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Abstract. The article discusses various interpretations of the concept of
economic sustainability of an enterprise by various Russian and foreign
scientists. Features of the content of the concept of sustainability for
economic and technical systems.

The terms “sustainability” and “sustainable” are often used in various fields of knowledge.
There are four main meanings of the term “sustainability” in the Russian dictionary [1]:

e it is the ability to stand firmly and to hold on without hesitation or falling;

e it is the ability of an object to remain unchanged for a long time and to maintain its

properties, state or/and position;

e it is the ability to resist any influence and not to undergo changes and fluctuations;

e it is the ability to resist external influences.

In particular, the “Soviet Encyclopedia” [2] says that if there is a characteristic of the
system that is being influenced by insignificant initial distorting factors and that is
maintaining its value throughout the subsequent time, provided that this value differs little
from the value this characteristic should have while being in a state without any external
influences, than the movement of the system in relation to this characteristic is called
sustainable.

Encyclopedia of Mathematics does not contain a clearly defined interpretation of the
term “sustainability”. There is only a definition of sustainability in relation to tangible and
intangible objects which depend on certain parameters. So, sustainability in relation to
geometric and other objects is considered as “continuous dependence of these objects on
parameters” [3].

This definition is widely used in natural Sciences to describe the functioning of technical
systems. In physics, a theory of sustainability has been developed to study the oscillations of
complex systems. There are various directions in the study of sustainability - sustainability
of motion, sustainability of equilibrium state.
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For a more complete understanding of the subject of “economic sustainability”, we will
reveal the essence of the concept “sustainability” in technical and economic systems.

The modern theory of sustainability was formed on the basis of the works of such
scientists as J. Lagrange, A.M. Lyapunov, S.D. Poincaré, A. Poisson and others who were
dedicated to researching the sustainability of systems. The results of their research are in the
field of studying the equilibrium state of mechanical systems [4, 5, 6].

e S.D.Poincaré and A. Poisson argued that the mechanical system is considered stable
if it seeks to return to its original equilibrium state infinitely often after losing the
balance under the influence of external factors.

e According to A.M. Lyapunov, sustainability is the ability of the system to remain
its state which is very close to its original state despite the impact of external factors.
In other words, sustainability is an ability to maintain the trend of its development.

e According to J. Lagrange, sustainability implies the ability of the system not to go
beyond a certain area (trajectory).

We shall now analyze the definitions of the concept of “sustainability” in the researches

of well-known economics scientists:

1. A. Wald, L. Walras, P. Samuelson, J.R. Hicks et al first considered sustainability in
relation to economic systems. They achieved the first results in the field of
sustainability when they conducted a study of market equilibrium and the conditions
for achieving it [7].

2. A.A. Bogdanov, L.I. Evenko, T. Parson, V.S. Rappoport et al are the founders of the
general theory of organization. Their achievements include the following:

a. they clarified the distinction between economic and financial sustainability;

they have proven the link between efficiency of enterprises functioning and
sustainability;

b. they have proven that sustainability and economic development are the most
important characteristics of the economic system;

c. they have proven that the socio-economic systems cannot be assessed by analogy
with technical systems which are not that complicated.

3. G.P. Bystray, O.M. Belotserkovsky, I.R. Prigogine, G. Hagen et al are the scientists
whose works were used as a basis for the formation of synergetics as a science that
studies the spontaneous appearance and self-maintenance of ordered temporal
structures and disordered structures in open nonlinear systems of various nature [8,
9, 10]. Their achievements include the following:

a. they have gotten the scientific justification of the fact that sustainability is a key
driver of system dynamics (sustainability is a dynamic category);

b. they have proven that enterprises are the nonequilibrium system which moves
either towards the equilibrium state or away from it at each moment of time.

It should be noted that exploring the sustainability of complex technical and economic
systems has been carried out for a long time. But there is still no well-established generally
accepted approach to the definition of this concept. And therefore, it is not possible to fully
solve the problems of ensuring economic sustainability.

