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ABSTRACT 

Humanity is faced with existential threats of our own doing that require our collective action. Small-

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) by virtue of their large numbers and prevalence in society have the 

potential to contribute to economic, social, and environmental development and play a critical role in 

Sustainability at a global level. This can be accomplished through their business practices, systems, 

policies, and interactions. The purpose of this study is to explore the corporate sustainability practices 

of SMEs ranked highly for their involvement in Sustainability through an online survey with key 

representatives of seventeen (17) SMEs. The findings demonstrated that many companies are willing 

to play a greater role in CSR/ Corporate Sustainability but are stymied by the lack of resources, 

applicable frameworks, and an enabling environment. These results have valuable implications for 

SMEs, academia, Government, NGOs, business associations, and the private sector. 

 

Key words: Sustainability, Corporate Social Responsibility, Small-to-Medium Sized Enterprises,  

Sustainability Frameworks, Corporate Sustainability Maturity. 
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1. INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH TOPIC 

 

1.1. Overview 

Our greatest challenges are widespread, complex, and occurring at a rapid pace. While the world 

grapples with navigating a global pandemic which has affected economies, health systems and human 

well-being worldwide, we are also faced with existential challenges of climate change, mass species 

extinction, human rights issues and inequality, and food insecurity. Climate change is widespread, 

rapid, will yield devastating consequences, is intensifying, and in cases of continued sea-level rise is 

irreversible, all attributable to the actions of humankind (IPCC, 2021). The IPBES 2021 report states 

there is a rapid global decline of Biodiversity and Ecosystems at an extraordinary rate, unlike any 

other time in history also attributable to the activity of humankind (IPBES, 2021). Left unchecked the 

impact would be mass species extinction and the erosion of the foundations of economies, livelihoods, 

food security, health, and quality of life for all. Compounded by the impact of covid-19 and other 

major global challenges such as poverty, food insecurity, inequality, health, and well-being, would 

have a multiplier effect. 

Given the complexity of these concerns, a system approach based on collective action entailing 

the stewardship of the entire Earth System, i.e., Biosphere, Climate and Societies including 

Governance, values, behavioural changes, investments, and technological innovation is required 

(Steffan, 2018). Therefore, the world’s problems are to be addressed by a more inclusive mechanism 

than the historical top-down steering by Governments and intergovernmental organizations (Hajer, 

2015), bringing to bear the role of responsible business and their contributions to sustainability. 

Hence, a more inclusive approach will allow a greater advancement of businesses contribution to the 

triple bottom line, i.e., a firm’s contribution from a social, environmental, and financial perspective 

(Elkington, 1994). In so doing, this would positively contribute to the green economy, the circular 

economy, emission reduction, water, energy, resource efficiency, biodiversity, human capital 

development and social impacts, both internal and external to the organization 



 

 

The literature has shown that big corporations have clear expectations, frameworks, and resources 

available to them to contribute to corporate sustainability and they are quite adept and aptly resourced 

to communicate their investments in sustainability. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is at the 

forefront of corporate consciousness for over fifteen years, (Bhattacharya, C. B., Du, Shuili and Sen, 

S., 2008). Many companies are making commitments every day to the wellbeing of their staff, 

stakeholders, community, and the environment. Since 2010, Bell Let’s Talk has been the largest-ever 

corporate commitment to Canadian mental health providing better access care (Bell.ca, 2022). Their 

mental health initiatives include a current funding commitment of $129,588,747.75 and they are well 

on the way to their objective of at least $155 million by 2025. Partnering with 1,300 plus 

organizations providing mental health supports and services throughout Canada, scaling up evidence-

based programs and best practices to improve access nationwide.  

The 11th edition of the KPMG Survey of Sustainability Reporting 2020 has shown that globally 

companies are increasing their awareness and reporting of sustainability with increasing gusto. This 

increasing commitment to CSR is spurred, at least in part, by the growing sense that consumers and 

investors, both key stakeholder groups, reward good corporate citizens through greater, more 

sustained patronage (HBR, 2019). The demand for ESG investment options is so high that many asset 

management firms are rushing to pull together new offerings. Sustainable and impact investment at 

UBS Asset Management has more than tripled since December 2016, with $17 billion in Assets 

Under Management (AUM). “We have seen very strong asset growth in our Sustainable and Impact 

offering,” said Michael Baldinger, the unit’s head, “and client demand has simply accelerated over the 

past 24 months” (HBR, 2019). 

Notably, small‐ and medium‐sized enterprises (SMEs) can play a crucial role in creating 

prosperous communities and significantly contributing to environmental and social well‐being 

(Westman et al., 2019). This potential derives, first, from the position of SMEs as a major contributor 

to economic growth, employment, and inclusive growth, from different segments of the labour force 

and provide skill development opportunities (OECD, 2011), and technological innovation (Sofia, 

https://www.bell.ca/


 

 

2020). Second, these businesses can address environmental and social concerns in communities 

(Gomez et al., 2015) and accelerate transformations towards sustainability (Burch et al., 2016). An 

example of such an SME is Take Caire in Egypt. Take Caire is a design-focused company that aims to 

connect communities in Cairo to international markets by providing training services to traditional 

designers to develop a contemporary edge of the local labour market (Lupita, 2018). Another example 

is CEMAR in Brazil. CEMAR is a power distribution company serving Maranhão, one of the poorest 

states in Brazil connecting low-income population segments to power and creating employment 

opportunities in the field for approximately 250 employees at a time (Lupita, 2018).  

Consequently, SMEs, on aggregate, have a high environmental footprint. In fact, literature 

estimates that SMEs contribute 60-70% of industrial pollution in Europe (OECD, 2018). SMEs in the 

manufacturing sector - which accounts for a large share of global resource consumption, pollution, 

and waste generation are critical for the green transformation (OECD, 2013). SMEs also have the 

potential to engender substantial environmental improvements. Eco-innovators, for example, can 

pioneer or lead new green industries, especially in local and emerging markets contexts that may be 

unappealing or unfeasible for large corporations (Lupita, 2018). In the United Kingdom and Finland, 

SMEs represent more than 90% and 70% of clean tech enterprises respectively (OECD, 2017). Thus, 

given the economic, social, and environmental significance of SMEs, they are important drivers of 

sustainability (Lupita, 2018). 

In 2019, SMEs in Canada constituted 99.8% of businesses, employed 88.5% of the workforce, 

contributed approximately 65% to the National GDP of Canada and played a critical role in the 

development of the country (ISED, 2020). These figures are also commensurate with global figures 

for the contribution of SMEs to national development. According to the World Bank, SMEs account 

for most businesses worldwide and are important contributors to job creation and global economic 

development. Worldwide they represent about 90% of businesses, more than 50% of employment and 

contribute up to 40% of national income (GDP), which is significantly higher when informal SMEs 

are included (The World Bank, 2021). Therefore, the potential for SMEs to be a driving force in 



 

 

progressing the agenda of social equity, human well-being, economic development, environmental 

protection, and overall sustainability of the planet is undoubted. Hence, this study explored the 

sustainability practices of SMEs ranked highly for advancing sustainability through an online survey 

with key representatives of seventeen (17) SMEs. Accordingly, the research questions addressed by 

the research were as follows: 

1. Who sets the sustainability direction for SMEs and where does the motivation to invest in 

sustainability come from?  

