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Abstract: Today, the transition to a more sustainable model of the agro-food system is increasingly
impellent, requiring all actors” commitment. In particular, small and medium agro-food business
(SMABs) play a decisive and central role in the food and economies of national and underdeveloped
areas. Our study aims to identify, through desk research, the level of commitment and communication
to the sustainability of SMABs operating in southern Italy. In this study, we followed the Food and
Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) approach to implementing such a transition, using their principles
as a diagnostic tool to interpret business operations. The data were analysed using two approaches: a
regime analysis to assess which FAO principles are commonly followed to make the above transition
possible, and an extension of the Abraham and Pingali (2020) framework to describe the commitment
of SMABs to the Agenda 2030 goals with respect to the behaviour of small and medium enterprises
(SMEs). We found that the SMABs’ behaviours are more oriented towards some FAO principles: those
that explain their commitment to improving natural resources and livelihoods, fostering inclusive
economic growth, and achieving sustainable development goal 7 of Agenda 2030 than towards others.
The contribution of our study lies in providing detailed insights into sustainable actions taken by
SMABs while testing the FAO’s principles as a new model to evaluate business operations.

Keywords: agro-food business; small and medium enterprise (SME); Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation (FAO); Agenda 2030; regime analysis

1. Introduction

Global food challenges in the 21st century require substantive changes in agriculture
and the food system. These challenges are accelerating the transition to sustainable food
and agriculture (SFA) to enable world food security and healthier diets, societal well-being,
and environmental safeguards [1].

SFA is at the centre of the 2030 Agenda, which, in shifting the debate from ‘willingness’
to ‘the ability to act’, aims to spur people and institutions to an urgent rethinking of the
global development model. In this vein, the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) [2]
has also developed a vision for SFA based on five principles which are aimed at providing
a basis for developing policies, strategies, regulations, and incentives that enable SFA and
rural development: (1) increasing the productivity, employment, and value addition in food
systems; (2) protecting and enhancing natural ecosystems; (3) improving livelihoods and
fostering inclusive economic growth; (4) enhancing the resilience of people, communities,
and ecosystems, and (5) adapting governance to new challenges. Twenty interconnected
actions, which countries together with key stakeholders should take to accelerate the
transition to SFA, are derived from these principles. Moreover, these 20 practical and
interconnected FAO actions, in addiction to aiming to transform food and agriculture,
intend to drive achievement across the sustainable development goals (SDGs) of Agenda
2030 [2]. In effect, FAO plays a critical role in the 2030 Agenda [3] and FAQO's strategic
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framework is explicitly aligned with the SDGs [4]. This is why FAO punctually indicates
for each action which the SDGs are on which a contribution is made [2]. Evidence on
business behaviours undertaken along the interlinks among FAQO's actions and SDGs allow
one to display whether and how the agri-food sector contributes to achieving sustainable
development according to the Agenda 2030 [4].

Among the agents of SFA transition, the agriculture and agro-food business (here-
inafter AFBs) play an essential role in improving and revitalising rural contexts [5], re-
sponding to a growing world population’s food demand, and fostering inclusive growth;
these are the cornerstones of the success of Agenda 2030 [6]. In particular, the role of
SMABs, as well as of families and smallholders, has become increasingly more decisive,
being the backbone of many rural societies, promoting innovation, and playing a central
role in national food and economies [7-11].

Against this background, the transition to SFA from conventional unsustainable food
practices requires the consideration of pivotal interlinks among the incomes of family
and smallholder farms, sustainable practices, improved productivity, and technological
innovation and efficiency across the sector [12-17].

This is also the approach of the European Green Deal, which calls on the Euro-
pean farmers and AFBs to re-adjust their work practices to the new green objectives (EU
COM/2019/640 final; EU COM/2020/381). In effect, the European Green Deal, with the
‘Farm to Fork” and ‘Biodiversity’ strategies and a reformed Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP), aims to switch Europe’s agricultural sector towards a more sustainable model, en-
suring food security and the preservation of environmental and human health and making
the EU the first climate-neutral continent in the world. The CAP and European Green Deal
objectives’ achievement requires that the entire agro-food sector (farms, agro-food industry,
and organisations), which is known to be one of the main drivers of the EU economy [18],
is involved in the changing process.

However, wanting to get upstream of the speech, although the European Green Deal
is Europe’s new growth strategy to transform the EU economy for a sustainable future,
we need to refer first of all to the Agenda 2030 program, which also includes some of the
strategic objectives of the CAP, and that is “the cornerstone of defining EU policies and
interventions” [19] (p. 9). This is why Agenda 2030 is the ideal strategic framework for
addressing the issue of sustainability for investigating AFBs.

