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Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to critically examine the conceptual foundations of
sustainable quality management by integrating quality management principles - particularly
those embodied in the EFQM Model - with the objectives of sustainable development.
The study seeks to deepen theoretical understanding of how organizational excellence
frameworks can evolve to address sustainability imperatives.

Design/methodology/approach: The paper adopts a conceptual and theoretical approach,
grounded in a narrative literature review and model-based analysis. Using the EFQM Model as
a primary analytical framework, the study examines the intersection of quality management and
sustainable development.

Findings: The research reveals that sustainable quality management requires a systemic,
stakeholder-oriented perspective that aligns quality objectives with environmental, social
sustainability, and economic performance. The findings suggest that organizations can leverage
the EFQM framework to embed sustainability into their quality practices, thereby enhancing
long-term value creation and organizational resilience.

Research limitations/implications: This study is conceptual in nature and does not include
empirical validation. While the theoretical model provides a foundation for understanding
sustainable quality management, further empirical research is needed to test its applicability in
different sectors and organizational contexts.

Practical implications: The integration of sustainability into quality management practices
offers organizations a roadmap to align operational excellence with responsible governance.
The proposed sustainable quality management model can serve as a strategic guide for
managers seeking to balance performance, stakeholder satisfaction, and long-term
environmental and social goals.

Social implications: By embedding sustainability into quality management systems,
organizations can contribute more effectively to the United Nations SDGs. This integration
fosters corporate social responsibility, strengthens organizational transparency, and enhances
social trust.
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Originality/value: This paper introduces the concept of sustainable quality management as
a novel framework that unites the traditionally separate domains of quality management and
sustainable development. By leveraging the EFQM Model, the paper provides a structured
pathway for operationalizing sustainability through quality practices. The paper is valuable to
academics, quality professionals, and sustainability practitioners seeking to understand or
implement integrated management approaches in pursuit of long-term value and excellence.
Keywords: quality, sustainability, EFQM Model, sustainable quality management.

Category of the paper: construction of a research framework.

1. Introduction

The concepts of quality and sustainability, though originating from distinct managerial
paradigms, share a foundational emphasis on long-term value creation, stakeholder
engagement, and continuous improvement (Valentinov, 2023). Both frameworks advocate for
systemic thinking, evidence-based decision-making, and the integration of strategic and
operational objectives (Silva et al., 2021). As such, the intersection of quality management
(QM) and sustainable development (SD) offers a promising yet underexplored avenue for
organizational transformation in the face of global challenges.

Among the various QM frameworks, the EFQM Model (European Foundation for Quality
Management) presents one of the most comprehensive and strategically aligned approaches to
bridging quality and sustainability (Martusewicz et al., 2024). By promoting excellence across
key enablers and results areas - including e.g. organizational culture and leadership, purpose,
vision and strategy, and execution - the EFQM Model explicitly encourages organizations to
balance short-term operational efficiency with long-term societal and environmental impact
(Caglar, Varoglu, 2025). The model’s evolution in recent years further reflects a growing
recognition of sustainability as an integral component of organizational excellence, moving
beyond compliance and reputation management toward genuine value co-creation with all
stakeholders (Gluszek, Martusewicz, 2025).

Despite this conceptual alignment, the link between quality and sustainability remains
insufficiently articulated in both academic literature and organizational practice. While many
quality-oriented organizations adopt sustainability-oriented tools or pursue certifications such
as ISO 14001 or ISO 50001, these initiatives are often implemented in parallel rather than as
integrated elements of a unified strategic framework (Alotaib et al., 2025). This fragmentation
can limit the transformative potential of sustainability in quality-driven environments, reducing
it to a peripheral concern rather than embedding it into the organization’s DNA.

This article seeks to address the conceptual gap by critically analyzing how quality-oriented
organizations - particularly those guided by the EFQM Model - can contribute to advancing
SD through the lens of sustainable quality management (SQM). It investigates the theoretical
and practical synergies and tensions between quality and sustainability, evaluates the extent to
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which excellence models such as EFQM integrate sustainability dimensions, and proposes
a conceptual framework that outlines pathways for a more coherent and transformative
alignment between QM and sustainability.

