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Abstract

:

Main aim: This paper examines the main topics of research in the literature studying the topic of sustainability in small and medium-sized enterprises (SME), and aims at presenting a future research agenda. Method: We conducted a systematic literature review based on articles published between 2000 and 2020. From an initial set of 88 papers taken from WoS in the period under analysis, 42 papers were effectively analyzed. Main results: The results of an in-depth reading reveal four clusters representing the main topics of research in the field: sustainability and SMEs’ performance; green and environmental management issues; social and cultural issues and their impact on sustainability policies; values, skills, and capabilities. Key findings suggest that the following angles of research appear to be underexplored: theoretically grounded research; research using large samples; articles examining sustainability reporting; research looking into non-manufacturing sectors; work examining settings in developing countries; research undertaking international comparisons; articles exploring the complementarity between the literature on sustainability in SMEs and on family-owned businesses; and the influence of the social and cultural context on SMEs’ engagement with sustainability. Main contribution: This paper offers insights to academia, practitioners, and policy makers to help SMEs engaging with sustainability and may assist also the latter to develop strategies to improve SMEs’ social and environmental reporting. Given the current pandemic crisis, and the urgency for sustainable business practices, we expect to contribute to expanding knowledge in this field of research.
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1. Introduction


Sustainability is an evolving field which, since the 1990s, has gained prominence in the mainstream of public consciousness [1] and has obtained considerable scholarly and political attention [2,3,4]. Issues about sustainable development have changed the corporate landscape [5,6] and emerged as key determinants of business success. Especially the largest companies adopt sustainability activities as part of their corporate strategy to obtain long-term benefits [7,8].



Debate on what constitutes sustainability has been intensive [9]. The United Nations (UN) Brundtland Commission defined sustainability as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [10]. However, despite all the efforts in defining the term, a generally accepted definition in the literature does not exist [3,11,12]. Above all, it is a contextual concept in terms of its temporal and societal setting [13].



Notwithstanding these difficulties, some definitions of corporate sustainability have become influential. For example, Dyllick and Hockerts [14] (p. 131) defined it as “meeting the needs of a company’s direct and indirect stakeholders (employees, clients, pressure groups, communities, etc.), without compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well.” Sustainability is considered as not only addressing the needs of society but also as allowing the creation of enhanced value beyond the stakeholder’s needs [15]. Companies are expected to generate value by way of producing the goods and services demanded by society while generating profits for their owners as well as welfare for society [16]. New market and social pressures are progressively ushering towards a transformation in the values of corporations’ activities, as well as in their horizons [16], and organizations are expected to be “good citizen[s]” [17] (p. 325).



The sustainability agenda is an issue of a wider spectrum. In 2015, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly formally adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. In 2016, the EC published a framework for action “The European Consensus on Development” aligning the development policy of the European Union with the 2030 Agenda, in which “poverty eradication remains the primary objective of development policy” [18]. Under the new consensus, the sustainable development dimensions were linked to other policies, including peace and security, humanitarian aid, and migration. The impacts of COVID-19 on the global economy pose a serious threat to the realization of the UN Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. It represents an unprecedented external shock [19,20]. The UN stressed the need to undertake efforts to build more equal and inclusive post COVID-19 societies characterized by higher resilience in the face of the numerous challenges we face, such as pandemics and climate change, instead of going back to the world we knew before the pandemic [21].



Large companies are more visible and under pressure from their stakeholders and have long been the first to take up sustainability agendas [22,23]. Research has focused considerable attention on sustainability activities of large enterprises and multinational corporation firms [24,25,26,27] and their institutional and pan-national contexts [3]. Although the significant role of SMEs for both economies and social structures is acknowledged by wider political, academic, and professional communities, academic research on sustainability in SMEs is scant [3,28,29,30,31,32,33].



SMEs come in many different shapes and sizes [34]. They are an eclectic mix of firms, which present different challenges and opportunities in implementing sustainability-oriented actions [35]. The statistical definition of SMEs differs from country to country, reflecting the economic, cultural, and social habits of each one, and is most often based on the value of assets or the number of employees [22,36]. The EC defines SMEs as those that employ less than 250 persons and present a turnover below 50 million euros and/or a balance sheet total not exceeding 43 million euros [37]. Furthermore, the complexity of operational, financial, or governance relationships between companies makes it difficult to accurately draw the line between an SME and a larger company in the current business environment [34].



SMEs are likely to play a crucial role in the management of limited global social and environmental resources [22,38,39]. Being the main form of business and employment, SMEs are crucial actors for the construction of growth that is more inclusive and sustainable [40]. Seeking to jointly assess the quality of life and the development of the industry, Erdin and Ozkaya [41] are of the opinion that SMEs play a critical role for sustainable economic growth, contributing considerably to the economic development of the regions in which they are integrated. In the OECD area, they correspond to 99 percent of all businesses, generate around 60 percent of employment, and totalize between 50 and 60 percent of the value added [40]. They are the foundation of the European economy, reaching 99.8 percent of all employer firms, making up 65 percent of private sector employment and 54 percent of private sector gross output [42,43]. In the case of the manufacturing sector, most SMEs are labor-intensive industries, accounting for 58 percent of employment and 42 percent of value added [44,45]. Research also indicates that SMEs have a high environmental footprint [35].



SME businesses can address sustainable development-related concerns in communities and boost transformations on the road to sustainability [27]. As globalization and technology innovation diminish the significance of economies of scale in numerous activities, the likely contribution of smaller firms is strengthened [36]. However, involving the full range of SMEs to develop sustainable solutions for prospering in a dynamic competitive environment is a huge challenge [22,36]. Many barriers to SMEs sustainability management activities have been pointed out in the existing literature. The absence of an institutional environment, the absence of perceived business benefits deriving from sustainability practices, and the unavailability of framework and guidelines to support SME specifically in terms of planning, monitoring, and evaluating their business sustainability has been found across geographies [46,47,48].



It is known that the development of sustainable practices may be influenced by specific organizational traits [27]. The differences in terms of size between SMEs and large corporations are liable to bringing about divergences in respective economic, organizational, and behavioral characteristics [3,49]. SMEs possess specific characteristics that differentiate them from their larger counterparts [50]. They tend to be owner-managed and personalized, independent, multi-tasking, cash-limited, and based on personal relationships and informality, grouped in local systems of production, closely connected to their local community, and with limited access to financial resources [50,51,52,53,54,55,56]. SMEs are greatly dependent on individual manager’s decisions contrary to large companies [30,57]. The differences regarding the owner lead to fundamental distinctions in managerial approaches to sustainability [58]. Research findings indicate that owner-managers play a significant role in micro-foundations of sustainability practices in SMEs, thus making them key individuals in the wider social and cultural settings [3,59].



The use of sustainability management tools and frameworks is poorly developed in most of the SMEs given that they are principally conceived for large companies and do not address the specific needs of SMEs [46]. Jenkins [24] (p. 241) argued that the implementation of sustainability-related practices in their business operations, such as it is understood for large companies, cannot merely be “scaled down to fit SMEs”. Sustainability-related practices in most SME are informal, undertaken on an ad hoc and local basis and are not integrated within the core business strategy [58].



Recurring social and environmental crises have shed light on the harmful consequences of the traditional growth and profit-maximization model [60,61]. In particular, the COVID-19 pandemic has uncovered and accentuated some deep-rooted social issues, such as poverty and inequality [62]. Important research findings which cannot be disregarded suggest that a more sustainable business paradigm is required, and SMEs can play a crucial role in the transformation of modern markets and advance social and environmental well-being [27,63].