In Italy, within a few years, many AFBs have been initiated that pursue social, envi-
ronmental, and economic sustainability goals; Italy ranks third (preceded by Israel and
Spain) at the international level in terms of sustainable agro-food start-ups [20]. These
start-ups aim for innovative solutions for implementing more efficient use of resources,
introducing the ‘short supply chain’, and using natural materials in production. The
Italian agro-food system has shown progressive advancement and a good capacity for
the sustainable management of agricultural resources [21]. Moreover, Italy’s civil, social,
and political traditions have contributed over time to an orientation towards sustainable
entrepreneurship, fostered by a positive bond with the territory and the environment, along
with a high level of social cohesion and stakeholders’ proximity [22]. Within this context,
SMEs, considered the backbone of the Italian economy, epitomise the entrepreneurs’ ethical
values that lead to adopting sustainability practices and strategies and contributing to
sustainable development [22,23].

However, Italy has prominent differences between its north and south. South Italy
is one of the EU’s most underdeveloped areas and has a lower gross domestic product
(GDP) and industrialisation rate than the peninsula. According to ISMEA, “in the South,
the agri-food sector assumes greater economic importance than the Italian average and
the rest of the country [ ... , and] the agri-food chain is an important production pillar in
the South” [24] (p. 37). Previous studies have shown that commitment to sustainability
provides SMEs with competitive advantages, creating new market access, aligning activities
with shifting customer preferences, capitalising on innovative solutions, filling market
gaps due to market failure, and addressing economic disequilibria [8,25-27]. In this sense,
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the recovery of competitiveness of the agro-food sector of southern Italy must take place
through the transition towards a sustainable AFB model to address this region’s economic
backwardness.

Based on these considerations, investigating the level of commitment and communi-
cation to sustainability among southern Italian SMABs is an important research topic.

Our study contributes to addressing this topic by diagnosing the current sustainability
objectives mainly promoted by the southern Italian SMABS as well as analysing the issues
that need to be addressed to achieve a higher level of sustainability. Specifically, a qualita-
tive analysis was carried out to assess the FAO’s principles and actions [2] towards which
the sustainability practices of southern Italy’s SMABs tend to be the most commonly ori-
ented. Another contribution of this study is to present the FAO'’s principles as a diagnostic
tool for evaluating business operations.

Furthermore, since FAO [2] links each action to several SDGs of the 2030 Agenda, we
analysed the sustainable behaviours of SMABs also from the SDG point of view, adapting
the Abraham and Pingali framework [28].

To our knowledge, this is the first study that has highlighted SMABs’ behaviour
regarding their compliance with the sustainability principles of the FAO. Moreover, as far
as we know, this is the first study that uses the Abraham and Pingali framework [28] to
look into the compliance of SMABs’ behaviours with the SDGs in light of the specificities
of the agro-food sector.

Our results can be a good starting point for future discussions on actions to be taken
to improve SMABs competitiveness in this macro area.

2. Methodology
2.1. Data Source

The analysis presented in this study was carried out using a qualitative research
approach, focusing on the SMABs operating in southern Italy. The firms’ data were selected
from the AIDA database (the Bureau van Dijk), which offers financial, demographic, and
commercial information on Italian firms. Before selection, the firms were screened for the
following criteria:

- Employees: a minimum of 10 (micro-businesses excluded);
- Legal status: active and viable;
- Availability of an official website.

A total of 720 Italian firms were selected. The research was carried out in July 2019
through a two-phase analysis of each firm’s website.

First, we only selected the AFBs that have their own active websites, reducing the
sample to 650 firms, of which 616 were SMABs. Then, companies that communicated one
or more concrete actions (and not a simple declaration of intent) in line with the FAO'’s
principles of sustainable food and agriculture actions were identified. This criterion helped
to identify firms that implement and communicate sustainable actions in the field and
not just state a commitment to sustainability. After applying these criteria, a total of 193
southern Italian firms were selected, of which 180 were SMABSs.

Websites were used as valid sources of data for several reasons. Communication plays
a fundamental role and is an integral part of every sustainability plan or strategy [29]. In
the case of AFBs, entered in the database consulted, the website, in addition to carrying out
a communication function, also could refer to an idea of the web reputation of the company
itself that can trace the picture of the main sustainable behaviours assumed over time and
highlight the path taken.

Due to the growing demand from stakeholders for greater transparency, social and
environmental responsibility, and dialogue, companies’ awareness of the need to not only
adopt sustainability activities but also inform their stakeholders about sustainability perfor-
mance has grown, leading to constant growth in the size and complexity of communication
on social and environmental issues [30].
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Websites are the main communication channels for sustainable initiatives. They enable
the communication of relevant information about the firms’ commitment towards sustain-
able practice to a wider range of stakeholders than traditional media [31-33]. This is why
many researchers chose companies’ websites to measure their sustainability practices [34].