2. What resources are dedicated to SMEs sustainability initiatives? 

3. To what extent are SMEs engaging in sustainability reporting and frameworks? 

4. What are some of the challenges faced in implementing sustainability practices/initiatives? 

 

It should be noted, that while the thematic focus of this research is based on Corporate 

Sustainability practices of SMEs, Corporate Sustainability in most organizations are classified as 

CSR. Hence to create a collective understanding among respondents CSR and Corporate 

Sustainability were used interchangeably in the survey and explanation of findings. Through 

addressing the research questions, the research reflected on the intersection with Sustainability 

Science and delineated its application to the broader context of society. In the sections that follow, the 

literature on sustainability in the business world, the business case for investing in sustainable 

business practices, and the role of sustainability for SMEs are presented. Next, the methodology 

section includes discussion of the sample, the data collection process, and how the survey instrument 

was developed. This is followed by the presentation of the key findings of the survey. Finally, the 

implications for practitioners, policy makers, and researchers are discussed within the conclusion, 

limitations, and future research. 

 

 

  



 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

2.1.  Definition of Sustainability as it relates to Business 

Upon examination, from a business perspective, Corporate Sustainability, Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) and Sustainability seem interchangeable. Within the Sustainability literature 

there are many definitions for CSR and Sustainability. However, there seems to be broad academic 

consensus that CSR engenders greater intrinsic value to an entity for its own sake (Vilkka, 1997; 

Winter, 2007), whereas a business must address economic prosperity, social equity, and 

environmental integrity to lay claim to sustainable practices (Brundtland, 1987a)(Wayne Visser, 

2012). Widespread acceptance has made the definition coined by Brundtland (Brundtland, 1987a) one 

of the most frequently quoted definitions for sustainability: "Sustainable Development is development 

that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs". Carroll (1991) presented a complementary definition of CSR that expanded into 

major categories of CSR and included economic, ethical, legal and discretionary/philanthropic. This 

definition has been used by companies over the years to determine areas of focus and where might 

yield the greatest gains for business and stakeholders alike. 

Emanating from the definition of Sustainability in the Brundtland report and using a more 

pragmatic lens to examine SMEs involvement in Sustainable Development, a clear understanding of 

Sustainability and where their efforts will yield the greatest returns is critical. Hence, it is important 

that businesses understand sustainability challenges within their context and how they can be 

addressed while conducting business within reasonable operating limits to maintain socio-economic 

and environmental balance. In so doing business can strike a greater balance towards profitability and 

“Green Growth” and “Smart Growth” (Ekins, 2013). This type of awareness will help businesses to 

understand where they can enhance stocks of capital assets rather than deplete them in their operations 

(Tuazona, 2013), determine the safe and just space to function optimally in their environment 

(Capmourteres, 2019), implement sustainable supply chains (BSR, 2019), and look at more 



 

 

regenerative, circular, capacity building, inclusive and equitable business models to guide the 

ambitions of the organization.  

 

2.2.  The Business Case for Sustainability 

Academic research has shown that “embedded sustainability efforts clearly result in a positive 

impact on business performance” (Whelan, 2016). These benefits include establishing a competitive 

advantage through stakeholder engagement, improving risk management, fostering innovation, 

improving financial performance, building customer loyalty, and attracting and engaging employees. 

Business represents the productive resources of the economy without which sustainable development 

is unlikely to be achieved (Bansal, 2002; Hopwood, Mellor, & O’Brien, 2005).   

Other sources of academic literature have also pointed to the myriad of different benefits 

organizations can achieve due to sustainability (Trollman, 2021). Multinational firms benefit from 

local knowledge and resources facilitated through socio-cultural embeddedness, to secure operating 

licenses, to gain social acceptance (legitimacy) and to create shared value for the company and the 

local community to ensure long-term profitability (Bartel, Aerni, & Schluep, 2017). Sustainability 

embeddedness in networks provides access to unique resources, including globally transferable 

knowledge about sustainability challenges and practical solutions to these challenges (Vlasov et al., 

2018). Initially, firms may pursue sustainability due to corporate image and reputation, but the process 

of embedding sustainability has also been shown to lead to competitive advantage (Vilanova, Lozano, 

& Arenas, 2009). Therefore, there is a strong business case for corporate sustainability (Dooley, 

2014). Benefits include greater improvements in employee engagement and motivation so that the 

social controls of business and contractual cost of doing business is lessened (Swanson, 2014). Also, 

value-attuned decision-making yields better economic, social, and environmental performance 

(Swanson, 2014). Additionally, when there is a focus on sustainability, more protection may be 



 

 

afforded to those who are vulnerable to the unintended consequences of corporate conduct (also 

reducing risk) (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2018). 

Therefore, it is in the interest of business to incorporate sustainability practices into strategy and 

operations, as corporate success cannot be disaggregated from sustainable environments. The 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is one of the most prevalent sustainability benchmarks used 

by business, and many businesses have adopted more circular and regenerative models (CISL, 2017).  

Not only are there sizeable growth opportunities associated with implementing the SDGs but failing 

to do so would undermine business continuity and stability (CISL, 2017).  

Many leaders within the sustainability debate have shown opportunities for businesses to tackle 

critical sustainability challenges. The Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership (CISL) 

proposes a ten-year plan for the three dominant actors in the economy, i.e., business, government and 

finance referred to as “Rewiring the Economy” (CISL G. S., 2017). Business for Social Responsibility 

(BSR) has developed a maturity model, called the Supply Chain Leadership Ladder, to clarify “what 

good looks like” (Norton, 2017). This is important as supply chains are the engines of global 

economies, delivering goods and services around the world, connecting geographic, industry, cultural, 

and regulatory boundaries (Norton, 2017).  

The current research explores the importance of specific SDGs to better understand the priorities 

of SMEs as it relates to sustainability. The Sustainable Development Report 2021 gives a detailed 

framework of six SDG Transformations to build more resilient sustainable societies in the wake of 

covid-19. This provides an action agenda for governments, businesses, and civil society and is guided 

by the principles to “leave no one behind” and “ensure circularity and decoupling” (Sachs, 2021). The 

sustainability literature is clear in underscoring the prevalence and urgency of our collective 

challenges. Business plays a critical role as a major unit of influence, organization, accumulation, and 

use of resources, as well as a creator of innovation in all societies. As such, the role of business in 

sustainability is undeniable. Accordingly, the current research aims to better understand what 



 

 

Corporate Sustainability and CSR practices of SMEs who are known for their involvement in CSR in 

Canada and to gain insight into the challenges faced in implementing these practices. 

 

2.3. SMEs and Corporate Sustainability  

Global organisations are increasingly developing management systems for Sustainability built on 

and reporting against the triple bottom line (TBL) standard (Spooner, 2010)(GRI, 2018), 

incorporating economic, social, and environmental outcomes. However, it is important to maintain 

focus on balancing the trade-offs between the three dimensions to harness the transformative powers 

of Corporate Sustainability and veer activities away from business as usual (Barkemeyer, Holt, 

Preuss, & Tsang, 2011). Notably for the purposes of the current research, the University of Waterloo, 

“GATE Survey Report 2018” (Waterloo, 2018) suggest that SMEs have enormous potential to 

advance Sustainability in Canada. From this report, 86% of SMEs surveyed think that Sustainability is 

important, and more than half have taken steps to make their practices more socially and 

environmentally friendly, however a common consensus is the lack of capacity. 