Briefly summarizing what has been observed up to this point, the contribution of business to the pursuance of sustainable development is indispensable, but, despite the critical role played by SMEs in this endeavor, research on sustainability in this type of organizations is relatively scant. What is more, sustainability-related instruments for SMEs are poorly developed because of the focus of both academics and practitioners on large firms. To begin changing such a state of affairs, an in-depth examination of the current state of research and the provision of a future research agenda are necessary.



Our aim is to provide a systematic literature review (SLR) on sustainability in SMEs. Existing literature reviews on SMEs’ sustainability focus on identifying the main barriers and drivers of such sustainability [51], factors influencing sustainability performance [46], and on how sustainability relates to financial performance [29]. We aim at contributing to the existing knowledge on this emerging topic by offering a more encompassing analysis, allowing us to present a much-needed depiction of research on SMEs’ sustainability. Our main research questions pertain to what the major themes in such research areas are and what the future research trends may be. We intend to make several contributions to the existing literature by identifying trends and themes standing out in the SMEs sustainability literature, as well as gaps and limitations, and providing important avenues for future research. Based on the main research results, one can highlight that the major contribution of this paper is that it offers insights to academia, practitioners, and policy makers to help SMEs engaging with sustainability, at the same time that it also may assist the latter ones to develop strategies to improve SMEs’ social and environmental reporting.



The rest of this document is structured as follows. Section 2 addresses the methodology for conducting the literature review process and the rationality behind it. Section 3 provides a summary of the main results. The next section provides an overall discussion. Finally, Section 5 presents the concluding remarks.




2. Methodology


The purpose of a SLR is to provide “an overview of the status of existing knowledge and an insight into its development” [64] (p. 1397) (see also [65]), based on available bibliographic databases [66]. Comparing with traditional literature reviews, a SLR increases the transparency of the literature review process, by helping to minimize subjectivity in the studies’ selection and allowing for a structured (or systematic) literature identification and selection [67]. Understood as a systematic review method that collects and analyzes studies based on research questions, Pattanasak et al. [68] are of the opinion that the use of SLR ensures that the literature review is carried out systematically. In the same line of thought, Tahir et al. [69] also share the opinion that SLR is a research method used to systematically develop a literature review, following well-defined steps, which essentially go through three phases, namely planning, conducting, and reporting. Bearing in mind that sustainability in SMEs is an emerging topic, we believe that the best approach to deliver an assessment of the status quo in the existing literature and set an agenda for future research is through a SLR, supported by a bibliometric analysis.



Grounded on the guidelines proposed by Fisch and Block [70] and Moher et al. [71], we take the following steps: (a) identify and clarify key concepts in the literature; (b) describe the research questions; (c) identify key factors related to research questions; (d) identify the relevant literature; (e) identify relevant data to answer research questions; (f) specify study results.



The articles are gathered from the Thomson Reuters Web of Science core collection database (WoS), insofar as it is widely used in bibliometric studies and SLR (e.g., [72,73]), and includes highly reputable journals. Our research focuses only on peer-reviewed articles published in English language in journals with WoS impact factor from 2000 to June 2020. Chapters, books, and conference papers were not considered. It is important to highlight that, although the Scopus database has greater coverage in terms of indexing journals in various areas of knowledge, including the social sciences, the level of demand and rigor in journals’ indexation placed by WoS assumes greater relevance, the reason why we chose this database (e.g., [29,74]).



It is from the 1980s onwards, during the World Conferences on Environmental Education, that the issue of sustainability and the need for its promotion in an organizational context are most proclaimed. In this context, and in order to better understand the importance that sustainability in SMEs has been assuming in the present century, a period in which these issues assume more accentuated contours, the time period underlying the present study takes place between the year 2000 (year of turning century) and the present.



During the review of the literature, a set of keywords were identified that were used in the SLR and search protocol. We define SME by using similar terms, based on other organizations’ studies (e.g., [75,76,77]), such as “small firms”, “small companies”, “small businesses”, “small and medium enterprises”, and “small and medium-sized enterprises”. Based on these keywords, we used the following general search string: “sustainability” AND “SME” OR “small firms” OR “small and medium-sized enterprises” OR “small and medium enterprises” OR “small businesses” OR “small companies”. A total of 90 publications were identified using the Web of Science search engine.



After the initial collection of articles, the criteria to include and exclude publications were applied. According to Kuckertz and Block [67], selection inclusion and exclusion criteria depend on the aims of research, based on aspects concerning content, method, or publication quality. For a comprehensive selection of papers, we used the following inclusion and exclusion criteria:




	
Inclusion criteria:



	○

	
Peer-reviewed papers published from 2000 to June 2020;




	○

	
Research papers in English;




	○

	
Research papers published in journals with journal impact factor;




	○

	
Theoretical, qualitative, or quantitative papers.







	
Exclusion criteria:



	○

	
Peer-reviewed papers published after June 2020;




	○

	
Peer-reviewed books, chapters, conference papers or working papers;




	○

	
Research papers published in journals without WoS impact factor;




	○

	
Research papers unrelated to the SLR topic;




	○

	
Research papers published in journals included in the Emerging Sources Citation Index.












The selection process is described in Figure 1.



First, as mentioned above, 88 papers published between 2000 and June 2020 were identified through database searching. Second, an abstract analysis of all papers kept was performed independently by each researcher. Articles not related to the topic, duplicates or with other exclusion criteria (such as chapters, books, conference papers, papers published in journals without impact factor or articles in other languages than English) were classified for removal. A joint analysis was made and any divergences discussed until consensus was reached. At the end of the selection process, 46 publications were removed, and 42 articles published between 2000 and June 2020 were kept (see Supplementary Materials).



We performed a cluster analysis (e.g., [78]) to allow us to define the main research lines of sustainability in SMEs. A cluster represents “a stream of research or a particular topic” [29] (p. 1299). According to Ketchen and Shook [78], the first issue in clusters analysis is choosing clustering variables that will be relevant for defining the research topics. We conducted a first in-depth reading of sample papers to identify authors, paper characteristics and purpose, theoretical framework, paper type/research method, and organization type. While reading each paper, we selected relevant text and marked it with keywords. We selected the key variables used to define clusters based on Table 1 and descriptive statistics, such as number of publications per year, journal-wise distribution, authors with more publications, and number of publications per geographical spread. To ensure that clusters were well defined, we conducted a second in-depth analysis of each paper, helping to reduce possible biases. At the end of the process, four clusters emerged.




3. Results


Regarding the content of all articles selected based on the review protocol explained in Figure 1, a table is presented with the papers’ specific content based on categories as mentioned in the previous section: authors’ names, publication year and country context, theoretical framework, paper type/research methods, industry setting, and aim of the study (Table 1).



Next, based on the descriptive statistics analysis, we provide some results according to various categories, such as number of publications per year, journal-wide distribution, publications per geographical spread, publications per authors, and clusters based on SLR.



Figure 2 shows that out of the 42 studies, 76 percent were published between 2016 and 2020. In the period 2000–2015, the interest in the topic was not significant (only 10 papers were published). These data show that the topic Sustainability in SMEs has assumed more importance and relevance in WoS-indexed journals in the last 5 years. During the period 2000–2020, the topic attracted increasing scholarly interest among researchers, as can be observed in Figure 2 presenting the distribution of 42 sustainability articles across time.