Our research focuses on SMABs’ commitment towards sustainability. According to
Hasim et al. (2018), ‘commitment’ can be understood as the extent of information provided
by firms on their website, with demonstrated actions towards achieving sustainable devel-
opment [35]. Moreover, due to the advantages offered by the Internet [36-38], websites are
particularly appealing to SMEs because they mitigate traditional burdens related to firm
size [39].

Therefore, this study considers website analyses as a legitimate research tool.

2.2. Research Model

The analysis focuses on assessing the ongoing sustainability behaviours mainly pro-
moted by southern Italy’s SMABs according to the five FAO principles stated in ‘transform-
ing food and agriculture to achieve the SDGs’ [2] and the Agenda 2030 goals, bearing in
mind the interlinks between the former and the latter. In effect, the FAO document [2]
explains how each FAO action links multiple SDGs and integrates the three dimensions of
sustainable development (economic, social, and environmental).

Regarding the five principles of FAO, although they are complementary, by highlight-
ing the importance assigned to each one, it is possible to deepen which aspect is favoured
by AFBs and offer considerations on the process of integrating sustainability targets into
their practices. Moreover, we think that the analysis of the AFBs’ behaviours according
to the FAO principles and actions [2] is a suitable tool to overcome the limitations of the
sustainability assessment of SMABs [40,41].

In reference to the Agenda 2030—keeping in mind the pivotal role of the private
sector in entrepreneurs’ engagement and know-how transfer; job creation; and alternative
revenue streams, and in particular, of the role of SMEs for the implementation of the
2030 agenda—we examined the agro-food SMEs’ behaviours in light of the 17 sustainable
development goals (SDGs) of Agenda 2030 according to the nature of the promoted actions
of firms.

To this end, the Abraham and Pingali framework [28] was adapted. The authors offer
a seminal paper that makes clear the link between the SDGs and the agri-food sector, with a
particular focus on smallholder farming, identified which explicitly depend on firm growth
for their achievement, and classified the SDGs that specifically pertain to the agricultural
sector into four clusters: poverty goals, nutrition goals, social goals, and environmental
goals. To look at the goals in the context of agro-food SMEs’ behaviours, and considering
the need to broaden the horizons from the agricultural sector to the agro-industrial one,
the Abraham and Pingali clustering has been revisited, offering its evolved version, which
includes all SDGs. The relevance of the SDGs not previously included in the Abraham and
Pingali framework with the four clusters identified by the authors was assessed based on
the content of the Agenda 2030, leading to the attribution of SDG 4 to the social cluster and
of SDG7 and SDg14 to the environmental cluster. The SDGs 11, 16 and 17, not being directly
attributable to one of the 4 clusters of the framework, were included in a new cluster named
“residual cluster”. This “extended framework” can produce a picture of SDGs’ categories
on which to act by stimulating, accelerating and supporting SMEs’ behaviours to foster
their transition to sustainable food and agriculture.

Figure 1 shows the existence of the link between the five FAO principles and the SDGs
(which we have decided to analyse in light of the extended classification proposed by
Abraham and Pingali [28]) and that SMABs’ sustainable behaviour can be read in light of
these two frameworks.
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Figure 1. Research model.

2.3. Method

Given the exploratory character of this study and our research objectives, qualitative
research was considered the most appropriate technique for analysing AFB behaviours’
diversity. Qualitative research is gaining popularity in the small business and entrepreneur-
ship research community [42]. It deals with non-numerical information, allowing the
interpretation of a phenomenon and building a meaningful picture without compromising
its richness and dimensionality [43].

Our qualitative analysis aimed at describing the diversity of sustainable behaviours
of AFBs. Since the description of the diversity of characteristics of some topics of interest
within a given population can be carried out using coding, the unidimensional description
with downward coding [44] was deemed suitable for the purpose of our analysis. In
effect, it involves organizing data into three logical levels of diversity; that is, objects,
dimensions for each object and categories for each dimension, allowing us to move towards
a lower level of abstraction [44]. Therefore, based on the unidimensional description of
diversity proposed by Jansen [44], we analysed the diversity of sustainable behaviours
of AFBs starting from the higher level of abstraction; that is, the sustainability behaviour
of firms (the main object), following the middle level of abstraction; namely the FAO’s
principles and actions (the dimensions of objects), down to the lower abstraction level
analysis consisting of the SDGs to which each FAO’s action contributes (the categories
of objects). It is important to highlight that the identification of SDGs relevant to each
principle and actions FAO was made based on the explicit links indicated by FAO [2]). This
articulation is indicated in Figure 2.

A chart with double entries was used to grasp each company’s behaviour according
to the three logical levels of diversity (Figure 3).