The originality of this paper lies in its integrative and interdisciplinary approach to
conceptualizing SQM as a unifying framework that bridges the strategic logic of QM with the
normative imperatives of SD. While prior studies have examined either quality or sustainability
in isolation, or focused narrowly on specific tools or certifications, this article synthesizes
diverse literatures and models to develop a holistic and theoretically grounded SQM model
anchored in the EFQM framework. By articulating the conceptual underpinnings, enabler
mechanisms, and potential organizational applications of SQM, the study offers a novel
perspective that can inform both future research and managerial practice in pursuit of integrated
excellence.

The insights presented are intended to support quality managers, sustainability officers,
organizational leaders, and policymakers who seek to align performance excellence with long-
term social and environmental goals. Additionally, the article contributes to the scholarly
discourse by bridging two historically separate literatures - QM and sustainability - thereby
fostering a more unified, interdisciplinary approach to organizational transformation in

a rapidly changing global context.

2. Methods

This study adopts a structured narrative literature review approach aimed at synthesizing
interdisciplinary knowledge at the intersection of QM and organizational SD. While it does not
employ a formal systematic review protocol or rely exclusively on dedicated academic
repositories such as Scopus or Web of Science, it draws on an extensive range of scholarly
publications retrieved through academic search engines (e.g., Google Scholar), university
library databases, and direct access to peer-reviewed journals. The literature reviewed includes
publications in both English and Polish, reflecting the bilingual academic discourse surrounding
the topic in European and global contexts.

The narrative review format was selected to ensure both conceptual depth and thematic
flexibility, particularly given the evolving and cross-sectoral nature of the discourse on
sustainability in quality-oriented organizations. A systematic review methodology was
considered but ultimately deemed less suitable due to the wide disciplinary dispersion of

relevant sources and the need to include literature from diverse publication types and languages.
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To strengthen methodological transparency and replicability, explicit inclusion and
exclusion criteria were applied. Publications were included if they (1) addressed the intersection
of QM and sustainability; (2) discussed conceptual or applied aspects of the EFQM Model;
or (3) contributed to the development of integrative frameworks involving sustainability,
quality, or organizational excellence. Sources were excluded if they (1) were purely technical
or industry-specific without theoretical relevance; (2) focused solely on environmental or
quality issues without linkage to organizational performance or sustainability frameworks;
or (3) lacked peer review or academic credibility.

The literature review is organized into four main subsections, each representing a critical
dimension of the conceptual and practical landscape under study:

e The essence of quality and QM - this subsection synthesizes the historical and
philosophical origins of the concept alongside its evolution into a multidimensional
construct central to modern organizational strategy. It highlights how quality,
once rooted in metaphysical inquiry, is now operationalized through frameworks such
as TQM and ISO 9001 to drive efficiency, and stakeholder satisfaction.

e The essence of organizational SD - here, the review addresses the origins, principles,
and strategic imperatives of SD. Emphasis is placed on the environmental, social,
and economic pillars of sustainability, as well as the global policy frameworks that
shape organizational engagement with sustainable practices (e.g., the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals - SDGs).

e The essence of the EFQM Model - this section explores the EFQM Model as
a comprehensive QM framework that integrates strategic, operational, and stakeholder
dimensions. Particular attention is given to the model’s evolution in response to
sustainability imperatives and its capacity to support value creation beyond traditional
performance metrics.

e The essence of SQM - the final subsection identifies the four interrelated pillars that
underpin a balanced and future-oriented approach: economic performance, stakeholder
expectations, environmental sustainability, and social responsibility. These dimensions
reflect how quality-oriented organizations operationalize sustainability principles across
all levels - by embedding them into technologies, innovation, governance,
environmental practices, and workforce development - to support continuous
improvement and strategic alignment with evolving societal and environmental
demands.

Overall, this methodological approach enables a comprehensive understanding of the

theoretical foundations and practical implications of SD in quality-oriented organizations.
It provides a coherent framework for integrating diverse perspectives while preserving

academic rigor, thematic relevance, and contextual sensitivity.
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3. Literature review

3.1. The essence of quality and quality management

The concept of “quality” has evolved from an ancient philosophical idea into
a multidimensional construct central to contemporary management practices. Historically
rooted in metaphysical inquiry, quality was originally framed by Plato as ‘“poiotes”,
representing an ideal form beyond mere quantification, while Aristotle defined it as
a distinguishing set of characteristics determining the essence of a thing (Wawak, 1996; Opolski
et al., 2023). Although 16®- and 17"-century natural sciences rejected its philosophical
foundations, modern scholarship reintroduced quality as both an evaluative and operational
category (Sadkowski, 2016; Lotko et al., 2018).