The term “sustainability”, in fact, has no meaning, as it is relative. The stability of the
system makes sense only in the comparison of the properties of the system with other
systems. Same system is characterized by different sustainability indicators in relation to
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different systems. Thus, stability is a relative characteristic of the system which can only be
evaluated in comparison with its past states or with another system.

It can be noted that the term “sustainability” has shifted from the technical field of
knowledge to the economic sphere in these latter days. Now this characteristic of the system
is applied to economic systems of different levels (economic system at the level of the whole
world, national economic system and the economic system of an individual enterprise). One
of the main features of these systems is their functioning in a dynamic external environment
under the influence of various factors. This feature determines the complex nature of the
functioning and management of these systems.

Russian economists began researching sustainability not so long ago. The most interesting
definitions (in our opinion) are given in Table 1.

Table 1. How the term “enterprise sustainability” is interpreted by various authors

Author Interpretation of the term

Benediktov The sustainability of the enterprise is the financial and economic state of the

M.A.[11] enterprise, the economic activity of which, in normal conditions, ensures the
fulfillment of all its obligations to employees, to other enterprises and to
government due to sufficient income and to the fact that expenses correspond to
income.

Dmitriev A.M. | Sustainability is the ability of the system to maintain a normal state under the

[12] influence of insignificant and mostly random changes in its activity.

Zharikov O.N. | Sustainability is the ability of a system to return to a state of equilibrium after it

[13] was under the influence of external excitations.

Zubanov N.V., | Sustainability is the ability of a system which is operating according to a certain

Pestikov S.V. algorithm to achieve the goal of functioning in a certain phase of development.

[14]

Safin F.M. [15] | The sustainability of an enterprise is the state of an object, which is considered
in relation to external influences on it.

Timofeev Sustainability is the ability of a system to maintain its state, behavior and

R.A[16] existence, despite a change in the external environment.

M.A. Benediktov proposes an approach to understanding the term “sustainability” based
on taking into account the interests of the stakeholders of the enterprise. From our point of
view, this approach is rather applicable when assessing the so-called ‘“sustainable
development of an enterprise” [17, 18], which involves meeting the interests of individual
stakeholders - this subject is stated in the work of T.A. Pikalova, for example [19].
Nevertheless, we fully agree with the statement that economic sustainability is not limited to
meeting the interests of the owners of the enterprise, and that the results of business activities
are not limited to profit.

The approach of A.M. Dmitriev does not have sufficient specificity, since the term
“normal state” of the enterprise is even more ambiguous than the term “economic
sustainability”. Moreover, the decision about which state of functioning of the enterprise is
to be recognized as “normal” depends on the opinion of the enterprise’s management and
may vary with indefinite frequency - this fact makes it impossible to compare the
sustainability indicator of an enterprise with indicators of sustainability of other enterprises
and, which is more importantly, it does not allow to compare the current indicator of
sustainability of an enterprise and the same indicator of this enterprise in past.

The approaches of N.V. Zubanov and S.V. Pestikov are related to the achievement of
the set goals of the enterprise. In our opinion, this interpretation of the term is more consistent
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with the term of “effectiveness” which is defined as the indicator that demonstrates which
part of the planned business activity has been implemented and what planned results were
achieved (ISO 9000:2011) [20].

We shall now focus on the most significant differences between the terms “sustainability
of the technical system” and “sustainability of the economic system”.

Table 2. The difference in interpretation of the term “sustainability” in relation to economic and
technical systems

Parameters for the Systems
interpretation of the term
“sustainability”
Technical systems | Economic systems
1. The essence of the term | The ability of a system to return to (1)/(2) after being taken out of
equilibrium
(1) its original state (2) a new equilibrium state
2. The nature of the Static Dynamic

equilibrium system

3. Therole in the Development sustainability is the ability of
development of the system a system to move to a qualitatively new
level after being taken out of a state of
equilibrium.

Breaking down the old structure and
creating a new sustainable structure.

It should be noted that an important feature of “sustainability” in relation to an economic
object is that it demonstrates the ability of the object to maintain its completeness as a system
and to develop despite the external negative influence. The sustainability of technical systems
usually means their ability of keeping the constancy of the basic parameters of activity.