The vertical reading of the blue columns of the chart makes it possible to highlight
each company’s behaviour concerning the 5 FAO principles and their respective actions
(the last two lines of the blue cells). It concerns the analysis of the “dimensions of the
object” that has been extended to all AFBs to offer an overview of the overall scenario of
the agro-food sector in southern Italy.

To analyse the categories of dimensions (each company’s behaviours concerning each
FAO principles and actions respects to SDGs), based on the FAO document [2], the SDGs
on which each FAO action has an impact were first identified. These interlinks are signalled
with green cells in the chart. Each green cell allows a dichotomous response variable
(yes/no). The sum of the “yes” is shown in the cells of the totals.
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a contribution according to the FAO framework [2].

FAO Principles 1 3 4 5

FAO Actions 1 2 3 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 | Total

2
4 5 6
N Yes| N\ Yes| . Yes|\_Yes|\_Yes|\_Yes| ™\ Yes| ™\ Yes|\_Yes[\_Yes[\_Ves|\_Ves| N\ ves| N\ ves|\_ves/\_Ves|\_ves|\_Ves|\_Yes[\_ves
N\ N\ N N N \ AN \ \ \ \ \ \ \ N N \ \ \
No \[No \[No \[No \[No \[No \[No \No \[No \[No \[No \[No N\ [No \[No N\ [No \[No \[No \[No \[No \[No \

‘Total Principles
Total Actions

SDGs

SDG 1
SDG 2
SDG 3
SDG 4
SDG 5
SDG 6
SDG 7
SDG 8
SDG 9
SDG 10
SDG 11
SDG 12
SDG 13
SDG 14
SDG 15
SDG 16
SDG 17

Total SDGs

for FAOPrinciple

Total SDGs

for FAo Action

Figure 3. Contribution of FAOs to SDGs, according to FAO’s framework [2].

Information on the AFBs’ behaviours was collected based their descriptions on their
websites. More precisely, we focused on information on sustainability real actions, tools
and the performance of each company.

The drawing-up of the chart required a preliminary step and two subsequent steps.

In the preliminary step, for each firm’s website, the presence or absence of a sus-
tainability report and a section of the website dedicated to the sustainability field was
noted. This was interpreted as the first signal of an AFBs” awareness of the importance of
sustainability.

The next step aimed to describe the dimensions of the object. The behaviours (in
conformity with the FAO’s principles) of each selected AFB were individuated and related
to each action indicated by the FAO guidelines [2]. The output was a dichotomous response
variable (yes/no). Two researchers independently analysed the firms” websites. They
looked for the presence or absence of a firm’s behaviours according to the FAO’s actions
("yes’ for the presence of each behaviour and ‘no’ for its absence).

The sum of the positive responses was reported in the blue cell totals.

In the final step, for each selected AFB, we tried to relate each behaviour catalogued as
previously described to the 17 SDGs of Agenda 2030 (analysis of categories of dimensions).
In short, each FAO’s action of the firm was ascribed to the SDG on which it has had an
impact (i.e., by vertically selecting a cell among the green ones). Multiple behaviours of
each firm related to one FAO action and the same SDG hold a value of one. Multiple
behaviours for the same FAO’s action and SDG were not considered.

Care was taken to ensure that all behaviours represented were real behaviours and not
a simple declaration of intent. The presence of SA800 certification was interpreted as acting
in line with action 9 (third principle) and SDG 8. Similarities among the independently
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generated data were noted, and after several iterations, a consensus was reached on the
final coding of the major and minor themes. Finally, a third researcher checked for problems
and inconsistencies; discrepancies were resolved through discussion.

The values attained by each firm in each cell of the chart shown in Figure 3 were
added in the summary chart, shown in Figure 4.

FAO Principles 1 2 3 4 5

ction
SDGs 12 3 4(5 6 7 8|9 10 11 12|13 14 15 16|17 18 19 20 Total

SDG
SDG
SDG
SDG
SDG
SDG
SDG
SDG
SDG
SDG 10
SDG 11
SDG 12
SDG 13
SDG 14
SDG 15
SDG 16
SDG 17
Total Principles
Total Actions

0NN AW N -

o

Figure 4. Summary chart of SMABs’ behaviours.

It must be underlined that the analysis of the categories of dimensions concerns only
SMABs under the role they play in the southern Italian economy.

The SMABs’ behaviours were analysed based on the extended Abraham and Pingali
framework [28], providing important insights worthy of further thought.

To better grasp the behaviour of the SMABs, a multi-criteria analysis (MCA) was
applied to the sample.

MCA allows one to compare alternative courses of action based on multiple factors.
Among various MCA methods, regime analysis (RA) was chosen to rank the five FAO
principles based on how the selected firms promote sustainability. RA is an evaluation
method suitable for handling sustainability problems owing to its applicability to complex
scenarios [45]. This method allows the management of quantitative and qualitative infor-
mation, which is why it was previously used to rank different sustainable development
attributes [45-47]. RA requires defining a priori a distinct set of it alternatives, evaluating
each one’s impact on a plurality of j criteria for all criteria together [48,49].