According to the journal-wise distribution, the theme has appeared in a wide variety of journals, becoming popular among researchers of diverse fields. It was found that only 4 journals published more than one article on sustainability in SMEs, i.e., Business Strategy and the Environment, Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of Cleaner Production, and Sustainability. As can be seen in Table 2, 21 different journals published only 1 article and all journals have a WoS impact factor in 2020.



Table 3 below presents a list of authors with more publications. As can be observed, Prasanta Kumar Dey and Chrisovalantis Malesios lead the list with 4 papers and Fouad Ben Abdelaziz, Soumyadeb Chowdhury, and Debashree De are next with 3 papers. The papers of the authors with more publications cover the following topics: sustainability performance, green and environmental management practices, social and cultural issues, and values, skills and capabilities in sustainability.



The analysis of the publications by geographic context, based on Table 1, reveals that the country with most publications is UK with 7 publications, followed by Germany with 4 publications, and Italy with 3 publications.



Further, studies were classified into developing or developed countries, following the World Economic Situation Prospects 2020 [110]. It was found that, of the 36 empirical papers, one paper examines both developed and developing countries [97] and another examines the case of Taiwan. Of the other 34 papers, 74 percent of the publications examine developed countries (e.g., Australia, Austria, Canada, Greece, Czech Republic, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, New Zealand, and Sweden) and the remaining 26 percent examine developing countries (e.g., Brazil, Ghana, India, Kenya, Nigeria, Pakistan, Palestine, Philippines, and South Africa). A sizeable proportion of the publications examine European countries, with 53 percent of the research papers. In turn, Oceania is the least represented region with only 8 percent of publications. Based on the results presented, 4 clusters were defined. As shown in Table 4, the clusters are interconnected, in line with Bartolacci et al.’s [29] research. Cluster construction was based on the results, specifically on information given in Table 1. We used the article purpose and keywords connected to them. The four clusters are: sustainability and SMEs’ performance (cluster 1), green and environmental management issues in SMEs (cluster 2), social and cultural issues in SMEs and their impact on sustainability policies (cluster 3); and values, skills, and capabilities needed for sustainability in SMEs (cluster 4).




4. Discussion


Our research revealed 4 clusters. Cluster 1 includes 21 papers that analyzed the relationship between sustainable practices and SMEs performance. Cluster 2 is composed of 19 papers encompassing green and environmental issues. This theme/cluster covers topics, such as lean and green management practices and barriers and drivers to environmental management. Cluster 3 includes only 3 papers, which are devoted to the examination of social and cultural issues in SMEs and their impact on sustainability policies. The last cluster comprises 21 papers examining the values, skills, and capabilities needed for sustainability in SMEs.



Of the 42 papers that met the inclusion criteria, 7 are conceptual papers [31,38,87,90,91] or literature reviews [29,51]. The conceptual papers are older, albeit relatively recent, which is evidence that the body of knowledge on SMEs’ sustainability is still being consolidated. The literature reviews being very recent (both from 2020) also attest to the underdeveloped character of this research field. With the exception of Bartolacci et al.’s [29] study, these papers focus on “green and environmental management issues in SMEs” (cluster 2) or/and “values, skills, and capabilities needed for sustainability in SMEs” (cluster 4) and most of them seem to adopt a business case for sustainability in SMEs’ perspective. Moore and Manring’s [38] conceptual paper focuses on the business case for SMEs’ engagement with sustainability, exploring different strategies: becoming an interesting sustainable investment option for acquisition by larger firms; creating networks of SMEs engaged with sustainability; becoming sustainable suppliers in global supply chains. Loucks et al. [31], included in cluster 2, is another good example, by exploring how to engage SMEs in strategies that advance the sustainability of their businesses, while generating economic value. Drawing on concepts from stakeholder theory, the authors argue that most benefits which could ensue to SMEs that make the concerted effort to identify the best strategies will occur with regards to stakeholders and business practices. The menaces from advocacy groups, government regulations pertaining to pollution or production practices, expensive production changes, and the absence of information concerning marketplace changes are pointed out as likely business risks/challenges for SMEs that engage in the management of sustainable practices.



Findings gathered from the SLR reveal that studies were conducted across different geographical locations, both in a developing-economies setting and in developed institutional environments. This notwithstanding, most studies examine SMEs in developed European countries. The UK (with 7 studies) and Germany (with 4 studies) are the countries standing out, but Greece and Italy (with 2 and 3 studies, respectively) also deserve mentioning. Only 2 studies examine SMEs from the US [81,86]. This is surprising in view of the greater contribution of this country to greenhouse gases and environmental degradation when compared to the other countries [51]. Commenting on their findings concerning the corresponding author’s country, which we have not analyzed, Bartolacci et al. [29] expressed their surprise regarding the USA and UK not appearing in the top two countries. Even more surprising, for the same reason, is the absence of China as a setting for the studies we are examining. These findings were also corroborated by Bakos et al. [51], who provided a literature review on the drivers and barriers of environmental sustainability in SMEs.



In addition, based on our analysis, few studies offer comparisons between countries. Viesi et al. [101] offered an examination of energy efficiency and sustainability performance of about 500 SMEs of Austria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy and Slovenia. Malesios et al. [97] examined the impacts of individual sustainability-related practices and performance dimensions on SMEs’ economic performance, using a sample of 119 British, French, and Indian SMEs. However, these researchers did not provide details concerning how firms from these countries compare in terms of sustainability performance. Although, based on interviews to 32 experts from National Cleaner Production Centres in Kenya, Uganda, South Africa, and Ghana, Quartey and Oguntoye’s [93] study does not really amount to a comparative study.



Furthermore, a significant number of the studies refer to the SME sector in general, rather than one industry specifically. The analysis reveals that empirical studies were conducted across different types of industries, ranging from the wine industry [52,108] to the tourism industry [30,79]. However, most research is found in the manufacturing sector setting. In particular, more than half of the articles included in clusters 1 and 2 target the manufacturing SMEs (e.g., [9,80,81,85,92,94,95,96,97,98]). This is understandable, given that manufacturing is an energy-intensive sector, whose processes contribute to increasing the fossil-carbon footprint, and problematic and unethical labor practices were found.



The manufacturing sector has markedly contributed to the economic growth of many countries and adds force to an inclusive and sustainable development [111]. Overall, the relationship between sustainability-related manufacturing practices and organizations’ performance has received limited attention [7]. This evidence is reinforced in the case of SMEs, as suggested in the articles included in cluster 1 (e.g., [80,95,96,97]).



Furthermore, there are contradictory and inconclusive results of the scarce literature studying the association between economic performance and sustainability-related practices and performance of the SMEs [97]. In the context of British, French, and Indian SMEs, Malesios et al. [97] examined the relationship between individual sustainability practices and performance dimensions with financial performance. The findings suggest that only specific practices and performances focused on environmental, operational, and social sustainability appear to benefit SMEs’ economic performance (e.g., health and safety practices were found to positively impact turnover, while the corresponding aspects of performance were found to be nonsignificant or even negative). One other study suggests that an entrepreneurial strategic orientation allows small businesses in the Philippine manufacturing industry context to develop more proactive stances towards environmental sustainability practices, which ushers to better firm performance [80]. Mani et al. [9] confirmed a positive association between social sustainability-related practices and supply chain performance that is mediated by customer, supplier, and operational performance. Bartolacci et al. [29] performed a SLR to present a broad understanding of the relationship that exists between sustainability and financial performances in SMEs and concluded that most studies confirm a positive association between sustainability-related and SMEs’ financial performance and competitiveness. Our results are in line with Bartolacci et al.’s [29] findings, but we emphasize that this issue deserves a more in-depth understanding.