Today, quality is widely understood as the degree to which products, services, or processes
meet customer expectations and predefined criteria (Urbaniak, 2004). Juran’s (1999) influential
framework distinguishes between compliance quality, market quality, preference quality,
and quality characteristics - thus linking quality directly with business objectives and
stakeholder satisfaction (Popescu et al., 2017). This view is echoed by other quality pioneers
such as Deming, Crosby, and Feigenbaum, who emphasize conformance, predictability,
and integrated quality across organizational functions (Perenc, 2020).

Garvin (1984, after: Lone, Bhat, 2023) extended the understanding of quality by identifying
multiple dimensions - performance, reliability, durability, serviceability, aesthetics,
and perceived quality - all of which are vital for competitive positioning. Consequently, quality
has become a fundamental pillar of strategic management, influencing process efficiency,
customer satisfaction, innovation, and organizational resilience (Ingaldi, 2022).

The emergence of quality as a management science parallels the industrial revolution and
the rise of mass production, eventually giving rise to Total Quality Management (TQM) in the
mid-20™ century (Rogala, 2020). TQM shifted the focus from defect correction to proactive
prevention and continuous improvement, fostering organizational cultures that emphasize
excellence and stakeholder value (Opolski et al., 2023). Modern quality practices are embedded
not only in production but across sectors such as healthcare, IT, logistics, finance, and public
services, contributing to strategic agility and long-term sustainability (Wisniewska, Janasz,
2013).

In practice, QM is increasingly operationalized through internationally recognized
standards, such as ISO 9001, which define principles like customer focus, leadership, process
orientation, evidence-based decision-making, and relationship management (Bielecka, 2017).
These frameworks not only ensure compliance but also facilitate the integration of quality into

the broader organizational strategy.
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3.2. The essence of organizational sustainable development

SD has emerged as a guiding principle across political, economic, and organizational
domains, reflecting a global commitment to address systemic challenges that threaten social
equity, economic stability, and environmental integrity. Rooted in the definition established in
the 1987 Brundtland Report, SD is widely understood as the pursuit of development that meets
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs. Conceptualized through models such as the three-pillar framework (society,
economy, and environment), SD underscores the necessity of achieving balanced progress
across interconnected dimensions (Purvis et al., 2019; Glass, Newig, 2019).

To operationalize this concept, the United Nations introduced the SDGs in 2015 under the
2030 Agenda. These 17 goals and 169 specific targets provide a comprehensive blueprint for
transforming global development pathways. They serve as both a political commitment and
a practical roadmap for countries, regions, and organizations aiming to align their actions with
global sustainability benchmarks (Arora-Jonsson, 2023; Halkos, Gkampoura, 2021). The SDGs
span critical areas such as eradicating poverty and hunger (SDGs 1 and 2), ensuring health,
education, and gender equality (SDGs 3-5), and providing access to clean water and affordable
energy (SDGs 6-7). Other goals focus on inclusive economic growth (SDG 8), sustainable
industrialization and innovation (SDG 9), reducing inequalities (SDG 10), sustainable cities
(SDG 11), responsible consumption (SDG 12), and climate action (SDG 13). They also address
biodiversity (SDGs 14-15), institutional integrity (SDG 16), and emphasize the importance of
global partnerships (SDG 17).

Organizational SD encompasses the integration of three interdependent dimensions -
environmental, social, and economic - into a company’s core strategies, operational models,
and value creation processes. From an environmental standpoint, organizations aim to minimize
their ecological footprint by transitioning to low-carbon and renewable energy systems,
enhancing energy efficiency, managing waste and water use through circular economy
principles, and adopting environmentally responsible sourcing and biodiversity conservation
practices (Woods, 2000; Buzatu et al., 2019; Ebrahimigharehbaghi et al., 2022). Socially,
sustainable organizations invest in employee well-being, equitable labor standards, inclusive
cultures, human rights protection, and lifelong learning opportunities, thereby fostering internal
resilience and stakeholder trust (Murray, Ayoun, 2010; Caputo et al., 2022). Economically,
they prioritize long-term value creation, inclusive market access, local economic engagement,
and continuous innovation - especially in sustainability-driven areas - through ethical
procurement and investment in R&D (Witjes, Lozano, 2016; Lewandowska, Cherniaiev, 2022).
Together, these dimensions reflect a holistic approach that positions sustainability as a driver
of organizational competitiveness, adaptability, and contribution to broader socio-economic

and environmental goals.
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In the context of organizational transformation, SD increasingly functions as a strategic
imperative rather than a peripheral concern. To effectively embed sustainability into core

organizational processes, many enterprises are turning to integrated management frameworks
such as the EFQM Model.