The first phase of RA concerns building an ‘impact matrix” by assignment of the
‘behaviour indices’ (p;;) of each alternative with respect to each criterion, thereby adopting
an appropriate judgement scale.

The second phase is devoted to constructing a ‘regime matrix’ through a pairwise
comparison based on the ‘behaviour indices’ attributed to the ‘impact matrix’.

The elements of the impact matrix are composed as follows:

aipj = +1if pij > pipj.a; ;= =1 if pij < pipjai ;=0 if pij = pi v, ey

where for each comparison, j is the value arising from comparing the two alternatives i and
i’ according to the j criterion.
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The final phase concerns obtaining the ranking of the alternatives. The aggregate pri-
ority of each alternative, i.e., the preference of option i respect to alternative i’ (considering
all the criteria adopted) is expressed by the C; value:

n—1 .
Loy Ciit ]

Ci n—1

@)
where c;;- is the weight attributed to the criteria. C; is conveniently normalised so that it
can be included between —1 and +1. The alternative that reports the highest final value is
the most attractive one according to the criteria set adopted.

In our study, the impact matrix is represented by the relationship between the 180
observed SMABs—i.e., the alternatives in the RA—and the five FAO principles. The
behaviour indices reflect (for each firm) the frequency of ‘yes’ reported in the scheme
shown in Figure 3. Since the highest frequency assessed was 8, we adopted a 1-9 judgement
scale, i.e., pij could assume a value from 1 (any presence of firm action related to the FAO
principle) to 9 on the basis (8 actions).

The regime matrix was built based on Formula (1); it means that, in each cell, the
value is equal to +1, —1, or 0 in cases of positive, negative, and null difference, respectively,
between the behaviour indexes (from time to time) considered in the pairwise comparisons;
finally, Formula 2 was applied to estimate the ranking among the FAO principles.

It is important to stress that in the MCA, for analytical purposes, the variables should
be independent [48]. For this reason, the principles and actions of FAO were considered
methodologically independent variables and interlinks among principles and actions were
not investigated.

3. Results

A preliminary descriptive analysis was carried out to offer a snapshot of what is
occurring in southern Italy regardless of the agricultural firms’ size. This will lead to an
understanding of the role of SMABs in achieving the objectives of sustainable development.

Findings showed that among the AFBs located in South Italy that had a website
(n = 650), only 30% (n = 193) implemented at least one action as defined by the FAO [2].
What emerges is a picture of the different attentions paid by firms to the issues of sustainable
development. Only 38% of large AFBs (13 out of 34) implement these objectives, and the
percentage is even lower in the case of SMABs (of which only 29% (180 out of 616) declared
on the website to have put actions that positively impact sustainable development). Of
these, 26% (n = 8 large firms and 42 SMABs) had a section of their respective websites
dedicated to sustainability, although only seven in all (of which there were three large
firms) had a sustainability report. These data can be interpreted as a sign of how many
sustainability values are adopted by the SMABs.

Speaking about the actions taken in detail, Table 1 shows that 20% of AFBs take at
least one action related to the protection and enhancement of natural resources (second
principle), followed by 13% of firms being committed to improve livelihoods and foster
inclusive economic growth (third principle). These overall rates take different values
according to firm size, but the principles’ positions do not change.

Looking at the actions taken by firms for each FAO principle, the findings show that the
most reported action concerns the reduction in losses, encouraging ‘reuse and recycling’,
and promoting sustainable consumption (action 8), followed by action 12 (improving
nutrition and promoting balanced diets).
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Table 1. Number of AFBs taking at least one action per principle and action.

1.
Increase Productivity 2. A c . 5.
FAO Improve Livelihoods Enhance Resilience of
princples  (IRAERPlomentand, - Frotetand Erbance  GnfRoserncuive  Peaple, Communities,  AdGP! Govermance to
Systems Economic Growth and Ecosystems
FAO Actions 1 2 3 4 TP1 5 6 7 8 TP2 9 0 11 12 TP3 13 14 15 16 TrP4 17 18 19 20 TP5

N. AFBs 3 23 6 3 58 31 21 33 9 130 38 4 8 51 84 1 0 25 7 3 4 4 0 0 7
% (on 650) 8.9 20.0 12.9 5.1 1.1

N&;’gge o 3 0 3 5 3 5 5 9 13 7 2 1 5 8§ 0 0 3 1 3 2 1 0 0 2
% (on 34) 14.7 38.2 235 8.8 5.9
N. SMABs 3 20 6 32 53 28 16 28 81 117 31 2 7 46 76 1 0 2 6 3 2 3 0 0 5
% (on 616) 8.6 19.0 12.3 4.9 0.8

The total number of firms that take at least one action per principle is reported in the TP columns (TP = total for a given principle). This
number can be lower than the sum of firms per single action because some firms can appear in more actions.

