 

Brand and qualitative 

studies 

5 

C9 

 

F 

Social and 

Environmental Change 

Management 

1 

C10  M Financial Consulting 4 

C11 

 

M 

Events, Training, 

Recruiting 

6 

C12 

 

F 

Transformation 

management 

6 

C13 

 

F 

Green Business 

Consulting 

3 

C14 

 

M 

IT Consulting Supply 

Chain 

8 

C15  M Brand « Builder » 22 

C16 

 

F 

Sustainable 

Development 

Consulting and Training 

1 

C17 

 

M 

Financial Consulting 

Mergers and 

Acquisitions 

4 

C18 

 

M 

Sales Training and 

Recruiting 

10 

C19 

 

M 

Corporate Consulting 

Defense, Energy, 

Industry 

13 

C20 

 

F 

Responsible 

Communication  

8 

Table 2 : List of Companies interviewed 

Upon first publication, enterprises may want to look each time that their company has been quoted in 

the document and decide if they want to see their quotes associated to them in a further publication. To 

check, use “Ctrl+F”, then enter e.g. “Company 1” (if you are Company 1), click on “Find Next” to see 

if another quote exists until Windows shows “Word has finished searching the document”. If desired, 

the companies will appear in the second Column. 
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10.2 Interview 

As noted in 3.4.1, in Methodology, in order to more clearly demonstrate how the three parts of the 

interview questions link to the theoretical concepts, this annex presents the concepts and their links to 

the questions. 

 

Part one, Business Experience 

I. Presentation of the interview and simplified definitions of the prism of the exchange. 

 

From 3.4.1, in Methodology:   

 

(1) Innovation was defined as all that helps to experiment, learn, embrace change, and develop local 

operating rules (Walker and Salt 2006) in the introduction to the interview. 

(2) Social Capital was defined as social relations contributing to a positive return for the business. At 

the centre of social capital is the notion of trust.  In France we speak of social links. (Lin 2011). 

(3) Resilience (it was often asked) was defined as the capacity to manage change and continue to 

develop, for example for a human being (for the body to stay at 38 degree Celsius), an enterprise 

(to be sustainable), a city (to reach wellbeing) (Chapin et al. 2009). 
 

Given these prompts, the respondents were asked to think of particular milestones, turning points, be they of a 

positive or negative nature, where they had to adapt and if they faced this change alone or, otherwise, who 

helped them in their relations. 

II. The Enterprise :  

- Manager, education, training 

- Creation date 

- First enterprise Y/N 

- Size of the enterprise at creation and at time of the interview,  

- Different addresses and dates of eventual prior locations 

 

III. Presentation of key points, milestones for the enterprise :  

(Historical, Present and Future - Experience and Vision of the Enterprise) 

 

In parentheses, are noted how the questions link to either: 

Local social capital and trust (lsc), or 

Innovation (inn), or  

Resilience Thinking (rt), or  

All of the above (all). 

 

 

a) Clientele  

1. How do you define the most important clientele for the enterprise? Where is it located? (lsc) 

2. What were milestones, with positive or negative impacts for the development of the clientele? What 

actors could have helped handle these turning points? Where are these actors? (lsc)and (rt). 

3. Who helped you find/ develop your clientele? Where are these relations? (lsc)and(inn) 

4. What other actors/stakeholders would be key in order to develop your local clientele? (lsc)and(inn) 

 

b) Who are your other partners or important stakeholders (Potential Key Actors)?  

1. Besides your clients and employees, who constitutes the social fabric around your enterprise? What 

proportion of these partners or actors come from your relations? which ones? where from? (lsc) 

2. Were there milestones, positive ones or not, brought or handled by these stakeholders? (lsc)and (rt). 

 

c) Office (this section was not always covered) 

1. How did you choose it ? Who advised you ? (lsc) 

2. What did you modify or would like to modify ? (inn) 
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d) Team/ Employees  

1. Where are their homes situated? (lsc) 

2. Who helped you recruit them ? Where are these helpers ? (lsc)and(inn) 

3. What were turning points in the recruitment of your team ? (rt) 

4. What were the levers to constitute a local team (enterprise pluses, area, city, region, contacts, 

consultants, network (which ?), help (experienced vs. wished for) (rt)and(inn) 

5. How do think to recruit in the future ? who could help you ? (this question was not always asked)(all) 

Part two The Challenges of Sustainability and the Sustainable City 

From 5.1. The link to Resilience Thinking and these challenges is shown in Table F. 