3.3. The essence of the EFQM Model

One of the most widespread quality models in Europe is the EFQM Model, established in
the early 1990s (Taraza et al., 2023). The EFQM Model has been the subject of numerous
academic publications (e.g., Tari et al., 2023; Bris, Urbanek, 2024; Bocoya-Maline et al., 2024;
Martinez-Costa et al., 2025). Its popularity and wide application stem from its flexibility and
adaptability - it can be implemented in large corporations, SMEs, public and private sector
institutions, governmental bodies, local communities, and various other organizations
(Gorenak, 2015). The EFQM Model is a comprehensive organizational improvement
framework. As Martusewicz (2024, p. 41) emphasizes, “rather than recommending specific
improvement methods, it covers all key areas of organizational functioning and defines the
requirements that should be met”. As a result, the EFQM Model can be combined with a wide
range of methods, “serving as a unifying framework for all activities aimed at achieving
sustainable excellence” (Martusewicz, 2024, p. 41).

The most recent version, EFQM Model 2025, focuses on “the needs of organizations to
create a clear purpose, foster trust, and understand the benefits of long-term sustainability”
(The EFQM Model 2025, p. 3). It serves as a framework for organizational improvement by
emphasizing the integration of high performance with customer and employee satisfaction,
a positive public image, and effective leadership in policy, strategy, and resource management
(The EFQM Model 2025). Furthermore, the model assesses both the outcomes achieved and
the methods employed to reach them. According to Martusewicz et al. (2024, p. 9106),
“the model’s evolution is driven by the need to adapt to global trends, threats, and technological
innovations such as digital transformation, employee engagement and well-being, remote work,
agile performance management, diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI), sustainability, artificial
intelligence (Al), and big data”. It is important to note that internal organizational dynamics are
strongly shaped by the external environment. As Bugdol (2018, p. 9) notes, organizations must
ask themselves, “what is the competition aiming for, how is technology evolving, and which
values are our strengths or weaknesses?”’

As previously mentioned, the EFQM Model 2025 introduces several key enhancements to
better respond to contemporary and future challenges. It strengthens the Direction dimension
by emphasizing purpose, vision, values, cultural role modeling, and support for innovation and
change. The term “positive impact” now replaces “force for good”, thereby broadening the
model’s focus on societal contribution. Within the Execution section, the model incorporates
evolving work practices such as remote and hybrid models, and places greater emphasis on
supply chain resilience, business continuity, and strategic foresight under components like
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“Driving Performance & Transformation” and “Creating Sustainable Value”. Finally,
in the Results dimension, outcomes are now differentiated into four distinct categories:
stakeholder expectations and contribution, economics and financials, performance and
transformation, and sustainability (The EFQM Model 2025). A simplified version of the model

is presented in Figure 1.

DIRECTION

Purpose, vision & values;
Cultural role modelling

QUALITY-
ORIENTED
ORGANISATION

RESULTS

Stakeholder contribution;
Economics and financials;
Performance &
transformation;
Sustainability

EXECUTION

Strategic foresight;
Supply chain resilience;
Business continuity

Figure 1. A simplified version of the EFQM Model.
Source: own elaboration based on The EFQM Model 2025.

RADAR (Results, Approach, Deployment, Assessment, and Refinement), a core element
of the model since its early versions, remains fundamental in the 2025 edition. It is a diagnostic
tool that supports effective management, enabling the identification of strengths and areas for
improvement. The new version simplifies the assessment process by reducing the number of
scoring matrices from three to two: one covering Direction and Execution, and one focused on
Results (The EFQM Model 2025).

Implementing the EFQM Model brings numerous benefits to organizations. These include
enhanced employee engagement, more efficient processes, higher product and service quality,
and greater customer and stakeholder satisfaction. Over the long term, it contributes to stronger
financial performance, improved reputation, and a sustainable competitive advantage
(Martusewicz et al., 2024).