Additionally, the abstract nature of the concept of Sustainability and the ambiguity surrounding it, 

create wide variations on its application and measurement by organisations (Darcy, 2014). Most of the 

research seeking to examine Corporate Sustainability or an organizations contribution to 

Sustainability have done so within the confines of large multinational organisations to the exclusion 

of small- to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). SMEs have their own unique characteristics that affect 

the way they operate. SMEs usually have more constraints on the resources, talents, and capabilities 

available to them which can imbue system informalities, though SMEs are still subjected to the same 

competitive pressures as large organizations (Darcy, 2014). Nevertheless, consumer support for 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) is well established, and companies are now expected to engage 

in some form of CSR (Green and Peloza, 2011). Research conducted by Green and Peloza (2011) 

suggests that consumer responses to CSR depend on how CSR is manifested, for example, cause-



 

 

related marketing through donating a percentage of sales is less effective than employee volunteerism 

or unrestricted cash donations at countering negative news about a firm. However, consumers are 

more likely to support firms that engage in cause-related marketing when compared to firms involved 

in advocacy advertising. This study by Green and Peloza (2011) reveals that CSR is not always 

perceived in the same manner. This is further compounded in an environment of imperfect knowledge 

where marketing spends and consumer awareness can make a dramatic difference in shared 

perception and impact, which is not always a ready resource for smaller organizations (Green and 

Peloza, 2014). 

Hence, this unequivocal availability of resources by SMEs, perceptions and expectations by 

stakeholders and nuances of the Corporate Sustainability field especially as it relates to SMEs require 

existing Corporate Sustainability models to be revisited to address the SME context to assist them in 

contributing to sustainability more precisely. Based on review of the Sustainability literature, 

Corporate Sustainability Strategy can be categorized into six pillars, namely, Corporate Governance; 

Human Resources Management; Knowledge and Innovation Management; Measurement; Disclosure, 

and Independent Assurance; Management Systems and Integrated Management Systems (Nunhes, 

2020). For the purposes of this research, questions administered to SMEs in Canada were based on 

Peloza and Shang (2011) categorization of CSR activities, as well as indicators listed in sustainability 

assessments by Sustainability Incorporated, Global Reporting Index (UNEP, 2021) and Sustainability 

Maturity Models of Ebner and Baumgartner, 2010 (illustrated in Appendix A). 

Given the prevalence and contribution of SMEs, the current research assesses the best practices of 

Corporate Sustainability Strategies of seventeen (17) SMEs in Ontario, Canada. This paper provides 

perspective on the interplay among the different Sustainability Dimensions, i.e., economy, 

environment, and society in the operations of SMEs. The participating SMEs were selected from 

familiar rating schemes such as “Canada's Top Small & Medium Employers (2021)”.  

 



 

 

2.4. Sustainability Assessment and Integration Tools 

Epstein and Yuthas (2014) in their book, “Measuring and Improving Impact”, interviewed more 

than one hundred organizational leaders and noted the importance of measurement and understanding 

impact to improve outputs. Pope et al (2004) defined sustainability assessment as a process by which 

the implications of an initiative on sustainability are evaluated and may include an existing or 

proposed policy, plan, programme, project, a piece of legislation, or current practice or activity. He 

also noted that sustainability assessments were increasingly viewed as a crucial tool to aid in the shift 

towards sustainability.  

Accordingly, for the purpose of understanding how to access and determine whether the practices 

of the selected SMEs are in fact closer to stipulated gold standard, consideration was given to the 

work of different sustainability practitioners, sustainability assessments and integration tools. One 

such practitioner group, Sustainability Incorporated (SI) (2015), produced a guidebook for 

practitioners on how to integrate sustainability into business. The tools selected by SI were those that 

had the “greatest systemic integration within businesses” and those that showed the best results from 

their research of companies (Mosher & Smith, 2015). These tools included employing business model 

thinking, putting materiality to use, applying a sustainability lens to products and services, looking at 

the impact of culture and leveraging transparency and reporting systems (Mosher & Smith, 2015). A 

review of these tools was instrumental in assisting with the crafting of questions for the online survey 

to determine those areas where emphasis should be placed if business practices are to be considered as 

truly sustainable. 

The Global Reporting Index (GRI, 2021) of international independent standards was also used to 

guide some of the question and understand if SMEs incorporated certain economic, social, governance 

and environmental aspects in their Corporate Sustainability planning and practices. A further drill 

down to unearth greater details of these practices was aided by the work of Sustainability Maturity 

Models of Ebner and Baumgartner, 2010. 



 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Sample 

 

The sample comprised of seventeen (17) SMEs that are known to have sustainability programmes 

and are headquartered across Canada. Initially five (5) SMEs were selected based on the exhibition of 

sustainability initiatives. From this initial batch of SME participants, a passive snowball sampling 

technique was employed to identify additional study participants to reach the seventeen (17) 

participant count. In sum total, one hundred (100) SMEs were contacted, evidencing a response rate 

of 17%.  

The metrics for sustainability that were included in the survey were pulled from indicators listed 

in sustainability assessments conducted by reputable organizations such as Sustainability 

Incorporated, the Global Reporting Index and work done by Ebner and Baumgartner, 2010 (the full 

survey is shown in Appendix A). Table 1 and Table 2 below captures more information about the 

demographics of this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 1: Respondent level, company location and type of business 

Position within 
Organization 

Business location Industry type Operations type 

Owner Burlington, ON Advertising & 
Marketing 

Both 

President Toronto, ON Marketing Agency Both 
CEO and Founder St David’s, ON Entertainment Both 
Co-Founder Toronto, ON Technology Platform Business-2-Business 
President St. Catharine’s, ON Events Business-2-Business 
Director Ontario Public Service Both 
Owner Ottawa, ON Architecture Both 
Senior Management Montreal Finance Business-2-Business 
Individual Contributor Ontario Professional Services Business-2-Business 
Chief Operating Officer Toronto, ON Professional Services Business-2-Business 
Co-founder St. Catharine’s, ON Hospitality Both 
Manager Ontario Transportation Business-2-Business 
Management Calgary Frozen CPG Both 
National Sustainability 
Manager 

Richmond BC Waste Consultant/ 
Waste Broker 

Business-2-Business 

Supervisor, Corporate 
Responsibility 

Calgary, AB Energy Business-2-Business 

General Counsel Halifax, NS Consulting 
Engineering 

Business-2-Business 

N/A N/A N/A N/A 
 

 

As reflected in Table 1, all respondents held very senior management or executive level 

positions within their company, with the sampled of participating companies functioning across the 

services sector from technology, events, financial services, engineering, advertising, and marketing, 

food, energy, transportation, and waste management. Two thirds of the companies that respondent 

was located across different parts of Ontario, while one third was in other provinces such as British 

Columbia, Alberta, Nova Scotia, and Quebec. Additionally, two thirds performed Business-2-

Business (B2B) operations, while one third performed both Business-2-Business (B2B) and Business-

2-Customer (B2C) operations with no companies performing strictly Business-2-Customer (B2C) 

operations. 

 

 



 

 

Table 2: Company type, size, years of existence and revenues 
 

Industry of Operations Company age yrs. No. of employees Annual Revenue of firm 
Advertising & Marketing > 25 80 $25Mn 
Marketing Agency 3 -10 10 $3 - $4Mn 
Entertainment 3 - 10 2 $40K 
Technology Platform 3 - 10 6 $500K 
Events 15 - 25 3 $900K 
Public service > 25 NA NA 
Architecture 3 - 10 13 $1Mn - $2Mn 
Finance 3 - 10 158 NA 
Professional Services > 25 NA NA 
Professional Services 15 - 25 220 NA 
Hospitality 10 - 15 4 $240K 
Transportation 3 - 10 14 NA 
Frozen CPG 10 - 15 NA NA 
Waste Consultant 10 - 15 95 $45Mn 
Energy 10 - 15 400 $745Mn 
Consulting engineering > 25 400+ NA 
NA NA NA NA 

 

As shown in Table 2, approximately one third of the companies have been in existence either 

under ten (10) years, between ten (10) to twenty (20) years and greater than twenty (20) years, with 

companies that have been in existence for longer periods generally having higher numbers of 

employees. Though about half of the respondents declined to report their annual revenues, there were 

no clear patterns between company size, years of existence and revenues.  