The theoretical frameworks applied range from contingency theory to stakeholder theory and the resource-based view; however, from our SLR it can be ascertained that other theories have been used as well. Such theoretical diversity may be due to the multidisciplinary nature of sustainability research, which is dependent upon shared knowledge from numerous different disciplines [112]. However, more revealing of the emerging nature of this research area is the high proportion of studies positing descriptive insights not supported by an explicit theoretical framework. There is a clear need to further more research with theoretical contributions.



Our methodology analysis revealed that questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, mixed methods, SLR, conceptual reviews, and case studies were present in the dataset. Yet, there is a predominance of the case study approach and very small data samples. Research-oriented case studies are very valuable to deal with situations of uncertainty and uniqueness within the SME complex context. Research using archival data or/and large samples is scant, and there is a lack of replication studies. We recognize the difficulty in obtaining reliable SME data in some countries’ institutional settings. One explanation for the lack of accounting and management replication studies might be that the academic environment often considers repetition an “inferior” form of research [113] (p. 218). However, regarding sustainability in SMEs, successful replication may also contribute to further and deeper explanatory studies and theory, and larger samples may increase robustness of findings.



Reviewing the literature shows a relative predominance of qualitative contributions. Cluster 4 includes most of the quantitative papers that use relatively large samples (e.g., [81,82,83,86,103]). Grounded on a dynamic capabilities framework and using a sample of 294 SMEs from the US, Hofmann et al. [86] sought to identify capabilities that assist in the engagement with environmental practices. They showed that the collaboration with suppliers and customers, the adoption of advanced technology, and existence of an innovative ability may equip firms with capabilities that are helpful in addressing environmental challenges. Drawing on a quantitative approach using a questionnaire to 450 Swedish SMEs, Jansson et al. [103] examined the relationships between commitment to sustainability and market orientation, entrepreneurial orientation, and management values. Their findings reveal that market orientation, entrepreneurial orientation, and sustainability practices are associated with commitment to sustainability, but management is not. Roxas and Coetzer [82] based their analysis on a survey by questionnaire to 166 small manufacturing firms in the Philippines to explore the institutional environment’s influence on the attitudes regarding the natural environment and on environmental sustainability. Theoretically, the authors support findings that owner-manager attitudes are strongly shaped by the institutional environment and that such attitudes influence the environmental sustainability orientation. However, the study offers empirical evidence that lack of resources in small firms does not appear to be a major barrier towards environmental sustainability. This is not in line with the view that small firms are generally unable to pursue actions to sustainability-orientated activities relative to the larger ones (e.g., [51,55]).



Cluster 2 presents an extended set of papers addressing the increasing demand for the adoption of sustainability-related practices through lean and green policies (e.g., [85,92,94,95]). There is burgeoning interest in establishing links between lean management practices and environmental sustainability [95]. Although lean practices are philosophically efficiency-oriented, practices, such as eco-design, renewable energy use, and social wellbeing, are perceived as capital intensive by SMEs and many of them are generally not as able to develop environmental management practices as their larger counterparts [92]. Another vast array of papers deals with the barriers to green and environmental management and the drivers for change assisting the transformation of SMEs into more sustainable businesses (e.g., [31,51,90,92,95,96,101,107]). A stream of research suggests that most SMEs appeared to be driven by competitiveness concerns and external pressure, more than by environmental concerns [51]. For example, based on a qualitative study of pro-environmental engagement of small businesses in the UK, Williams and Schaefer [107] analyzed the motivations of environmentally pro-active small businesses’ managers to adopt pro-environmental measures. The requirement of compliance with environmental legislation, benefits from resource efficiency savings, win-win arguments, together with perceived longer-term benefits of investment that would lead to better public relations were found as motivations for SME managers to become environmentally pro-active. However, contradicting explanations as to why SMEs pursue management environmental practices have been offered [27]. For example, Knight et al. [52] highlighted that financial resources are not central to the implementation of environmental strategies in SMEs, which contradicts the literature sustaining that their limited access is a barrier to a successful engagement in sustainable practices (e.g., [55,56]).



Another important stream of research highlights environmental collaboration as part of a systematic approach that facilitates the adoption of environmental practices (e.g., 22, 86,92,101,102). Johnson [102], for example, delivered evidence that sustainability orientation can be incorporated by SMEs through the environmental knowledge associated to the level of experience and capability, in both strategic and operational aspects. The findings validate that cooperation with customers can impact a firm’s proactive sustainability engagement. Other scholars, Dey, Malesios, De, Budhwar, Chowdhury et al. [92] derived strategies for achieving sustainability across the whole circular economy field of action in SMEs. It was found that specific strategies include collaboration with suppliers and customers across the supply chain. However, the study by Hofmann et al. [86] on SMEs manufacturers from the USA suggested that the majority of the firms do not adopt forms of collaboration or adopt them only to a slight degree. This area would benefit from further research, as multi-tier suppliers are usually SMEs, and recent literature suggests that diverse intermediaries facilitate sustainability action and the guidance of sustainability transitions in society in different ways [48].



Few articles draw attention to the family business nature of most SMEs (e.g., [108,109]). Broccardo and Zicari [108] made an explicit connection between SMEs-related literature and family business research, by exploring how wine sector SMEs operating in Italy integrate sustainability into their business models. The results emphasized differences in performance between family firms and their non-family counterparts: the business model of family businesses is conducive to superior performance, in particular economic performance. Two distinct types of business models for SMEs, based on their type of governance, family or non-family, were proposed by the authors. In turn, Kiefhaber et al. [109] interviewed owner-managers and managing directors of hospitality in New Zealand and examined the role of such actors’ identities concerning their engagement with sustainability and their relationship with the institutional environment. The findings validate interesting results: there is no single sustainability-related identity, and family and community institutional orders act as important enablers and facilitators of sustainability-related identities, whereas institutional orders of market, state, and profession have both enabling and constraining roles.



Another interesting finding is the almost absence of research on sustainability reporting in SMEs. Only the study by Knight et al. [52], included in three clusters, explicitly examined such reporting, focusing on environmental disclosure in the Australian wine industry setting. On the basis of a survey by questionnaire and grounded on the resource-based view, the authors examined the impact of different firm resources on environmental behavior and disclosure, and found that innovation performance significantly influenced the disclosure of such behavior.



Still another noteworthy absence of research pertains to how social and environmental sustainability relate to intellectual capital management in the case of SMEs. Although several of the studies reviewed examine the values, skills, and capabilities needed for sustainability in SMEs, none establishes relationships between these aspects and intellectual capital. The only relevant mention to intellectual capital is made by Loucks et al. [31] (p. 188), who considered that the “importance of intellectual capital to achieving and sustaining competitive advantage may be especially salient for small firms”.