  Business actions City actions 

Challenge 1 Stay economically competitive 

 

  

Challenge 2 Stay socially attractive 

 

  

Challenge 3 Better manage natural resources 

(consumption/sustainable production : water, 

food) 

  

Challenge 4 Adapting to climate change (temperature, 

precipitations, natural catastrophies –

innundations, storms, droughts)  

  

Challenge 5 Manage demographic change, aging, social 

inequities 

  

  

Challenge 6 Develop information, education, continuous 

training, access to culture   

  

Challenge 7 Governance must facilitate adaptation to change 

and help society to evolve while associating all 

the stakeholders 

  

Challenge 8 Insure a transition towards a future without 

fossil energy to reduce the CO2 print, 

(transport and sustainable mobility) 

 

  

Challenge 9 Preserve ecosystem services, the products and 

services of Nature for mankind  

 

  

Table G The Nine Challenges to the Sustainable City – Actions suggested 

Part three A vision of the Sustainable City 

From 3.4.4.  

Paris and Ile de France Education and Food were two important focuses for preserving and providing 

present and future employee skills and food safety. These two subjects relate to all the concepts of this 

paper : Innovation, Social Capital and Resilience Thinking. 
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Food: A mix of local organic experimentation or high tech farms, and also tube farming, are included 

in the densest parts of the city. 

 

Pictures 1 and 2: The Green Campus (Nyblom et al 2010), inner city farms (Plantagon ©) 

Education: Typical social-technological solutions (Geels et al. 2004) are the current trend, like the 

real next big project east of Paris (Advancity).  Rough sketches of Green Campuses around the city 

were drawn to provide ecosystem services and biodiversity, inspired from the actual study of the 

Stockholm Resilience Centre and KTH university study (Nyblom et al 2010). The campuses are linked 

to existing green areas, i.e. the forests in the Ile de France, with green corridors to the city, either 

existing or planned.  

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 3: Sketch of  

the Green Campuses  

pro-environment cities  

and the same areas for existing 

or planned Ecofarms for Paris 

and Ile de France 

http://plantagon.com/international/bilder/greenhouse/vertikaltvaxthus.jpg
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11 Glossary 

 

C1 to C 20 was used to refer to respondent enterprise/company 1 to enterprise/company 20. 

Clients are the respondents‟ customers 

EEA European Environment Agency  

FP7 European Union 7th Framework Programme  

FP7 call refers to the one on transforming European Cities to Resilient, Sustainable and Green Cities 

Front Runners in Sustainability or Resilience A Front Runner can be defined as “an entrant in a 

race who breaks to the front immediately and establishes the pace for the field” (Dictionary.com 

2011): in this study the term is used for Sustainability or Resilience Front Runners Companies. 

Company 8, 12, 13 and 16 are all Front Runners in Sustainability at least, sometimes implementing 

Resilience approaches as well. All others are Mainstream companies (16 on the sample of 20), are not 

professionally consulting on sustainability nor resilience and more or less interested or active in these 

subjects. 

Golden Triangle a prestigious area, very central in Paris, just a bit to the west of were most 

respondents offices were located. 

GDP Gross Development Product 

Ideation is about gathering the largest amount of ideas possible and then synthesizing the ideas. 

IDF is the larger region surrounding Paris. It stands for “Ile de France” [Isle of France] 

Innovative ideas refers here to experienced actions which answered at least the first two criteria of  

Resilient Thinking : 1) motivate experimentation, learn by doing, do by learning, 2) embrace change, 

and 3)develop local rules. Innovative ideas were gathered when the outcome was favorable 

Mainstream business a business not yet directly involved in sustainability nor resilience 

Other Key Actors are the most important people in the respondents‟ eyes other than Clients and  

Paris Intramuros means Paris “inside the walls”, actually within the city limits, since the actual 

walls, historically protecting the city, have disappeared. There are 20 districts within Paris city walls. 

Each actually has a Mayor; although there is one Mayor for all of Paris intramuros. Districts are called 

“arrondissements”. 

Primary Network refers to network with a strong impact – either with a high degree of trust or 

friendship. This was precised when some respondent (Company 13) made the distinction between 1
st
 

and 2
nd

 circle, respectively for the “senior team responding to a particular challenge (a handful) and 

the team of experts in their domains (150) and the 3
rd

 circle composed of relatively frequent yet 

irregular contacts (more than once and having exchanged details) met in conferences, seminars, or 

other such events and not from 1
st
 and 2

nd
 circle (2500). 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/the
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Respondents Mainstream (16) and Front Runners (4), the city businesses who participated to the 

interviews in Paris. 

SME Small and Medium Enterprise 

SI in this document refers to data under the chapter “Sources of Information” 

Suggestions refers to actions which could have been done, according to the businesses. 

Sustainability the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WECD) further defines sustainable development as: 'A global process development that 

minimizes the use of environmental resources and reduces the impact on environmental sinks using 

processes that simultaneously improve economy and the quality of life.' (EEA 2009) 

Team was the respondents‟ employees plus the Managers interviewed themselves 

Turbine was the consortium of Universities and SMEs working on the FP7 call called Resilient 

Sustainable Green Cities 

Velib is the name of the city of Paris bike, available by the thousands all over the city, costing 1 euro a 

day or 29 euros a year, for unlimited rides, free for the first 30 minutes with the subscriptions. 

 