 

3.2. Methods and Procedure of Data Collection 

Participants were contacted and a formal conversation occurred introducing the purpose, intent, 

and process of the research. Once verbal consent was granted, an invitation to participate form and an 

informed consent form were shared with the participant by email for their concurrence. Once the 

participant submitted their agreement to the content and to participate, the participant was granted 



 

 

access to the online survey link via Qualtrics. The electronic survey automatically collected all data 

entered by the participant, and the data was collated in the back end.  

To analyse any trade-offs and to represent the Corporate Sustainability/ Sustainability/ CSR 

practices of these SMEs, the survey questions examined indicators such as the motivations and types 

of initiatives pursued and amounts is invested, communications of initiatives, frameworks or 

principles used, outcomes of the initiatives, reporting and management, and challenges experienced. I 

also examined aspects of the company’s profile and management systems such as organization size, 

revenues, locations, industry type and operations and employee relations and other related 

sustainability management practices. The collected data was interpreted to determine a greater 

description of Corporate Sustainability in SMEs and function as a benchmark upon which future 

research can be expanded to aid in refining Corporate Sustainability Best Practices among SMEs. 

The survey comprised fifteen (15) main questions (shown in Appendix A), with question fifteen 

(15) broken into sub-sections. Questions one (1) to seven (7) addressed general areas around corporate 

profile and structure. Questions eight (8) to fourteen (14) addressed motivations, awareness, CSR 

spend, types of CSR/ Corporate Sustainability initiatives, benefits to the company and challenges to 

fulling their CSR/Corporate Sustainability mandate. Questions one (1) to fourteen (14) presented a 

combination of short open ended and semi-structured questions. Question fourteen (14) in particular 

adopted the Peloza and Shang (2011) categories of CSR activities, i.e., Corporate Philanthropy, 

Business Practices and Products and looked at the participating company’s investment in these areas. 

Question fifteen (15) was broken into nine (9) sub-sections and looked at the company’s 

adherence to different sustainability principles as espoused by the United Nations Global Compact 

(United Nations Global Compact, 2022), as well as the sustainability maturity levels proposed by 

Ebner and Baumgartner (2010) based on the triple bottom line. It examined various areas of 

Sustainability such as customer disclosure and supplier engagement, fair and respectful treatment of 

employees and attention to human right issues, proper treatment and disclosure to financial investors, 

focus on social aspects and the environment, proper and accurate sustainability reporting and the 



 

 

sustainability orientation of the firm. For ease of completion, the sub-sections of question fifteen (15) 

took the format of a weighted scale where responses ranged from one - 1 i.e., strongly disagree to five 

- 5 i.e., strongly agree. The Questionnaire is shown in Appendix A for reference. 

 

3.3. Methods and Procedure of Data Analysis 

The questions were inputted into Qualtrics to create an online survey from which the collated 

information would be used to identify preliminary patterns in the data for the SMEs included in the 

study. It should be noted that the data collected is exploratory and descriptive in nature. The data from 

the survey allowed for the identification of the motivation behind engaging in sustainability 

initiatives, what types of sustainability initiatives our sample invested in, and whether our sample 

reports on the outcomes of their investments in sustainability. Further, it also allowed us to understand 

the level of adherence or support given to sustainability principles, as well as some of the challenges 

experienced by SMEs in fulfilling their sustainability mandate. The same sets of questions were 

administered to all organizations and completed by a representative of the selected organization.  

 

  



 

 

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1. Results 

This section will interpret the results of the survey that was undertaken where seventeen (17) 

companies participated and provided responses to the anonymous survey instrument administered via 

Qualtrics. It should be noted that while seventeen (17) companies participated, not all questions were 

answered as respondents either did not respond to those questions, kept their response neutral at three 

(3) as in the case of questions with weighted scales or responded with a non-applicable (N/A) 

response. This segment attempts to more closely explore the responses given to the four main research 

questions, creating a greater contextual appreciation of CSR and Corporate Sustainability practices in 

SMEs, i.e.: 

1. Who sets the sustainability direction for SMEs/where does the motivation come from?  

2. What resources are dedicated to SMEs sustainability initiatives? 

3. To what extent are SMEs engaging in sustainability reporting and frameworks? 

4. What are some of the challenges faced in implementing sustainability practices/initiatives? 

It should be reiterated, that while the thematic focus of this research is based on Corporate 

Sustainability practices of SMEs, Corporate Sustainability in most organizations are classified as 

CSR. Hence to create a collective understanding among respondents CSR and Corporate 

Sustainability were used interchangeably in the survey and explanation of the findings. 

 

4.1.1. Who sets the CSR Direction/CSR Motivation 

Table 3 and figure 1 below illustrates the origination of the impetus for setting the Corporate 

Sustainability direction/ CSR agenda of the participating organizations. Of the seventeen (17) 

respondents, thirteen (13) times (76%) the CEO or company head was stated as the driver for the 

CSR/ Sustainability direction, followed by management and staff, six (6) times (35%) and five (5) 



 

 

times (29%) respectively. Government and reporting guidelines were stated four (4) times (24%) each 

as the driving force with customers and communities cited twice (12%) and once (6%) respectively. 

Within this sample no respondents mentioned social media or any other source as a driving force.  

Table 3: Source of corporate sustainability direction setting within sampled SMEs 

Who sets your sustainability direction/ CSR agenda Responses 
Media/ social media 0 
Other 0 
Unaware 0 
Communities and right to operate 1 
Customers 2 
Government/ regulations 4 
Reporting guidelines and frameworks e.g., SDGs, GRI 4 
Staff 5 
Company Management 6 
The CEO/ company head 13 

 

 

Figure 1 below illustrates these findings, which is characteristic of many SMEs due to their 

small size, and decisions residing closer to the core of the business. 

 

Figure 1: Source of sustainability direction setting within sampled SMEs 
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4.1.2. CSR/Sustainability Orientation 

Overall, half of the companies stated their company had an orientation to CSR (Figure 2). 

About a third of the companies admitted they were either unaware or did not have formal procedures 

in place to review CSR concerns, have considered CSR in their strategy or mission or try to educate 

employees on the importance of CSR. Similarly, the reverse was observed for about another third of 

the companies sampled. From the survey it was evident that most respondents had particularly good 

knowledge about their company’s CSR engagement and about a quarter could easily evaluate their 

company’s engagement in CSR making them involved and aware of their company’s CSR 

contributions and initially validating that the correct representative addressed the survey.  

 

 

Figure 2: CSR/Sustainability Orientation (1= Strongly Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

Figure 3 highlights the averages in responses among the seventeen (17) respondents, for each 

of the five (5) selected indicators of Sustainability Orientation. All companies within the survey 

agreed that CSR is incorporated in their company strategy and mission statement and is also written in 

policy. It was also agreed that a concerted effort was made to inculcate CSR awareness throughout the 
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organization. However, most companies did not agree that CSR was considered in their capital 

investments, which may not be uncommon for such small companies. 

 

 

Figure 3: Average CSR/Sustainability Orientation (1= Strongly Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

4.1.3. Investment in CSR 

Based on the results of Table 4 below, of the companies contributing a portion of their 

revenues to CSR, two (2) companies contributed 20% and over of their revenues to CSR, another two 

(2) companies stated their organization contributed between 10% - 20% and three (3) organizations 

stated they contributed between 1% - 5%. This amounted to just under 50% of the companies 

surveyed contributing a percentage of their revenues to CSR and the other 50% unaware of or not 

declaring that percentage contribution.  