3.4. The essence of sustainable quality management

The EFQM Model promotes the integration of sustainability into daily operations,
enhancing employee engagement, improving processes and service quality, and strengthening
customer satisfaction, financial performance, reputation, and competitive advantage. According

to Morioka et al. (2018), performance measurement systems for sustainability should be
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integrated at the operational, tactical, and strategic levels, since all employees - not just specific
departments - are responsible for sustainability. This approach helps organizations to put
sustainability strategies into practice, supports the alignment of business objectives with
sustainability goals, and can become one of their key competitive advantages (Morioka et al.,
2018).

A key challenge, however, lies in how to implement sustainable principles into the daily
functioning of quality-oriented organizations. That is why it is important to blend the main
principles (pillars) of SD and QM. To address this, the authors propose a conceptual model of
SQM, structured around four interrelated pillars: economic performance, stakeholder
expectations, environmental sustainability, and social responsibility — Figure 2. These four
dimensions reflect the essential values of SD while aligning with the EFQM Model’s results

orientation and stakeholder focus.

Economic
performance

[ Social Resposibility J<—[ Sustainable quality management ]—P{ Environmental ]

Responsibility

Stakeholder
expectations

Figure 2. Balanced framework for sustainable quality management: integrating economic performance,
stakeholder expectations, and environmental and social responsibility.

Source: own elaboration.

The first perspective is economic performance, which underscores the financial benefits of
embedding sustainability into core organizational practices. One of the primary pathways to
improving profitability lies in the adoption of sustainable technologies - such as renewable
energy sources (solar, wind, hydropower, biomass), energy-efficient systems, and waste
reduction solutions. These technologies help reduce utility and operational costs, mitigate
regulatory risks, and often qualify organizations for financial incentives, contributing to both
short- and long-term cost savings (Lozano, 2015). Simultaneously, integrating sustainability
into product and service innovation allows firms to differentiate themselves in increasingly eco-
conscious markets. By aligning offerings with consumer expectations for ethical and
environmentally responsible choices, companies can command price premiums, increase

customer loyalty, and access new market segments (Nidumolu et al., 2009). Together,
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these strategies demonstrate how sustainability can serve as a driver of economic value,
supporting growth while minimizing expenditures.

The second perspective is the stakeholder perspective, which emphasizes the importance of
meeting the expectations and values of various groups that influence or are influenced by
an organization. In the context of SQM, this perspective requires companies to foster
transparent communication, inclusive governance, and active responsiveness to societal
concerns.

Transparent communication forms the foundation of effective stakeholder relations.
It involves openly disclosing not only financial performance but also social and environmental
impacts through sustainability reporting, environmental declarations, and social audits.
Transparency reduces information asymmetry, enhances stakeholder confidence, and supports
informed decision-making by all parties (Morsing, Schultz, 2006).

Inclusive governance ensures that a broad range of stakeholder voices - particularly those
historically marginalized - are represented in decision-making processes. Inclusive governance
structures go beyond shareholder-centric models, integrating multi-stakeholder advisory
boards, employee councils, and participatory forums. This approach strengthens social
cohesion, improves organizational learning, and facilitates more holistic strategic planning
(Maak, Pless, 20006).

Active responsiveness to societal concerns marks a shift from reactive compliance to
proactive engagement. It involves anticipating stakeholder needs, co-developing sustainable
solutions, and embedding these into core strategies. Organizations addressing challenges like
climate change, inequality, and resource scarcity through responsible practices not only meet
stakeholder expectations but also help shape broader societal transformation (Porter, Kramer,
2011).

The third perspective is environmental sustainability, which highlights the responsibility of
organizations to minimize their ecological footprint while contributing to planetary resilience.
In SQM, this means going beyond mere regulatory compliance to proactively implementing
environmental management systems (EMS) such as ISO 14001. These systems support
continuous improvement through the identification, evaluation, and reduction of environmental
impacts (Zeng et al., 2005).