In our opinion, the most promising approach is the approach of F. Safin, but there is no
clear explanation into it of how to interpret the state of an object depending on the external
influences.

Summarizing the above, the term “sustainability of an enterprise” can be interpreted in
the following way: it is a relative dynamic characteristic which reflects the ability to
counteract the influence of unfavorable influences by achieving the best possible result based
on efficient use of resources.

We shall now move on to the definition of “economic sustainability”. The analysis of
scientific literature has shown that the interpretation of economic sustainability has several
significant variations (Table 3).

Obviously, each of the mentioned approaches has its own strengths, but a critical analysis
of all these approaches revealed a number of shortcomings. For example, the definition of
M.A. Makarova partially contradicts itself. On the one hand, it implies stable profitability in
the long term (in other words, it implies invariability of the profit-to-cost ratio) and on the
other hand, it implies an increase in profits. However, in the realities of today, it is impossible
to talk about such a development of enterprises, because the increasingly complex external
environment will not allow the enterprise to maintain any indicator at one stable level.
Nevertheless, we fully agree, both with the fact that profitability is a significant indicator of
assessing the activities of enterprises, and with the fact that the economic sustainability of an
enterprise is determined by its ability to maintain expanded reproduction.
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Table 3. The analysis of theoretical approaches to the definition of the term “economic sustainability”

Author The definition of the term
Makarova M.A. The economic sustainability of an enterprise is a balanced state of technical
[21] and economic resources which ensures stable profitability and normal

conditions for the expanded reproduction based on long-term profit and capital
growth taking into account external and internal factors.

Romanova A.L The economic sustainability is the ability of a production system which is
[22] moving in time and space not to change the vector of its movement being
under different internal and external influences.

Sokolov S.V. [23] | The economic sustainability of an enterprise is the adaptability of the
enterprise to the changes that have already occurred or that are expected in the
future.

Shevrina E.V. [24] | Economic sustainability is the ability of an enterprise to maintain and increase

its own production potential over a relatively long period of time in order to
maintain and expand the market segment it occupies.

Shubina K.D. [25] | Economic sustainability is the ability of an enterprise to withstand the threat of
bankruptcy.

From the point of view of E.V. Shevrina, economic sustainability is determined by the
ability to maintain and build capacity. The author believes that this approach is promising,
but an enterprise which has a significant accumulated potential in a particular sphere may
annually deteriorate its production performance due to ineffective use of this potential. But
in our opinion, the issue of maintaining and expanding the market relates primarily to the
field of competitiveness management which does not allow to fully interpret the term
“economic sustainability” despite the significant dependence of enterprises on market trends.

The opinion that economic sustainability implies the ability to withstand the threat of
bankruptcy is quite justified, but only if we equate economic and financial sustainability.

The approaches of A.Il. Romanova and S.V. Sokolov can be considered interesting.
However, if we choose the first approach, it becomes difficult to understand the meaning of
the term “movement of the production system”. Specifically, we don’t have an answer on the
question of which movement will be considered acceptable and from whose point of view.
The second approach uses the term “adaptability” which has a similar semantic meaning to
the term “sustainability”. But the term “adaptability” mostly means the ability of an enterprise
to be flexible to changes in the external environment [26], while the term “economic
sustainability” takes into account the internal state of enterprise too.

Conclusion

Based on the analysis results, it can be concluded that the main characteristic of economic
sustainability should be the maintenance of a certain state of the enterprise which will allow
to support expanded reproduction expressed in the growth of the main indicators of its
activities, such as profit. In other words, each of the considered approaches suggests focusing
on certain aspects of economic growth which, according to S.V. Fedoseev, is the main goal
of the enterprise development, and this goal involves improving economic results and
reducing costs both by involving additional production resources (extensive factors) and by
increasing the efficiency of their use (intensive factors) [27].
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Summarizing the above, it can be argued that the term “economic sustainability of an
enterprise” means the ability of an enterprise to maintain productivity at a level that allows it
to achieve economic growth despite any unfavorable influences.
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