It should be noted that the Peloza and Shang (2011) categories of CSR activities were adopted 

to simplify the areas of investments by companies in CSR i.e., Corporate Philanthropy, Business 

Practices and Products. Based on the responses of how companies invested in CSR, the average 

percentages of revenues invested were calculated across each of the three categories for the sample. 



 

 

Of the companies that contributed a portion of their revenues to CSR, 36% invested a portion of their 

CSR revenue allocation in corporate philanthropy, 34% invested a portion of their CSR revenue 

allocation in business practices and 30% invested a portion of their CSR revenue allocation in 

products. 

Despite the wide array of activities that managers can implement, previous research has been 

criticized for representing too narrow of a representation of CSR. Specifically, consumer research 

typically provides a limited view of firms’ overall CSR strategies (Maignan 2001). Although CSR 

activities include initiatives as diverse as voluntary reduction of pollution levels, fair trade supply 

chain purchasing, and products that use less energy, academic research skews heavily toward 

corporate charitable support activities (Peloza and Shang 2011).  

 

Table 4: CSR-related investment as a percentage of revenues and as a percentage spend on 

Corporate Philanthropy, Business Practices, and Products 

Estimated CSR 
investment as a 

percentage of revenues 

Corporate 
Philanthropy 

Business Practices Products 

0% 0% 0% 0% 
7% 2% 3% 1% 
10% 100% 0% 0% 
0% 0% 0% 0% 
20% 40% 50% 10% 
0% 0% 0% 0% 
0% 0% 0% 0% 
5% 5% 40% 55% 
0% 0% 0% 0% 
0% 0% 0% 0% 
20% 5% 75% 20% 
0% 0% 0% 100% 
0% 0% 0% 0% 
15% 80% 15% 5% 
5% 20% 60% 20% 
1% 100% 0% 0% 
0% 0% 0% 0% 

 

 



 

 

One noteworthy comment made by one respondent in the open-ended segment of this 

question was: 

“It was difficult to quantify their investment in CSR without further definition of 

"investment". For example, is this a request for monies spent directly on quantifying ESG 

projects or those that support ESG as a whole i.e., community investment, indigenous 

relations, philanthropy, GHG reduction projects, etc.” “Budget is not specifically assigned as 

a CSR budget, but CSR is the result of various budgeting structures.” “Taking all 

philanthropy, community investment, greenhouse gas reduction, water reduction, biodiversity 

programs, etc. into account, the estimate is 5%”. 

 

A further attempt was made to quantify investment by B2B, B2C or both. Based on the 

respondents, no company served a pure B2C market, but rather were a mix of B2B and B2C or strictly 

B2B. On average, B2B firms in the sample invested 8% of their revenues in CSR activities. 

Comparatively, firms that operate in both B2B and B2C invested an average of 9.25% of their 

revenues into CSR activities. Future research can examine this preliminary finding in greater detail 

and compare these averages to larger organizations. 

 

Table 5: Estimate CSR related investment as a percentage of Revenues for B2B, B2C or both 

 

 

Total
Business Operations 11.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 2.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0
Business-2-Business 7.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 1.0 0.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0

63.6% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 50.0% 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Business-2-Consumer 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
Both 4.0 1.0 1.0 0.0 1.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

36.4% 100.0% 100.0% 0.0% 50.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Estimated CSR related investment as a percentage of Revenues

0% 10 15% 20% 5 - 7% 5% 0% 5% 0% 1%



 

 

4.1.4. CSR and Competitive Advantage 

The company distribution was even ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree in their 

belief that CSR improved their competitive advantage, however about half of participants did agree or 

was unsure about the impact on customer loyalty, market share, employee engagement and 

stakeholder relations due to their involvement in CSR (Figure 4). This begs the question as to whether 

CSR is being used strategically or seen as a part of the company’s core strategy as senior management 

would have a clearer understanding of the anticipated and associated metrics and returns from their 

organization’s involvement in CSR. 

 

 

Figure 4: CSR and competitive advantage (1= Strongly Disagree and 5 = Strongly Agree). 

 

Each metric of competitive advantage was then assessed individually to determine the extent to 

which CSR gave the sampled organizations an advantage in the categories listed in Figure 4 above.  

Figure 5 showed that 36% (strongly agreed and agreed combined) of respondents believed that CSR 

increased their access to new markets whereas 35% (strongly disagreed or disagreed) of respondents did 

not believe that CSR increased their access to new markets, and 27%, just over a quarter, was unsure, 

declined to respond or stated NA for the impact of CSR on their business. 
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Figure 5: Extent CSR efforts improved access to new geographic markets 

As it relates to customer loyalty and market share (see Figure 6 below) 42% (strongly agreed 

and agreed combined) of respondents indicated that CSR has increased their customer loyalty. Another 

42% were neutral about this effect as it was either not observed or not tested within their organization 

and just 15% disagreed that CSR increased customer loyalty. 

 

 

Figure 6: Extent CSR efforts improved customer loyalty and market share 
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An overwhelming 63% of respondents (see Figure 7 below) agreed and strongly agreed 

(combined results) that CSR increased stakeholder relations, while 18% disagreed and another 18% was 

undecided or unsure on whether their organization experienced a real advantage in stakeholder relations 

as a consequence of their CSR involvement. 

 

 

Figure 7: Extent CSR improved stakeholder relations 
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and initiatives could have resulted in missed opportunities for this metric. 
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Figure 8: Extent CSR allowed SMEs to meet regulatory requirements 

 

There was widespread agreement (agreed and strongly agreed combined) among respondents 

that CSR improved staff engagement and satisfaction (see Figure 9 below), as well as improved 

innovative capacity of the organization (see Figure 10 below), with a resounding 54% in agreement for 

both categories. Interesting to note that 27% of the participants were neutral on this position, while only 

18% disagreed (disagree and strongly disagree combined). This is possibly a reflection of greater 

emphasis on internal CSR initiatives that target the employees and organizational development. 

 

Figure 9: CSR and its impact on staff engagement and satisfaction 
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Figure 10: CSR and its impact on improved innovative capacity 

 

While the percentage of respondents in agreement that CSR improved innovative capacity at 

their organization (see Figure 11 below), was relatively high, this did not translate into an equally high 

improvement in operating performance (see Figure 12 below), with only 36%, just above a third of the 

responses in agreement for improved operating performance and almost half of the responses, i.e., 46% 

stating that they were neutral or undecided on this matter and 18% in strong disagreement.  

 

 

Figure 11: CSR and improved competitive advantage 
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Lastly, a resounding 82% believed that they gained competitive advantage in the form of 

improved company image due to their CSR activities as illustrated in Figure 14 below. 

 

 

Figure 12: CSR and company image 
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Figure 13: Proper disclosure and fair treatment of Customers and Suppliers (1= Strongly 

Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

This trend was also illustrated in Figure 14 below, which illustrates the averages among the 

responses for each indicator showing that generally all organizations surveyed exhibited proper and 

accurate information disclosure to meet the needs of their customers and suppliers and also exhibited 

fair treatment to this group of stakeholders. 
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Figure 14: Average of proper disclosure and fair treatment of Customers and Suppliers (1= 

Strongly Disagree – 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

This same trend was observed showing that the companies sampled were in compliance to 

providing fair and proper treatment of employees (seen in Figure 15 below) and the average responses 

to fair and proper treatment of employees as shown in Figure 16 below. The only exception seems to 

be that there is need for the acknowledgement of human right issues to be more comprehensively 

addressed 
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Figure 15: Fair and proper treatment of employees (1= Strongly Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

 

Figure 16: Average responses of fair and proper treatment of employees (1= Strongly Disagree - 

5 = Strongly Agree) 
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Only one third of respondents shown in Figure 17 stated they provided investors with 

accurate financial information, adequate disclosure and incorporated investor interest in corporate 

policy whereas the remainder stated this was not done or they were unsure or stated NA. 