Environmental sustainability in quality-oriented organizations is grounded in two main
pillars: resource conservation and biodiversity preservation. Resource conservation promotes
more sustainable use of natural resources by emphasizing efficiency and circularity throughout
the value chain. This includes measures such as improving energy efficiency, reducing water
consumption, and minimizing waste through circular economy practices (Geissdoerfer et al.,
2017). Life-cycle thinking strengthens this approach by evaluating environmental impacts from
raw material extraction to end-of-life disposal, helping organizations reduce ecological
footprints (Frankowska et al., 2019). In tandem with resource conservation, biodiversity
preservation ensures that organizational activities do not degrade ecosystems or threaten species
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diversity. It involves adopting sustainable sourcing practices - such as using certified raw
materials - protecting natural habitats across supply chains, and supporting ecological
restoration initiatives. These efforts contribute to the maintenance of ecosystem services,
enhance organizational legitimacy, and align business operations with global conservation
goals (Keckel et al., 2025).

The last perspective in SQM is social responsibility, which encompasses an organization’s
dedication to promoting equity in the workplace, strengthening employee agency,
and supporting human capital development. Central to this dimension is the creation of
an inclusive organizational culture, where diversity in gender, ethnicity, and abilities is not only
acknowledged but actively valued. This also involves cultivating an environment of mutual
respect, psychological well-being, and participatory governance, where employees are
encouraged to contribute meaningfully to organizational decisions (Freeman et al., 2021).

Equally vital is the provision of competency development, especially as digitalization and
economic shifts reshape the nature of work. Quality-oriented organizations support professional
advancement through structured education programs, reskilling initiatives, and mentorship
schemes that equip employees for future challenges. In doing so, they foster upward social
mobility and build a workforce that is agile, empowered, and aligned with long-term strategic
objectives (Senge, 2006).

Table 1 presents the concept of SQM through four key areas: economic performance,
stakeholder expectations, environmental sustainability, and social responsibility. Each area is
supported by specific components that reflect the integration of sustainability into quality-
oriented practices.

At the core of SQM lies the principle of continuous improvement, which drives
organizations to enhance performance while aligning with long-term sustainability goals.
This principle serves as a unifying thread across all four pillars of the SQM framework -
economic performance, stakeholder expectations, environmental sustainability, and social
responsibility - and is operationalized through structured processes involving both leadership
and employee participation.

In practice, top management plays a critical role by setting strategic priorities, allocating
resources, and embedding a culture of learning and innovation. Middle managers act as change
agents, translating strategy into actionable initiatives and coordinating cross-functional teams.
Meanwhile, frontline employees contribute through daily problem-solving, process

optimization, and active engagement in quality and sustainability initiatives.
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Table 1.

Key areas and components of sustainable quality management based on the principle of
continuous improvement

Concept Key areas Key components Main principle
. Adoption of sustainable technologies
Economic - o -
Integration of sustainability into product and service
performance . .
innovation
. Transparent communication
Sustainable Stakeholder p .
. . Inclusive governance Continuous
quality expectations - - - .
Active responsiveness to societal concerns improvement
management : -
Environmental | Resource conservation
sustainability | Biodiversity preservation
Social Inclusive organizational culture
responsibility | Workforce development

Source: own elaboration.

In the context of economic performance, continuous improvement is manifested through
the application of lean management techniques, systematic performance evaluation
(e.g., via key performance indicators - KPIs), and structured innovation processes that
collectively aim to enhance cost-effectiveness and organizational value creation.
When addressing stakeholder expectations, organizations may engage in iterative feedback
processes, deploy satisfaction assessments, and initiate co-creation mechanisms involving
customers and external partners to ensure alignment with evolving needs and preferences.

With regard to environmental sustainability, continuous improvement practices may
encompass resource efficiency measures such as waste minimization initiatives, periodic
energy audits, adherence to recognized standards like ISO 14001, and the integration of
environmental criteria into product and service design. In the social dimension, departments
such as human resources, in coordination with operational managers, play a pivotal role in
advancing DEI efforts, upholding fair labor conditions, and fostering employee well-being
through proactive and sustained engagement mechanisms.

These practices are typically embedded within structured organizational routines such as
the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle, internal quality audits, employee-driven quality circles,
and sustainability-oriented performance reporting. By institutionalizing continuous
improvement across all functional levels and organizational domains, firms can operationalize
the principles of SQM, thereby enhancing their capacity for resilience, strategic alignment,
and long-term value generation across economic, environmental, and social performance

pillars.
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4. Results

This study introduces a novel conceptual model of SQM, developed through a narrative
synthesis of the literature on QM, SD, and the EFQM Model. The SQM model aligns the
enablers and results dimensions of the EFQM framework with the economic, environmental,
and social pillars of sustainability. It aims to bridge the long-standing conceptual divide
between quality and sustainability by providing an integrated, actionable framework suitable
for quality-oriented organizations.