Cluster 3 includes only 3 papers [3,27,79]. All publications are recent and present empirical studies with data gathered from interviews, questionnaires or both. Westman et al. [27] explored the responses of over 1600 Canadian SMEs to a survey, complementing empirical data with 37 semi-structured interviews. The authors specified that individual beliefs and values of owners and managers represent a key factor regarding the engagement with sustainability. These results do not support the previous literature arguing that management attitudes or values impact commitment to sustainability (e.g., [59,107]). The results of Westman et al. [27] also reveal the importance of the well-being of employees in sustainability engagement and of the socioenvironmental context in which SMEs are immersed. Following a grounded theory approach, and using data obtained from interviews, Kornilaki and Font [79] explored how external factors, namely sociocultural and industrial ones, influenced decision-making in small tourism enterprises in Greece. Kraus et al. [3] undertook an inductive investigation to analyze regional/geographic and behavioral cultural antecedents of sustainability in manufacturing SMEs in the German region of Baden-Württemberg, based on semi-structured interviews. The findings revealed point of views predominantly informed “by a particular moral identity connected with a perspective rooted in regionally bound, longstanding and ‘expected’ behaviors of trust, fairness, honesty and community responsibility” (p. 629). On the whole, the literature in this field shows that the exploration of the influence of the social and cultural context on SMEs engagement with sustainability is poorly developed.




5. Concluding Remarks


Our findings reveal four clusters that represent the main themes of research in the literature focusing on sustainability in SMEs: sustainability and SMEs’ performance; green and environmental management issues; social and cultural issues and their impact on sustainability policies; values, skills, and capabilities. The topic was received with increased interest in WoS-indexed journals from 2016 onwards, with a sizeable proportion of the publications examining developed countries, in particular the European ones. The results point to the important role that external factors and internal factors play in influencing SMEs to take on sustainability-oriented initiatives and work toward sustainability goals (e.g., [27,52,79,86,102]). Overall, our findings suggest that research on SMEs sustainability has received limited attention. We have also provided evidence on the main limitations and gaps, identifying opportunities for future research. Evidence of this underdeveloped field of research ranges from the recentness of the existing literature reviews to the lack of critical research. This notwithstanding, we will focus on gaps and avenues for further research which may have opened up due to the lack of attention to germane strands of research, as well as to issues pertaining to theoretical frameworks, sample size, country and sector setting, and almost absent topics of research. Some of the issues that are evident from the underdevelopment of the literature mentioned above and that we deem deserving of further reflection, pertain to lack of interchange between the literatures on SMEs’ sustainability and family-firms’ sustainability; the high proportion of studies not using an explicit theoretical framework; the scarcity of studies using large samples; the relative scarcity of research on developing countries and making comparisons between countries; the focus on the manufacturing sector; and the scant research on sustainability reporting in SMEs.



One of the aspects we consider under-researched and put forward as one of the most fruitful lines of research is the exploration of the complementarity between the literature on SMEs’ sustainability and on family business. We believe that this cross-fertilization makes sense given that a sizeable proportion of family firms are SMEs, and vice versa, but we also consider that adding to the arsenal of theoretical frameworks within the socio-emotional wealth theory (SEWT) would contribute significantly to extending knowledge in the field. SEWT originates in behavioral theory, and was specifically developed to address issues regarding family firms, constituting the main theoretical framework in family business research [65,114,115,116]. SEW is defined as the “non-financial aspects of the firm that meet the family’s affective needs, such as identity, the ability to exercise family influence, and the perpetuation of the family dynasty” [115] (p. 106). We believe this is an interesting lens of analysis in particular concerning the investigation of the influence of the social and cultural context on why and how SMEs engage with sustainability.



Another aspect that we deem a fruitful line of research concerns the relationships between intellectual capital and its management and sustainability in SMEs. The absence of research on how social and environmental sustainability relates to intellectual capital in the case of SMEs noted above is likely to be associated with the limited attention that both research on SMEs sustainability and on intellectual capital in SMEs have received. Demartini and Beretta [117] depicted the latter type of research as being fragmented, but also considered its relevance to be growing. These researchers emphasized the crucial role played by intellectual capital in the case of SMEs given that they “have less tangible resources available compared to their larger counterparts and, thus, rely more on intangible resources” [117] (p. 317). Recent research has developed intellectual capital management methods in the context of SMEs [118]. We believe that endeavors such as this focusing on sustainability management methods would amount to a line of research with considerable practical impacts.



Research using large samples and providing empirical quantitative studies is scant. On the other hand, such research focuses on individual countries, and particularly on the more developed ones. There is no study on China, and empirical analysis on SMEs of countries, such as Brazil, India and South Africa, are clearly neglected. However, these countries include some of the richest biodiversity areas in the world and some of the major settings of environmental degradation are in these countries. Thus, it is also worthwhile to better understand how SMEs are engaged with nature and what type of support SMEs should be provided with to make them part of the solution to prevent biodiversity loss and extinction. Furthermore, we consider that further comparative international studies, including comparisons between developing and developed countries, are essential for extending further knowledge of SMEs’ sustainability. Given the scarcity of databases and the time-consuming nature of data collection concerning SMEs, we put forward that a fruitful strategy would be to organize teams of international researchers collecting similar data from SMEs in different countries and conducting comparative research.



There is no evidence of a stream of research on SMEs’ sustainability reporting. Such lack of research is consistent with the findings of literature reviews on sustainability reporting. When examining firm size as a reporting determinant, Dienes et al. [119] referred to the lower reporting levels of SMEs, but did not identify research focusing on this type of firms. Chung and Cho [120] (p. 229) indicated research on sustainability reporting in SMEs as one of the opportunities “for positive growth” in social and environmental accounting research. We share the view expressed by the authors and see SMEs’ sustainability reporting research as one of the most fruitful avenues for further development in research.



This study contributes to the literature on SMEs’ sustainability by providing a SLR that allowed us to identify several issues that are underexplored or lacking, and putting forward several contributions on how to further develop such literature. Additional research on SMEs’ sustainability is crucial in view of their importance in the management of finite global environmental and social resources and in advancing the targets of sustainable development.



Our analysis offers insights to academia, practitioners, and policy makers to help SMEs in their endeavors to engage with sustainability-related practices. We have identified a number of limitations and opportunities for further research that may assist management scholars in their research. However, it also has some relevant practical implications. We consider that Universities and Business Schools should promote research on SMEs’ sustainability to help SMEs to be an active contributor to sustainable development in view of the lack of resources they usually have to engage with sustainability practices. Given the recent trends regarding sustainability reporting standardization and harmonization, namely in the European Union, this study may be of assistance for policy makers by making them aware that research on such reporting in the SMEs context is almost inexistent and reminding them that such research is crucial to support their proposals. Our findings may assist them to develop strategies to improve SMEs’ social and environmental reporting. This review emphasizes also the social implications of understanding social and cultural contexts, and specific sectors in which SMEs operate, to align incentives and other strategic tools in promoting a balance between social, economic, and environmental sustainability in SMEs’ development.



This study has several limitations. Firstly, the choice of the search keywords may have led to the exclusion of publications examining specific aspects of corporate sustainability (such as the fight against corruption, responsible tax behavior, or even biodiversity) without explicitly relating them to the wider issue of sustainability. Further research could extend the analysis to provide insights on such specific topics, which is desirable to enrich the literature. Secondly, we selected only WoS papers, potentially excluding insights on sustainability in SMEs offered in papers presented at conferences, books, and book chapters, but also in journals indexed in other databases. Thirdly, we have examined articles published in English. We recognize that manuscripts written in other languages (e.g., French or Portuguese) and published in academic journals could be an important addition to the literature. Future research could examine literature published in other languages. Fourthly, our sample consists of articles published between 2000 and 2020. Future studies could replicate this study in a post-COVID period and analyze whether this unprecedent disruptive event has boosted interest in research on sustainability in SMEs.