 

Figure 17: Proper disclosure to investors and incorporation of investor interests in decisions (1= 

Strongly Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 

The average of the responses shown in Figure 18 illustrates that most companies did say the 

treatment of investors did not apply to their business. This finding is highly likely as the sample 

comprises of SMEs which are generally small and are much less likely to be publicly traded and/or to 

have outside investors in general as opposed to large companies.  

 

Figure 18: Average responses of proper disclosure to investors and incorporation of investor 

interests in decisions (1= Strongly Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 
 

6 
 
4 
 
2 
 
0 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
 Provide our investors with full and accurate financial information about the organizations 

 Incorporate the interests of our investors in business decisions   

          Inform our investors of changes in corporate policy 

  N
o.

 o
f c

om
pa

ni
es

 

0

1

2

3

4

5

Provide investors with full
financial info.

Incorporate the interest of
the investor

Informs investors of firm
policy changes

Focus on the Investor

Highly 
disagree

Highly 
agree



 

 

Overall, about 60% of the companies stated that they support the communities within which 

they operate and are seen as a good corporate citizen, whereas about 25% did not and about 15% 

declined to answer (Figure 19).  

 

 

Figure 19: Supports the community (1= Strongly Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

Figure 20 also illustrates that on average companies offered moderate support to the 

communities within which they operated with more emphasis placed on financial support for education, 

economic development, charity, and community activities. More emphasis is still required to incorporate 

the interest of the communities into the business and in general companies were unaware as to whether 

they were perceived as good corporate citizens by the communities they served. 
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Figure 20: Average responses to sampled companies support for the community (1= Strongly 

Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

 

Figure 21: Supports the environment (1= Strongly Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 
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measuring the firm’s environmental performance. More neutral responses were given for the 

incorporation of environmental concerns into business, financial support of environmental initiatives 

and minimizing environmental impact of the firm’s activities. It is important to keep in mind that these 

are averages of the responses given, which can make the results seem tepid, but should not distract from 

those SMEs that are all out involved in protecting the environment which was noted from the absolute 

figures for those companies with businesses operations related to the environment such as energy and 

waste management. 

 

 

Figure 22: Average responses to supports the environment (1= Strongly Disagree and 5 = Strongly 

Agree) 

 

As it relates to the company’s sustainability reporting (see Figure 23 below), about a third of the 

companies stated that sustainability is incorporated into their strategy and operations, that sustainability 

issues are reported in the company, that governance systems are transparent and clear, and reports are 

made available to stakeholders. An equal number of respondents indicated that this was not the case and 

yet another one third stated that they were unaware or declined to answer. 

0

1

2

3

4

5

Voluntarily
Exceed

Government
regulations

Incorporate
environmental

concerns in
business

Financially
support

environmental
initiatives

Measure firm's
environmental
performance

Minimize
environmental
impact of firm's

activities

Focus on the Environment

Highly 
disagree

Highly 
agree



 

 

 

Figure 23: Orientation to sustainability reporting (1= Strongly Disagree - 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

In the average responses for sustainability reporting (see Figure 24 below), while companies 

generally noted that their governance systems are transparent, clear and equitable and sustainability 

informs business strategy, many companies admitted that there was a lack of sustainability reporting at 

the company level or declined to answer about their overall orientation to sustainability reporting. 

 

 

Figure 24: Average orientation to sustainability reporting (1=Strongly Disagree - 5=Strongly Agree) 
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4.1.6. Challenges with sustainability initiatives 

Table 6 below lists the different challenges the respondents stated as impediments to them 

fulfilling their CSR initiatives or Corporate Sustainability mandates. Respondents were allowed to type 

in their challenges directly, as listed below in verbatim. The majority of the challenges seem to be as a 

consequence of resource constraints either due to budgetary constraints, human resource constraints or 

constraints as it relates to the creation of an enabling environment from regulatory and governmental 

bodies.  

Additionally, the ambiguity around Corporate Sustainability /CSR might make some 

organizations not recognize that certain internal process such as staff relations, flexitime, proper pay and 

engagement may cause them to not recognize some of their own practices or cause them to not properly 

quantify their own practices. 

Table 6: Challenges identified by SMEs to accomplishing CSR/sustainability initiatives 

Challenges faced by SMEs in fulling CSR/ Corporate Sustainability 
initiatives 

Type of Company 

Added administrative work to organize, manage, communicate, and 
assess initiatives on top of our regular operations. 

Hospitality 

Availability of resources and manpower.  Finance 
Government and local regulations, indifferent staff. Professional Services 
Sustainability initiatives often involve capital or operating budget 
approval, so they are often delayed by budget timeframes and budget 
cuts. 

Waste consultant/Waste 

The negative public perception of the energy industry has put many 
companies on their heels which results in scepticism for ESG initiatives. 

Energy 

We don't really have any sustainability practices, so we haven't 
encountered many challenges. 

Architecture 

We were too small to be spreading ourselves so thin. We connected with 
3 different charities at the beginning as well so our launch event 
proceeds were split across the three of them when more of an impact 
could have been made if we donated to just one of them or started our 
own charity - which we ultimately did a few years after launching. 

Entertainment 

You get pigeonholed as the sustainability option  Events 
Constant change Consulting Engineering 
Innovative solutions and governments are slow to make changes  Transportation 
Staff adoption is tough Marketing Agency 

 



 

 

5. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In their pursuit of being better corporate citizens, many SMEs in the current study have adopted 

somewhat of an unstructured approach to Corporate Sustainability. While some SMEs may have more 

of a structured approach, it is dependent on their business model e.g., a waste management company, 

as opposed to a finance services company. This research revealed that there is room for more dialogue 

on a common vernacular around Corporate Sustainability to demystify the practice for SMEs and to 

better assist with the channeling of resources for their activities. Therefore, a more comprehensive 

approach and framework to Corporate Sustainability design and implementation is required, 

especially as it relates to SMEs.  

The direction setting and motivation for sustainability among the SMEs sampled seemed more 

inwardly focused which can result in missed opportunities or misalignment of CSR funds. 

Specifically, it may not result in the creation of value for its key stakeholders, thus impeding their 

strategies from providing a source of competitive advantage. We know that organizations provide the 

drivers that can create a better world and they also experience great pressure to exhibit corporate 

responsibility. The report by Diaz-Igesias et al (2021) states that there still exists a need to develop 

best practices and models to facilitate change management in the implementation of Corporate 

Sustainability strategies in organisations. The significance of this study to future research is to add to 

the body of knowledge for organizational transformation and Corporate Sustainability, especially as 

sustainable practices is becoming increasingly an imperative for businesses.  

The fact that half of the respondents were unaware or declined to answer the question on their 

CSR/ Corporate Sustainability spend was contradictory to earlier indications by representatives that 

they were familiar with the CSR activities and initiatives undertaken by their organizations. It is 

possible, that the respondents who were very senior, while involved in the decision-making aspects of 

what should be undertaken or invested in, were not involved in the day-to-day execution of initiatives, 

which may include the tracking of spend. Additionally, the ambiguity around CSR can create a sense 



 

 

of confusion for respondents to quantify their exact spend. It is also possible that contributions are 

non-monetary, adding a further layer of difficulty to quantify.  