The originality of the model lies in its capacity to systematically translate sustainability
principles into the operational routines of QM systems. While previous studies have
demonstrated that QM can support SD - by enhancing process efficiency, reducing waste,
and promoting stakeholder satisfaction (e.g., Siva et al., 2016; Misztal, Ratajszczak, 2025) -
this study advances the field by proposing an integrated conceptual framework in which
sustainability is not merely supported by QM but becomes structurally embedded within the
logic of quality excellence, as exemplified by the EFQM Model.

In comparison with Morioka et al. (2018), who propose aligning sustainability metrics
across operational, tactical, and strategic levels, this model adds a structural layer by integrating
those metrics into EFQM domains. While Morioka et al. highlight measurement tools,
the SQM model emphasizes how governance, organizational culture, and improvement
mechanisms (e.g., PDCA, internal audits) can be redesigned to support sustainable transitions.

Furthermore, the SQM model addresses critiques noted by Valentinov (2023), who argues
that the systems-thinking underpinning QM is compatible - but underutilized - in sustainability
contexts. This research operationalizes that compatibility by aligning EFQM’s systems-based
orientation with the dynamic and interdependent nature of sustainability principles.
This responds directly to previous concerns about the limited articulation of sustainability
within mainstream QM frameworks (Dahlgaard-Park, 2011).

Sectoral comparisons also show that the SQM model advances current thinking.
For example, while many sustainability-oriented frameworks in manufacturing focus heavily
on environmental performance (e.g. Garza-Reyes, 2015), the SQM model gives equal weight
to social responsibility and stakeholder expectations. Similarly, in the public sector, quality
improvement is often framed around service performance and compliance (Osborne et al.,
2013), the SQM framework invites these organizations to go further by embedding co-creation,
long-term societal value, and inclusive governance into their quality strategies.

Overall, the SQM model offers a robust and interdisciplinary advancement in the integration
of quality and sustainability. By structurally embedding sustainability within the EFQM
framework, the model not only strengthens theoretical cohesion between the two domains but
also delivers practical relevance for organizations seeking to align excellence with

responsibility. This integrative perspective provides a more holistic approach than traditional
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QM or sustainability models alone, offering a coherent pathway for embedding long-term
economic, environmental, and social value creation into the fabric of quality-oriented

management systems.

5. Discussion

5.1. Contributions

The contribution of this study lies in the conceptual development and theoretical integration
of SQM as a novel framework that bridges the fields of QM and SD. By utilizing the EFQM
Model as a primary analytical tool, the paper advances understanding of how QM principles
can be systematically aligned with environmental, social, and economic sustainability goals.
It identifies key elements and mechanisms within the EFQM framework that facilitate this
integration, offering a comprehensive and stakeholder-oriented approach to embed
sustainability into organizational excellence practices. This work provides a foundational
conceptual model that guides both academic inquiry and managerial practice toward achieving
operational excellence while supporting long-term organizational resilience and responsible
governance. Importantly, the paper offers a synthesis of the meanings of quality and SD,
revealing the conceptual and practical links that unify these traditionally separate domains.

5.2. Limitations

This study is conceptual and theoretical in nature, and as such, it does not include empirical
data or case-based validation of the proposed SQM framework. The insights are derived
primarily from a narrative literature review and model-based analysis, which, while
comprehensive, may not fully reflect the complexity and variability of organizational practices
across different sectors. In particular, the practical relevance of the SQM framework may vary
depending on contextual factors such as industry-specific regulations, market structures,
and stakeholder expectations. For instance, public sector organizations often operate under
different accountability frameworks and performance criteria compared to private
manufacturing firms, which may influence how quality and sustainability are prioritized and
operationalized.

The reliance on the EFQM Model as the primary analytical tool, although justified by its
holistic structure and alignment with principles of excellence and sustainability, may also limit
the generalizability of findings to organizations that do not adopt or explicitly align with this
framework. Organizations operating under alternative quality paradigms or in less formalized
quality management environments may require tailored adaptations of the proposed SQM

model.
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Moreover, the study focuses on synthesizing and linking the concepts of QM and SD,
both of which are evolving domains with diverse interpretations and applications across
disciplines. As such, the proposed integration model may require further refinement to
accommodate emerging sustainability challenges, technological disruptions, and sector-
specific quality imperatives.