Supplementary Materials


The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14116493/s1, PRISMA checklist.





Author Contributions


Conceptualization, A.M., M.C.B., P.N.M. and C.M.; methodology, P.N.M.; software, P.N.M.; validation, A.M., M.C.B., P.N.M. and C.M.; formal analysis, A.M. and M.C.B.; investigation, A.M., M.C.B., P.N.M. and C.M.; resources, A.M., P.N.M. and C.M.; data curation, A.M., M.C.B. and P.N.M.; writing—original draft preparation, A.M., M.C.B., P.N.M. and C.M.; writing—review and editing, A.M., M.C.B. and C.M.; visualization, A.M., M.C.B. and P.N.M.; supervision, A.M., M.C.B. and P.N.M.; project administration, A.M. and M.C.B. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Institutional Review Board Statement


Not applicable.




Informed Consent Statement


Not applicable.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.




References


	



Pérez-Batres, L.A.; Doh, J.P.; Miller, V.V.; Pisani, M.J. Stakeholder pressures as determinants of CSR strategic choice: Why do firms choose symbolic versus substantive self-regulatory codes of conduct? J. Bus. Ethics 2012, 110, 157–172. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Elkington, J. Cannibals with Forks: The Tripple Bottom Line of 21st Century Business; Capstone Publishing: Oxford, UK, 1997. [Google Scholar]

	



Kraus, P.; Stokes, P.; Cooper, S.C.; Liu, Y.; Moore, N.; Britzelmaier, B.; Tarba, S. Cultural Antecedents of Sustainability and Regional Economic Development—A Study of SME ‘Mittelstand’ Firms in Baden-Württemberg (Germany). Entrep. Reg. Dev. 2020, 32, 629–653. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Starik, M.; Marcus, A.A. Introduction to the Special Research Forum on the Management of Organizations in the Natural Environment: A Field Emerging from Multiple Paths. With Many Challenges Ahead. Acad. Manag. J. 2000, 43, 539–546. [Google Scholar]

	



Abhayawansa, S.; Adams, C.A.; Neesham, C. Accountability and governance in pursuit of Sustainable Development Goals: Conceptualising how governments create value. Account. Audit. Account. J. 2021, 34, 923–945. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Martínez, M.D.C.V.; Martín-Cervantes, P.A.; del Mar Miralles-Quirós, M. Sustainable development and the limits of gender policies on corporate boards in Europe. A comparative analysis between developed and emerging markets. Eur. Res. Manag. Bus. Econ. 2022, 28, 100168. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Abdul-Rashid, S.H.; Sakundarini, N.; Raja Ghazilla, R.A.; Thurasamy, R. The impact of sustainable manufacturing practices on sustainability performance: Empirical evidence from Malaysia. Int. J. Oper. Prod. Manag. 2017, 2, 182–204. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Cruz, L.B.; Pedrozo, E.A.; Estivalete, V.F.B. Towards sustainable development strategies: A complex view following the contribution of Edgar Morin. Manag. Dec. 2006, 44, 871–891. [Google Scholar]

	



Mani, V.; Jabbour, C.J.C.; Mani, K.T. Supply chain social sustainability in small and medium manufacturing enterprises and firms’ performance: Empirical evidence from an emerging Asian economy. Int. J. Prod. Econ. 2020, 227, 107656. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Brundtland, G.H. Our Common Future, World Commission on Environment and Development; University Press: Oxford, UK, 1987. [Google Scholar]

	



Lozano, R. Envisioning Sustainability Three-dimensionally. J. Clean. Prod. 2008, 16, 1838–1846. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Montiel, I.; Delgado-Ceballos, J. Defining and Measuring Corporate Sustainability: Are We There Yet? Org. Environ. 2014, 27, 113–139. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Moon, J. The Contribution of Corporate Social Responsibility to Sustainable Development. Sustain. Dev. 2007, 15, 296–306. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dyllick, T.; Hockerts, K. Beyond the Business Case for Corporate Sustainability. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2002, 11, 130–141. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



van Marrewijk, M. Concepts and definitions of CSR and corporate sustainability: Between agency and communion. J. Bus. Ethics 2003, 44, 95–105. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



European Commission. A Business Contribution to Sustainable Development. 2002. Available online: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52002DC0347&from=EN (accessed on 8 October 2020).

	



Wolf, J. The relationship between sustainable supply chain management, stakeholder pressure and corporate sustainability performance. J. Bus. Ethics 2014, 119, 317–328. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



European Commission. The New European Consensus on Development—EU and Member States Sign Joint Strategy to Eradicate Poverty. 2017. Available online: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_17_1503 (accessed on 10 July 2020).

	



Kaplan, S. Why social responsibility produces more resilient organizations. MIT Sloan Manag. Rev. 2020, 62, 85–90. [Google Scholar]

	



Qiu, S.C.; Jiang, J.; Liu, X.; Chen, M.H.; Yuan, X. Can corporate social responsibility protect firm value during the COVID-19 pandemic? Int. J. Hosp. Manag. 2021, 93, 102759. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



United Nations. Shared Responsibility, Global Solidarity: Responding to the Socio-Economic Impacts of COVID-19. 2020. Available online: https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/SG-Report-Socio-Economic-Impact-of-Covid19.pdf (accessed on 15 March 2021).

	



Chege, S.M.; Wang, D. The influence of technology innovation on SME performance through environmental sustainability practices in Kenya. Technol. Soc. 2020, 60, 101210. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Singh, K.; Misra, M. Linking corporate social responsibility (CSR) and organizational performance: The moderating effect of corporate reputation. Eur. Res. Manag. Bus. Econ. 2021, 27, 100139. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Jenkins, H. Small Business Champions for Corporate Social Responsibility. J. Bus. Ethics 2006, 67, 241–256. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Lee, M.-D.P. A Review of the Theories of Corporate Social Responsibility: Its Evolutionary Path and the Road Ahead. Int. J. Manag. Rev. 2008, 10, 53–73. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Lindgreen, A.; Swaen, V. Corporate Social Responsibility. Int. J. Manag. Rev. 2010, 12, 1–7. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Westman, L.; Luederitz, C.; Kundurpi, A.; Mercado, A.J.; Weber, O.; Burch, S.L. Conceptualizing businesses as social actors: A framework for understanding sustainability actions in small-and medium-sized enterprises. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2019, 28, 388–402. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Aragón-Correa, J.A.; Hurtado-Torres, N.; Sharma, S.; García-Morals, V.J. Environmental Strategy and Performance in Small Firms: A Resource-based Perspective. J. Environ. Manag. 2008, 86, 88–103. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Bartolacci, F.; Caputo, A.; Soverchia, M. Sustainability and financial performance of small and medium sized enterprises: A bibliometric and systematic literature review. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2020, 29, 1297–1309. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kornilaki, M.; Thomas, R.; Font, X. The sustainability behaviour of small firms in tourism: The role of self-efficacy and contextual constraints. J. Sustain. Tour. 2019, 27, 97–117. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Loucks, E.S.; Martens, M.L.; Cho, C.H. Engaging small-and medium-sized businesses in sustainability. Sustain. Account. Manag. Policy J. 2010, 1, 178–200. [Google Scholar]

	



Spence, L.J. Small Business Social Responsibility: Expanding Core CSR Theory. Bus. Soc. 2016, 55, 23–55. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Wickert, C.; Scherer, A.G.; Spence, L.J. Walking and Talking Corporate Social Responsibility: Implications of Firm Size and Organizational Cost. J. Manag. Stud. 2016, 53, 1169–1196. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



European Commission. User Guide to the SME Definition; Enterprise and Industry Publications; European Commission: Brussels, Belgium, 2017; Available online: https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/conferences/state-aid/sme/smedefinitionguide_en.pdf (accessed on 10 July 2020).