While most companies believed that Corporate Sustainability/CSR did increase their different 

indicators of competitive advantage, an almost equal amount was neutral about this effect either 

because it was untested, they did not see an improvement in those areas, or they were unaware. It is 

possible that CSR has not been used strategically in some regards and as such the true potential as a 

competitive advantage tool has not been maximized. It can also suggest the misalignment of activities 

to what is considered valuable to their stakeholders. An understanding of how CSR can be leveraged 

as a strategic tool and a greater understanding of what is important to the stakeholders/communities 

they serve and depend on for business viability can assist to bridge the gap in this regard. 

The majority of companies sampled seem to adhere to very general principles around proper 

governance, fair treatment to employees and investors, proper disclosure, support for the community, 

focus on the environment, addressing social concerns and some level of sustainability reporting. 

However, their adherence to Corporate Sustainability seems to follow a more unstructured format, 

with internal CSR practices being more prevalent than external practices, except for firms who may 

function in the environmental, energy or waste management space. In Figure 25 below, the 

quantifiable internal Corporate Sustainability practices were averaged, creating a broad 

classification/index for the internal practices for the firms sampled. The same was done for the 

external practices of the firms sampled. Customers and suppliers were classified as quasi-internal-

external due to the potentially close links and relationships this subgrouping might have with SMEs 

by virtue of the small size and relatively flatter hierarchy of SMEs.  

Figure 25 below shows that in general the companies sampled admitted to having a more internal 

orientation to setting their Corporate Sustainability direction, i.e., the CEO, management or staff, and 

to a much lesser extent based on the considerations of the community, the regulators, and other 

external bodies. Additionally, many respondents agreed there was an overall internal strategic 



 

 

orientation to CSR/Corporate Sustainability, hence these principles were part of the company’s 

overall strategy, written in policy and widely communicated throughout the company. However, the 

source of the directives given, which was noted as being more internal, can give a more inward 

orientation. This is of course assuming that the source of motivation for the companies CSR directive 

given by the CEO, staff, and management was not influenced largely by external factors.  

Additionally, all companies agreed that their level of engagement related to the needs of 

employees (internal orientation), and customers and suppliers (quasi-internal-external focus) was 

high. Companies were undecided, did not disclose, felt it was not applicable or had a much lower 

level of involvement in their focus on the investor, external social aspects and the environment. The 

few companies that agreed to having a high engagement in these areas had businesses that were more 

linked to these aspects.  

 

 

Figure 25: Overall Average for internal, external and quasi-internal-external aspects of 

corporate sustainability. 

 



 

 

As previously noted, these areas of focus that were observed can also be a direct effect of the 

small size and lack of resources experienced by SMEs, particularly during the heights of an evolving 

pandemic when all business models are being challenged. Furthermore, the ambiguity and lack of 

frameworks, structure and training to support SMEs can also make their understanding of the external 

fields somewhat flawed. As such a greater vernacular around sustainability and CSR, frameworks 

adjusted for SMEs, and the creation of resources that SMEs can tap into when there are resource 

constraints can help to propel their involvement and dispel some of their expressed challenges.  

Moreover, the results observed in Figure 25 draws close reference to the earlier note that was 

made of the distinction between CSR and Sustainability in general. As previously noted, there seems 

to be broad academic consensus that CSR engenders greater intrinsic value to an entity for its own 

sake (Vilkka, 1997; Winter, 2007), whereas a business must address economic prosperity, social 

equity, and environmental integrity to lay claim to sustainable practices (Brundtland, 1987a)(Wayne 

Visser, 2012). This implies that while the sample is small, the SMEs within the sample still have some 

work to do in developing their Corporate Sustainability programmes if they are to be considered truly 

Sustainable. 

 

  



 

 

6. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study provided preliminary findings regarding the Corporate Sustainability practices of 

SMEs in Canada and identifies areas of improvement that can be realized by SMEs moving forward. 

Also, the current research provides a better understanding of how these practices may vary when 

compared to the practices of larger and more well-resourced and publicized organizations. Hence, it 

provides good insight and agrees with some of the existing studies to confirm some of the challenges 

faced by SMEs in executing their CSR and Corporate Sustainability initiatives, and what might be 

required to address this gap. For example, Inyang (2013) discussed that there was a huge gap between 

CSR research conducted on SMEs as opposed to large corporations and noted how well-resourced 

large corporations were, yet SMEs by their vast prevalence and pervasiveness could have immense 

impact. Inyang (2013) recommended that to overcome the constraints confronting SMEs engagement 

in CSR initiatives there needs to be increased resources, training programmes, development of SMEs-

oriented tools and standards to guide adoption and implementation. Therefore, there needed to be 

government intervention strategies to create the necessary incentives and support services for 

effective engagement (Inyang, 2013). The “GATE Survey Report 2018” (Waterloo, 2018) from the 

University of Waterloo also stated that SMEs have enormous potential to advance Sustainability in 

Canada, however a common consensus is the lack of capacity. 

Due to the constraints of this study, one of the main limitations was that it was conducted on a 

small sample size, resulting in an exploratory, descriptive study, which was unable to evaluate the 

relationships in a more generalized manner between determinants such as industry type, age of the 

business, organization size, revenues, number of employees, challenges and specific practices. Future 

research can expand on these findings with a broader sample size to draw a much clearer picture of 

Corporate Sustainability best practices in SMEs. The present sample size does not lend itself to 

generalizations of Corporate Sustainability of SMEs in Canada. Hence, a broader sample size would 

be more reflective of what is being done in Canada by companies noted for their contributions to the 

Sustainability debate. 



 

 

Consequently, a broader sample with a longer time span would allow for more extensive research, 

this approach could include interviews, review of sustainability frameworks, the emergence of 

industry patterns, assessments of sustainability maturity levels and an overall deep dive into models 

for sustainability. A broader sample could also lend itself to comparisons between organizations rated 

as sustainable and those without such rankings, or a deep dive into specific industries, and even across 

geographic regions beyond Canada to create trends in different geographic regions and understanding 

of the application of different frameworks by geography. 

This research adopted the Peloza and Shang (2011) categories of CSR activities, i.e., Corporate 

Philanthropy, Business Practices and Products to determine the percentage of revenue invested in 

CSR activities. While this provided a simple and unambiguous classification for respondents, it only 

scratches the surface. For future studies a deep dive into more specific categories would reveal richer 

data into what companies are investing in and their strategies as it relates to this field. As previously, 

identified, a review of the Sustainability literature states that Corporate Sustainability Strategy can be 

categorized into six pillars, namely, Corporate Governance; Human Resources Management; 

Knowledge and Innovation Management; Measurement; Disclosure, and Independent Assurance; 

Management Systems and Integrated Management Systems (Nunhes, 2020). Future research can also 

include a more extensive study into the importance of these six pillars with SMEs and the instructive 

value of the implementation of these six pillars which can be further expanded into frameworks 

relevant to SMEs. 

Another limitation is the possibility that the tool used for assessment within this study assumes 

the leveraging of too many resources by SMEs towards sustainability which might be unrealistic. 

While the sample size is too small to make any generalizations, it is possible that sustainability in 

SMEs is not as structured and may not meet all the check boxes of larger organizations because of 

their resource constraints. This leaves space in the future studies to look at more applicable models of 

Corporate Sustainability for SMEs which can be founded around resource leveraging, collaboration, 



 

 

and lobbying for much needed resources and structure to ensure SMEs play their part in the 

Sustainability debate. 

As it relates to the creation of frameworks that are more suitable for SMEs., earlier research 

conducted by Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund and Hansen (2000) on different generic sustainability 

strategies have shown that the continuum of sustainability strategies can be grouped into defensive, 

accommodative, and proactive. Figure 26 below shows an integrated framework for sustainability 

business cases and business model innovation.  