In order to describe the dimensions of the object and categories of dimensions with
regard to SMABs, each of their behaviour was assessed according to the FAO’s actions
that impact the SDGs that have been listed. Table 2 summarizes the actions taken by the

SMABs.

Table 2. Summary of actions performed by SMABs according to FAO'’s actions and SDGs.

W Principle1  Principle2  Principle 3 Principle 1 Principle 5
p Total
SDGs Actions 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 1011 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
1 20 0 0 0 0 O 1 1T 3 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 9
2 03 4 1663 07 6 1002 3 1 0 00 1 0 0 0 56
3 34 34
4 5 5
5 00 2 2 00 0 0 0 0 4
6 4 0 0 0 4
7 1 1 30 0 0 32
8 0 13 9 1 19 0 5 47
9 00 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
10 1 0 0 1
11 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 o
12 5 22 11 18 54 11 1 3 0 0 125
13 1 0 00 0 0 224 0 0 0 27
14 0 0 0 0 1 0 00 0 0 000 00 0 1
15 00 2 4 1 2 0 0 0 0 9
16 0 0 0 0 o
17 0 0 0 o
3 216 3329 182890332 10 481 0 226 2 3 0 0
Total 355
63 165 93 29 5

Using the Abraham and Pingali’s [28] extended framework, we analysed the categories
of dimensions, classifying the SMABs’ behaviour from SDGs’ viewpoint (Table 3).

Table 3. Number of actions reported for each sustainable development goal.

Goals Poverty Nutrition Social Environmental Residual
Goal 1 9 Goal 2 56 Goal 4 5 Goal 6 4 Goal 11 -
Goal 8 47 Goal 3 34 Goal 5 4 Goal 7 32 Goal 16 -
Goal 10 1 Goal 12 125 Goal 17 -
Goal 13 27 Goal 9 1
Goal 14 1
Goal 15 9
Total 56 90 10 198 1

The findings show that the environmental goals receive, without doubt, the greatest
attention from the SMABs. This indicates that they understood that natural resources
are the material basis of human society and made this the foundation of their primary
sector activities. The maximum attention given to SDG 12 (responsible consumption and
production) shows that the actions of the SMABs are inspired by the aims of reducing
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their environmental impact, promoting the use of renewable energy sources, and making
responsible purchases. In particular, 43% of the behaviours concern the FAO action 8.
This action is also the most important in SDG 7, which is affordable clean energy (17% of
businesses). These data demonstrate companies’ commitment to promoting their transition
towards a sustainable energy system through technological investment in renewable energy
resources.

The second priority was nutrition goals. The results show that companies” actions
aimed at reducing hunger were mainly aimed at favouring their transformation to the SFA
system by sharing knowledge, building capacities, and fostering participation in modern
value chains (action FAO 4).

Finally, the poverty goals, and in particular the SDG 8 (decent work and economic
growth), recorded a commitment from businesses for FAO action 9, which is ‘empower
people and fighting inequalities’.

The extent of the actions attributable to the social and residual SDGs are negligible.

The application of regime analysis allowed us to rank the FAO principles according
to the behaviour of each SMAB that is summarised in Table 2. Using a 180 (firms) x 5
(principles) matrix and developing the method illustrated in the methodological section,
we assessed that the second FAO principle, i.e., “protect and enhance natural resources’
was preferred over other principles (Table 4). This principle shows a score of about 0.7,
implying that, as a whole, SMABs that are expressly sustainability-oriented complied with
it with a probability of approximately 70%.

Table 4. Final ranking of Food and Agriculture Organization principles.

FAO Principles Probability
1. Increase productivity and employment and value addition in food systems 0.490
2. Protect and enhance natural resources 0.682
3. Improve livelihoods and foster inclusive economic growth 0.548
4. Enhance resilience of people, communities and ecosystems 0.381
5. Adapt governance to the new challenges 0.351

‘Improve livelihoods and foster inclusive economic growth’ ranks second, with an
estimated score of 0.548.

The other principles showed probabilities of less than 50%. This is particularly sur-
prising for the first FAO principle because increasing productivity and added value in the
food system should represent the primary objectives of the SMABs. These firms probably
tended not to declare this effort on the website or elsewhere because they considered it
implicit.

4. Discussion

SMEs are considered to be the ‘major engine’ of economic growth and socio-economic
development [50] and they play (now and in the near future) a leading role in SFA [51].
Therefore, this study aimed to investigate which sustainability actions are most important
for the SMABs and which are neglected so as to provide policymakers with the basis for
planning appropriate strategies to achieve all the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda.