	



Koirala, S. SMEs: Key Drivers of Green and Inclusive Growth; OECD Green Growth Papers. No. 2019/03; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2019. [Google Scholar]

	



Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises: Local Strength, Global Reach. OECD Policy Rev.: 2000. Available online: https://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/1918307.pdf (accessed on 10 July 2020).

	



European Commission. Commission recommendation of 6 May 2003 concerning the definition of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. Off. J. Eur. Union 2003, L124/36, 1–6. Available online: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32003H0361 (accessed on 10 July 2020).

	



Moore, S.B.; Manring, S.L. Strategy development in small and medium sized enterprises for sustainability and increased value creation. J. Clean. Prod. 2009, 17, 276–282. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Zhu, Q.; Zou, F.; Zhang, P. The role of innovation for performance improvement through corporate social responsibility practices among small and medium-sized suppliers in China. Corp. Soc. Responsib. Environ. Manag. 2019, 26, 341–350. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. OECD SME and Entrepreneurship Outlook 2019; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2019. [Google Scholar]

	



Erdin, C.; Ozkaya, G. Contribution of small and medium enterprises to economic development and quality of life in Turkey. Heliyon 2020, 6, e03215. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



European Commission. Annual Report on European SMEs 2018/2019—Research and Development and Innovation by SMEs. 2019. Available online: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/b6a34664-335d-11ea-ba6e-01aa75ed71a1 (accessed on 23 October 2020).

	



Kalemli-Ozcan, S.; Gourinchas, P.O.; Penciakova, V.; Sander, N. COVID-19 and SME Failures; IMF Work. No. 2020/207; International Monetary Fund: Washington, DC, USA, 2020. [Google Scholar]

	



European Commission. Annual Report on European SMEs 2016/2017—Focus on Self-Employment. 2017. Available online: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/0b7b64b6-ca80-11e7-8e69-01aa75ed71a1 (accessed on 23 July 2020).

	



Juergensen, J.; Guimón, J.; Narula, R. European SMEs amidst the COVID-19 crisis: Assessing impact and policy responses. J. Ind. Bus. Econ. 2020, 47, 499–510. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Das, M.; Rangarajan, K.; Dutta, G. Corporate sustainability in small and medium-sized enterprises: A literature analysis and road ahead. J. Ind. Bus. Res. 2020, 12, 271–300. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Upstill-Goddard, J.; Glass, J.; Dainty, A.; Nicholson, I. Implementing sustainability in small and medium-sized construction firms. Eng. Constr. Arch. Manag. 2016, 23, 407–427. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kundurpi, A.; Westman, L.; Luederitz, C.; Burch, S.; Mercado, A. Navigating between adaptation and transformation: How intermediaries support businesses in sustainability transitions. J. Clean. Prod. 2021, 283, 125366. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Spence, L.J. CSR and Small Business in a European Policy Context: The Five “C”s of CSR and Small Business Research Agenda 2007. Bus. Soc. Rev. 2007, 112, 533–552. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Perrini, F.; Russo, A.; Tencati, A. CSR strategies of SMEs and large firms. Evidence from Italy. J. Bus. Ethics 2007, 74, 285–300. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Bakos, J.; Siu, M.; Orengo, A.; Kasiri, N. An analysis of environmental sustainability in small & medium-sized enterprises: Patterns and trends. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2020, 29, 1285–1296. [Google Scholar]

	



Knight, H.; Megicks, P.; Agarwal, S.; Leenders, M.A.A.M. Firm resources and the development of environmental sustainability among small and medium-sized enterprises: Evidence from the Australian wine industry. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2019, 28, 25–39. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Rao, P.; Kumar, S.; Chavan, M.; Lim, W.M. A systematic literature review on SME financing: Trends and future directions. J. Small Bus. Manag. 2021, 1–31. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Spence, L.J. Does Size Matter? the State of the Art in Small Business Ethics. Bus. Ethics A Eur. Rev. 1999, 8, 163–174. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



López-Pérez, M.E.; Melero, I.; Javier Sese, F. Management for sustainable development and its impact on firm value in the SME context: Does size matter? Bus. Strategy Environ. 2017, 26, 985–999. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kiefer, C.P.; Del Rio Gonzalez, P.; Carrillo-Hermosilla, J. Drivers and barriers of eco-innovation types for sustainable transitions: A quantitative perspective. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2019, 28, 155–172. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Koch, J.; Gerdt, S.O.; Schewe, G. Determinants of sustainable behavior of firms and the consequences for customer satisfaction in hospitality. Int. J. Hosp. Manag. 2020, 89, 102515. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Preuss, L.; Perschke, J. Slipstreaming the larger boats: Social responsibility in medium-sized businesses. J. Bus. Ethics 2010, 92, 531–551. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hammann, E.M.; Habisch, A.; Pechlaner, H. Values that create value: Socially responsible business practices in SMEs–empirical evidence from German companies. Bus. Ethics A Eur. Rev. 2009, 18, 37–51. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Adams, C.A. Conceptualising the contemporary corporate value creation process. Account. Audit. Account. J. 2017, 30, 906–931. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Cassely, L.; Larbi, S.B.; Revelli, C.; Lacroux, A. Corporate social performance (CSP) in time of economic crisis. Sustain. Account. Manag. Policy J. 2021, 12, 913–942. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