 

 

Figure 26: Framework for business cases for sustainability and integrated business model 

innovation (Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund and Hansen, 2000) 

 

Moreover, Ebner and Baumgartner (2010) conceptualized a sustainability maturity continuum in 

their research on the four sustainability maturity levels. The concept of sustainability maturity-levels 

(Ebner and Baumgartner, 2010) were explored as a more applicable solution to assess the level of 

sustainability within environmental, economic and social dimensions. The framework highlights the 

link between sustainable development and Corporate Sustainability, and the three pillars of 

sustainable development: economic, environment and social (Purvis, Mao, & Robinson, 2019) which 



 

 

interacts in a systemic manner. It provided recommendations of design and actions required to achieve 

Corporate Sustainability. It also provided a more general framework that could be applied to most 

organisations. Hence, Ebner and Baumgartner’s (2010) maturity-levels provided one of the most 

comprehensive frameworks for assessing Corporate Sustainability. 

Ainsbury and Grayson, 2014, also looked at this concept of a sustainability continuum with their 

model of Corporate Responsibility (CRM) Maturity shown in Figure 27 below. Typically, companies 

evolve through stage 1, i.e., Denier, not recognising any responsibility for a company’s Social, 

Environmental and Economic (SEE) impacts to Stage 5, i.e., Champion, embracing sustainability in 

its own value-chain, collaborating with others, and advocating public policy changes to create 

sustainable development. 

 

 

Figure 27: Corporate Responsibility Maturity (Ainsbury and Grayson, 2014) 

 

The relevance of the CRM model proposed by Ainsbury and Grayson (2014), to this research 

would be to determine how to develop a road map that could move an organization from its current 

state along the continuum to the desired state of an “Opportunity Maximizer/Champion”, as deemed 

appropriate. Such a model would auger well with the SMEs in this sample, which showed more 

maturity on the internal CSR/ Corporate Sustainability indicators and less so on the external 

indicators, helping them to further progress along the Corporate Sustainability continuum. 
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8. APPENDIX 

8.1. Appendix A 

Questionnaire 

 

1. Please indicate the level of your position within your organization: _____________________ 

 

2. Your current business location (City/Province): __________________________ 

 

3. What industry do you operate in? ________________________ 

 

4.   Your business/operations (Select all that apply) 

a. Business-2-Business 

b. Business-2-Consumer 

c. Both 

 

5.    Company age in years (select which applies). 

a. ≤ 3 

b. 3~10 

c. 10~15 

d. 15~25 

e. >25 

 

6.   Number of employees: _________________________ 

 

7. Annual Revenue of the firm: ____________________________ 

 



 

 

8. How long has your company been involved in CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) or 

Sustainability activities? __________________ 

 

9. CSR Awareness of participant (select which applies): 

a) I have good knowledge about the engagement in CSR of my company 

b) I learn often about the engagement in CSR of my company 

c) I can easily evaluate the engagement in CSR of my company 

 

10. What sets your sustainability direction (select all that apply)? 

a) The CEO/ company head 

b) Senior Management 

c) Staff 

d) Customers 

e) Government/ regulations 

f) Communities and right to operate 

g) Reporting guidelines and frameworks e.g., SDGs, GRI 

h) Media/ social media 

i) Unaware 

j) Other: ______________ 

 

11. Indicate to what extent the company’s CSR efforts improved its competitive advantage? 

(1= Strongly Disagree and 5 = Strongly Agree)  

a) Access to new geographic markets 

b) Increased customer loyalty and market share 

c) Improved stakeholder relationships 

d) Meeting regulatory requirements 



 

 

e) Staff engagement and satisfaction 

f) Improved company overall operating performance 

g) Improved innovative capacity 

h) Company image 

i) Other: _______________ 

 

12. What are some of the challenges faced in implementing sustainability practices/initiatives? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

13. Estimated CSR related investment as a percentage of revenues: _______________________ 

 

14. Please indicate the TYPE and the percentage of the CSR budget that goes into investing in 

different CSR or Sustainability activities:   

 

Type of CSR 

 

Percentage of CSR budget 

invested  

Corporate Philanthropy i.e., corporate donations, employee 

volunteerism, in-kind donations 

 

Business Practices i.e., greening the supply chain, supporting 

fair wages for the supply chain, greening your operations, 

customer relations, promotion of social issues 

 

Products i.e., development of eco-friendly products, organics, 

selling fair trade products 

 

 

 



 

 

15. Indicate the extent you agree or disagree with the following statements:  

(1= Strongly Disagree and 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

The Organizations CSR / Sustainability Orientation      

We have explicitly considered CSR within our strategic planning process. 1 2 3 4 5 

We have addressed considerations for CSR within our mission statement. 1 2 3 4 5 

We have a clear policy statement urging CSR awareness in every area of 

our operations. 

1 2 3 4 5 

We make a concerted effort to make every employee understand the 

importance of CSR. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Formal procedures are in place to review CSR concerns for all new capital 

investments for this firm. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Customer and Suppliers                                               

Our company provides full and accurate information to all its customers. 

Provide all customers with the information needed to make sound 

purchasing decisions 

1 2 3 4 5 

Satisfy the complaints of our customers about products or services 1 2 3 4 5 

Incorporate the interests of our customers in our business decisions 1 2 3 4 5 

Our company provides full and accurate information to all its suppliers. 

Treat suppliers, regardless of their size and location, fairly and respectfully 

1 2 3 4 5 

Incorporate the interests of our suppliers in our business decisions 1 2 3 4 5 

Inform our suppliers about organizational changes affecting our purchasing 

decisions 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Employees      

Support our employees who want to pursue further education 1 2 3 4 5 



 

 

Provide procedures that help to insure the health and safety of our 

employees 

1 2 3 4 5 

Treat our employees fairly and respectfully, regardless of gender or ethnic 

background 

1 2 3 4 5 

Help our employees balance their private and professional lives 1 2 3 4 5 

Incorporate the interests of our employees in our business decisions 1 2 3 4 5 

Provide our employees with salaries that properly and fairly reward them 

for their work 

1 2 3 4 5 

Acknowledges human right issues and infringements in the workplace e.g., 

health & safety and human capital development 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Financial Investors      

Provide our investors with full and accurate financial information about the 

organization 

1 2 3 4 5 

Incorporate the interests of our investors in business decisions 1 2 3 4 5 

Inform our investors of changes in corporate policy 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

External Social Aspects      

Incorporate the interests of the communities, where we operate, in our 

business decisions 

1 2 3 4 5 

Financially support education in the communities where we operate 1 2 3 4 5 

Stimulate the economic development in the communities where we operate 1 2 3 4 5 

Help improve the quality of life in the communities where we operate 1 2 3 4 5 

Give money to charities in the communities where we operate 1 2 3 4 5 

Financially support activities (arts, culture, sports) in the communities 

where we operate 

1 2 3 4 5 



 

 

 

Is generally seen as a good corporate citizen in the community / nationally 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Environment      

Voluntarily exceed government-imposed environmental regulations 1 2 3 4 5 

Incorporate environmental concerns in our business decisions 1 2 3 4 5 

Financially support environmental initiatives  1 2 3 4 5 

Measure our organization’s environmental performance 1 2 3 4 5 

Minimize the environmental impact of all our organization’s activities 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Sustainability Reporting      

Integrates sustainability into daily business life. 1 2  3 4 5 

To what extent does Sustainability inform your business strategy 1 2 3 4 5 

Consideration and reporting of sustainability issues within company reports, 

either in a separate sustainability report or integrated into the corporate one. 

1 2 3 4 5 

The company’s governance systems are transparent, clear, and equitable 1 2 3 4 5 

Reports are made available to all stakeholders 1 2 3 4 5 
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