Additionally, many potentially relevant publications were excluded due to the scope and
purpose of the study, which prioritized conceptual clarity and theoretical synthesis over
exhaustive literature coverage. The selection of sources was guided by relevance to the research
aim - namely, to articulate a theoretically grounded SQM framework - rather than by systematic
inclusion criteria. As a result, empirical studies, sector-specific analyses, and regionally focused
publications that could enrich the practical dimensions of the model were not included in the
core analysis. Future research should address this gap by exploring how the SQM framework

performs in diverse organizational contexts and geographic regions.

5.3. Research gaps and future research directions

The conceptual SQM framework developed in this study provides an integrative approach
to aligning QM principles - particularly those derived from the EFQM Model - with SD
principles. While this model offers a structured foundation for understanding the convergence
of operational excellence and sustainability, several significant research gaps remain.

First, the theoretical model requires empirical validation. Its key assumptions, such as the
alignment of EFQM enablers with sustainability outcomes, have not yet been tested across
organizational contexts. There is a need for empirical studies that examine whether the
conceptual relationships outlined in the SQM framework hold in practice, and under what
conditions they are most effective.

Second, the causal pathways and mediating mechanisms within the SQM framework are
not yet fully articulated. For instance, how does leadership for sustainability influence
stakeholder trust? In what ways does process innovation or learning impact ESG
(environmental, social, governance) outcomes when framed within quality principles?
Addressing these questions can enrich the explanatory power of the SQM model.

Third, the model would benefit from adaptation to sector-specific and regional contexts.
Industries vary in their quality and sustainability challenges, and future research should test
how the SQM framework operates in sectors such as agri-food, manufacturing, healthcare,
or services. Comparative studies can reveal contextual drivers, barriers, and customization
needs for effective SQM implementation.

Finally, future research should develop performance indicators and assessment tools that
reflect the dual focus on quality and sustainability embedded in the SQM framework.
These metrics would enable organizations to evaluate their progress, benchmark against peers,

and identify areas for continuous improvement in line with both excellence and sustainability.
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6. Conclusions

This study provides a comprehensive conceptual exploration of the integration between
QM and SD, positioning the EFQM Model as a foundational framework. Through the
development of the SQM model, the research offers a structured and theoretically grounded
approach to aligning quality management principles with the environmental, social,
and economic dimensions of sustainability.

The central aim of the study - to examine the conceptual foundations of SQM by integrating
QM principles (particularly those embodied in the EFQM Model) with the objectives of SD -
has been achieved. The proposed SQM model bridges a significant theoretical gap and
contributes a practical roadmap for organizations seeking to embed sustainability into their
quality systems. By doing so, it advances the discourse on how operational excellence and
responsible governance can be mutually reinforcing.

Nonetheless, the SQM framework remains conceptual and requires empirical validation to
advance both theoretical understanding and managerial application. Future research should
examine whether the model’s assumptions - such as the alignment of EFQM enablers with
sustainability outcomes - hold across diverse organizational contexts. Key questions include:
(1) To what extent do EFQM enablers contribute to achieving integrated quality and
sustainability performance?; (2) Under what organizational or sectoral conditions does the
SQM framework yield optimal results?; and (3) How consistently can the proposed
relationships be observed across different industries and regions? Addressing these questions
will be critical to transforming sustainability from a strategic aspiration into an operational
reality and ensuring that the SQM model contributes meaningfully to both academic knowledge
and organizational practice.

From a practical perspective, several managerial and policy-oriented actions can be derived
from the study. Organizations are encouraged to integrate sustainability KPIs into existing
quality management systems, conduct cross-functional sustainability audits aligned with
EFQM enablers, and establish leadership roles responsible for embedding SD principles into
operational and strategic decision-making. Policymakers and regulatory bodies could promote
the adoption of integrated frameworks like SQM by aligning funding mechanisms,
public procurement policies, and ESG reporting requirements with holistic performance
standards that value both quality and sustainability outcomes. In this way, the SQM model not
only serves as a theoretical contribution but also as a foundation for actionable strategies that

can guide organizational transformation toward sustainable excellence.
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