Despite the variety of sustainability practices pursued by SMABs, the propensity for
actions that lead to protect and improve natural resources prevails (65%), disavowing
previous studies that perceived SMEs as failures in relation to environmental sustainability
due to their low take-up rates of sustainable business practices [52] (p. 172). This datum
fits well with the CAP’s aim of protecting natural resources, which, in the SMABs, is a
worthy ally to push for SFA.

A possible explanation of this result suggests that SMABs, due to the rapid transfor-
mation of the agro-food system and the pressure on them to tackle environmental, health,
and food safety problems [53], are more aware of both their environmental responsibility
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(ER) and competitive advantage derived from voluntary ER practices and their disclo-
sure [54,55]. Indeed, organisations driven by sustainability competitiveness are prone to
improve their performance related to energy and waste management, increase production
and decrease sources of input, introduce eco-products, and implement ecological labelling
and green marketing [56]. This interpretation of the results contrasts with previous studies
in the Italian context, according to which SMEs understood the environmental responsibil-
ity as an added cost rather than a market opportunity, while not considering the market
that is highly responsive to their environmental practices [57].

Within the second FAQO principle, more actions were recorded for FAO action 8 (reduce
losses, encourage reuse and recycle, and promote sustainable consumption). This indicates
that SMABs have begun to understand that even if they are small, they contribute to
pollution worldwide [52], and as producers, they will be central stakeholders in achieving
an optimised, zero-waste production and distribution system [58] because they are likely
to design business systems that reduce environmental impacts [59]. This propensity of
SMABs bodes well for the transition towards the circular economy paradigm and meets
the aim of the ‘Circular Economy Package’, which is the new action plan of Europe’s new
agenda for sustainable growth (EC 2018) and the Green Deal.

The second principle mainly considered is ‘improve livelihoods and foster inclusive
economic growth’ (24% of large AFBs and 42% of SMABs), which is primarily directed
to reduce poverty and food insecurity in rural areas. This principle shares several aims
with the CAP that supports farmers’ income and adopts market measures, and seeks to
ensure sustainable and inclusive rural development. The fact that SMABs are engaged in
behaviours related to this FAO principle is of considerable importance.

First, because SMEs dominate the agro-industry sector and are a core component of
any rural development strategy [60,61], our results can be read in the light of previous stud-
ies focused on social sustainability in agriculture according to which firms producing more
social outputs are considered of great value [62]. Therefore, investments in the social di-
mension [63] in SMABs can find a perfect breeding ground for the success of policies aimed
at promoting sustainable rural development, especially rural vitality and food security,
which are considered among the most significant public goods from agriculture [64].

Second, we have noticed that many businesses have the tab ‘territory’ site menu, in
several cases positioned before the ‘about us’ tab. This datum can be read according to two
opposing interpretations. On the one hand, SMABEs, especially Italian ones and producers
of traditional food products, use ‘territory” as a strategic resource in a fiercely competitive
market, leveraging the synergistic link between authentic agro-food products and their
region of origin [65,66]. On the other hand, it can be the expression of sincere interest in
promoting its territory as a lever to increase the attention towards all local products and
promote food and wine tourism. In this context, the producer feels part of a community
and aims to contribute to its survival and growth.

Looking at the single FAO actions, the most important appears in the FAO action 12
(improve nutrition and promote balanced diets). The overwhelming majority of firms that
have implemented policies/steps under this action have carried out nutrition education
and awareness programs, promoting the consumption of locally grown nutritious food.

However, the commitment shown in action 9 (empower people and fight inequalities)
is no less important. This action aims to provide rural firms with the tools and capacity
to build resilient livelihoods. In this respect, many firms have activated programs to help
small producers and young people enter networks that allow them to enter the market.
This behaviour generates benefits that fall under social indicators related to the society
as a whole (such as the quality of rural areas and contribution to local employment) [67]
and can complement the concept of supply chain responsibility (SCR). Within the two-way
relationship between supply chains (SCs) (that depend on community resources such as en-
trepreneurs) and the social well-being of communities (that build and maintain prosperity,
thanks to the opportunity offered by SCs), the firms that participate in the agro-food supply
chain reduce the producers’ disadvantages and enhance the rural community’s develop-
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ment. It is not just actions aimed at meeting external pressures, disclosing their “status of
responsibility”, maintaining their reputation and obtaining legitimacy to their operations
and presence in the market [68-70]. SMABs also feel that they “have the responsibility to
promote functional communities or community sustainability proactively” [71].

By focusing on the third most-widely reported principle (increase productivity and
employment and value addition in food systems), on the one hand, SMABs are commit-
ted to creating the conditions for the producers’ skills and knowledge so that they can
participate in modern value chains (FAO action 4). On the other hand, just over 10% of
the adopted behaviour related to FAO action 2 (connecting smallholders to markets). To
make resilient and stable agro-food business, this system must encourage all the actors
(and therefore, also smallholders) to cooperate, since, through cooperation, the agro-food
system creates a new development process centred on sustainability, thereby creating value
for territories and agro-food districts, promoting their uniqueness, and enhancing environ-
mental protection and social cohesion [72]. In this sense, the policymakers’ role is crucial in
fostering such collaboration, particularly improving specific assistance to local AFBs for
collective projects and spreading knowledge amongst other rural stakeholders [73].

Concerning the last two indicators reported, the lack of attention to principle 5 is
not surprising (adapt governance to new challenges). Only four companies reported the
FAQO action 18 (strengthen innovation systems), having made investments in agricultural
R&D with collaboration between firms and universities. The least attention to principle 4
(enhancing the resilience of people, communities, and ecosystems) raises some questions.

On the one hand, the FAO actions 13, 14, and 16 may appear to be out of the reach of
SMABSs. On the other hand, only three large companies, but as many as 25 SMABs, have
implemented actions aimed explicitly at reducing greenhouse gas emissions (FAO action
15—address and adapt to climate change). It is a sign that climate change is becoming a
primary issue not only within the political agenda but also in businesses. In this context,
education programs and outreach plans for SMABs can find fertile ground.

Turning our gaze towards SMABS’ behaviours recorded based on the SDGs in which
each FAO'’s action impacts, it appears that SMABs are more likely to adopt behaviours
aimed at protecting and improving natural resources. The fact that there is only about
50% of probability that companies invest in actions aimed at ‘increasing productivity and
employment and adding value to food systems’ raises doubts about the willingness or
ability of companies to create networks in which skills and knowledge can be shared with
small producers to develop their skills so as to connect small farms to markets.

Finally, by moving the analysis towards the SDGs, a significant finding was made:
many SMABs are committed to achieving SDG 7, especially adopting innovations in the
field of renewable energy. Its importance stems from the fact that the European Commission
states that the clean energy supply for food and agriculture is crucial to deliver the European
Green Deal. Once again, SMABs are proving to be agents of sustainable development.

5. Final Remarks

The aim of this study was to understand the behaviours of SMABs that promote the
transition towards the SFA. In effect, the agro-food sector has always performed essential
functions on the food, environmental, and social levels. Still, today, it is called and engaged
in an even more complex effort if we consider that the future economy cannot ignore
the social, economic, environmental, food, water equity, and energy issues and preserve
biodiversity.

Our analysis has contributed to the literature by using the FAO approach outlined
in ‘transforming food and agriculture to achieve the SDGs’ (2018), aiming to support and
accelerate the transition to more sustainable agro-food systems. The previous literature
investigates the agro-food system’s actors’ behaviours about single or multiple dimensions
of sustainability or SDGs. However, as far as we know, no studies investigate specific
behaviours according to FAO's actions.
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Another relevant contribution lies in investigating which categories of SDGs are
greatly promoted by SMABs, bringing to light the important signs of their pivotal role in
achieving effective Green Deal targets.

Finally, a further contribution lies in having carried out an analysis of sustainability
actions of SMABs through the lens of digital disclosure, i.e., of firms that use online
tools to communicate their commitment to sustainability. In fact, among the different
types and tools available for external communication of corporate sustainability, online
has experienced rapid growth in recent years [74] because it is “a privileged means of
communication towards sustainable development, where information disclosed knows no
border” [75] (p. 253). In this vein, the corporate website represents an important medium
for voluntary sustainable disclosure, and their dialogical communication capabilities may
be considered an indication of demonstrated willingness and preparedness to promote and
support communication with external actors [76]. For that reason, the choice of the website
as a tool for our investigation arises from the consideration that it is no longer a simple
‘channel’ among many, but often the strategic lever of dialogue and confrontation with the
outside world.

This study had some limitations. First, it was based on a sample of southern Italian
firms; thus, the results need to be tested in different areas and countries. Second, the study
did not consider multiple behaviours relating to the same FAO’s action and SDGs. Future
research can account for such multiple behaviours as well as other common standards used
by SMABs. Future research can also expand the study with direct interviews with compa-
nies to see if they take more actions than those posted on their website, with an undoubted
advantage in terms of verifying our results. Finally, we used the FAO’s principles as a
diagnostic tool to interpret business operations. In this perspective, our findings do not
allow one to give information about possible management implications on the prescriptive
side. In effect, while providing a detailed overview of corporate behaviour, our findings are
not directly able to give indications on the intentions that led to the adoption of observed
behaviours by firms. However, we are conscious that the analysis of how pursuing the
formal sustainability objectives can affect the company’s management can be a valid next
step of our research.
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