He, H.; Harris, L. The impact of COVID-19 pandemic on corporate social responsibility and marketing philosophy. J. Bus. Res. 2020, 116, 176–182. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Schaltegger, S.; Lüdeke-Freund, F.; Hansen, E.G. Business models for sustainability: A co-evolutionary analysis of sustainable entrepreneurship, innovation, and transformation. Organ. Environ. 2016, 29, 264–289. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Khan, M.; Hassan, A.; Harrison, C.; Tarbert, H. CSR reporting: A review of research and agenda for future research. Manag. Res. Rev. 2020, 43, 1395–1419. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Mariani, M.M.; Al-Sultan, K.; De Massis, A. Corporate social responsibility in family firms: A systematic literature review. J. Small Bus. Manag. 2021, 1–55. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tranfield, D.; Denyer, D.; Smart, P. Towards a methodology for developing evidence-informed management knowledge by means of systematic review. Br. J. Manag. 2003, 14, 207–222. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kuckertz, A.; Block, J. Reviewing systematic literature reviews: Ten key questions and criteria for reviewers. Manag. Rev. Quart. 2021, 71, 519–524. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pattanasak, P.; Anantana, T.; Paphawasit, B.; Wudhikarn, R. Critical Factors and Performance Measurement of Business Incubators: A Systematic Literature Review. Sustainability. 2022, 14, 4610. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tahir, T.; Rasool, G.; Gencel, C. A systematic literature review on software measurement programs. Inf. Softw. Technol. 2016, 73, 101–121. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Fisch, C.; Block, J. Six tips for your (systematic) literature review in business and management research. Manag. Rev. Quart. 2018, 68, 103–106. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Moher, D.; Liberati, A.; Tetzlaff, J.; Altman, D.G. Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses: The PRISMA statement. Ann. Intern. Med. 2009, 151, 264–269. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Paul-Hus, A.; Desrochers, N.; Costas, R. Characterization, description, and considerations for the use of funding acknowledgement data in Web of Science. Scientometrics 2016, 108, 167–182. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Vicente-Saez, R.; Martinez-Fuentes, C. Open Science now: A systematic literature review for an integrated definition. J. Bus. Res. 2018, 88, 428–436. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Falagas, M.E.; Pitsouni, E.I.; Malietzis, G.A.; Pappas, G. Comparison of PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar: Strengths and weaknesses. FASEB J. 2008, 22, 338–342. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Bocconcelli, R.; Cioppi, M.; Fortezza, F.; Francioni, B.; Pagano, A.; Savelli, E.; Splendiani, S. SMEs and marketing: A systematic literature review. Int. J. Manag. Rev. 2018, 20, 227–254. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Heinicke, A. Performance measurement systems in small and medium-sized enterprises and family firms: A systematic literature review. J. Manag. Control 2018, 28, 457–502. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ortiz-Avram, D.; Domnanovich, J.; Kronenberg, C.; Scholz, M. Exploring the integration of corporate social responsibility into the strategies of small-and medium-sized enterprises: A systematic literature review. J. Clean. Prod. 2018, 201, 254–271. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ketchen, D.J.; Shook, C.L. The application of cluster analysis in strategic management research: An analysis and critique. Strategy Manag. J. 1996, 17, 441–458. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kornilaki, M.; Font, X. Normative influences: How socio-cultural and industrial norms influence the adoption of sustainability practices. A grounded theory of Cretan, small tourism firms. J. Environ. Manag. 2019, 230, 183–189. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Roxas, B.; Ashill, N.; Chadee, D. Effects of entrepreneurial and environmental sustainability orientations on firm performance: A study of small businesses in the Philippines. J. Small Bus. Manag. 2017, 55, 163–178. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Panwar, R.; Nybakk, E.; Pinkse, J.; Hansen, E. Being good when not doing well: Examining the effect of the economic downturn on small manufacturing firms’ ongoing sustainability-oriented initiatives. Organ. Environ. 2015, 28, 204–222. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Roxas, B.; Coetzer, A. Institutional environment, managerial attitudes and environmental sustainability orientation of small firms. J. Bus. Ethics 2012, 111, 461–476. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Imran, M.; Salisu, I.; Aslam, H.D.; Iqbal, J.; Hameed, I. Resource and Information Access for SME Sustainability in the Era of IR 4.0: The Mediating and Moderating Roles of Innovation Capability and Management Commitment. Processes 2019, 7, 211. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Caputo, F.; Carrubbo, L.; Sarno, D. The Influence of Cognitive Dimensions on the Consumer-SME Relationship: A Sustainability-Oriented. Sustainability 2018, 10, 3238. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Choudhary, S.; Nayak, R.; Dora, M.; Mishra, N.; Ghadge, A. An integrated lean and green approach for improving sustainability performance: A case study of a packaging manufacturing SME in the UK. Prod. Plan. Control 2019, 30, 353–368. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hofmann, K.H.; Theyel, G.; Wood, C.H. Identifying firm capabilities as drivers of environmental management and sustainability practices–evidence from small and medium-sized manufacturers. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2012, 21, 530–545. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tilley, F.; Fuller, T. Foresighting methods and their role in researching small firms and sustainability. Futures 2000, 32, 149–161. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Shihadeh, F.; Naradda Gamage, S.K.; Hannoon, A. The causal relationship between SME sustainability and banks’ risk. Econ. Res.-Ekon. Istraži. 2019, 32, 2743–2760. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Klewitz, J. Grazing, exploring and networking for sustainability-oriented innovations in learning-action networks: An SME perspective. Innov. Eur. J. Soc. Sci. Res. 2017, 30, 476–503. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Redmond, J.; Wolfram Cox, J.; Curtis, J.; Kirk-Brown, A.; Walker, B. Beyond business as usual: How (and why) the habit discontinuity hypothesis can inform SME engagement in environmental sustainability practices. Aust. J. Environ. Manag. 2016, 23, 426–442. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Yus Kelana, B.W.; Abu Mansor, N.N.; Ayyub Hassan, M. Does Sustainability Practices of Human Resources as a New Approach Able to Increase the Workers Productivity in the SME Sector Through Human Resources Policy Support? Adv. Sci. Lett. 2015, 21, 1501–1504. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dey, P.K.; Malesios, C.; De, D.; Budhwar, P.; Chowdhury, S.; Cheffi, W. Circular economy to enhance sustainability of small and medium-sized enterprises. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2020, 29, 2145–2169. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Quartey, S.H.; Oguntoye, O. Promoting corporate sustainability in small and medium-sized enterprises: Key determinants of intermediary performance in Africa. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2020, 29, 1160–1172. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dey, P.K.; Malesios, C.; De, D.; Chowdhury, S.A.; Abdelaziz, F.B. The impact of lean management practices and sustainably-oriented innovation on sustainability performance of small and medium-sized enterprises: Empirical evidence from the UK. Br. J. Manag. 2020, 31, 141–161. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dey, P.K.; Malesios, C.; De, D.; Chowdhury, S.; Abdelaziz, F.B. Could lean practices and process innovation enhance supply chain sustainability of small and medium-sized enterprises? Bus. Strategy Environ. 2019, 28, 582–598. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Chang, A.Y.; Cheng, Y.T. Analysis model of the sustainability development of manufacturing small and medium-sized enterprises in Taiwan. J. Clean. Prod. 2019, 207, 458–473. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Malesios, C.; Skouloudis, A.; Dey, P.K.; Abdelaziz, F.B.; Kantartzis, A.; Evangelinos, K. Impact of small-and medium-sized enterprises sustainability practices and performance on economic growth from a managerial perspective: Modeling considerations and empirical analysis results. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2018, 27, 960–972. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Schmidt, F.C.; Zanini, R.R.; Korzenowski, A.L.; Schmidt Junior, R.; Xavier do Nascimento, K.B. Evaluation of sustainability practices in small and medium-sized manufacturing enterprises in Southern Brazil. Sustainability 2018, 10, 2460. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Boso, N.; Danso, A.; Leonidou, C.; Uddin, M.; Adeola, O.; Hultman, M. Does financial resource slack drive sustainability expenditure in developing economy small and medium-sized enterprises? J. Bus. Res. 2017, 80, 247–256. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Witjes, S.; Vermeulen, W.J.; Cramer, J.M. Exploring corporate sustainability integration into business activities. Experiences from 18 small and medium sized enterprises in the Netherlands. J. Clean. Prod. 2017, 153, 528–538. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Viesi, D.; Pozzar, F.; Federici, A.; Crema, L.; Mahbub, M.S. Energy efficiency and sustainability assessment of about 500 small and medium-sized enterprises in Central Europe region. Energy Policy 2017, 105, 363–374. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Johnson, M.P. Knowledge acquisition and development in sustainability-oriented small and medium-sized enterprises: Exploring the practices, capabilities and cooperation. J. Clean. Prod. 2017, 142, 3769–3781. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Jansson, J.; Nilsson, J.; Modig, F.; Hed Vall, G. Commitment to sustainability in small and medium-sized enterprises: The influence of strategic orientations and management values. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2017, 26, 69–83. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Choi, S.; Lee, J.Y. Development of a framework for the integration and management of sustainability for small-and medium-sized enterprises. Int. J. Comput. Integr. Manuf. 2017, 30, 1190–1202. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tomšič, N.; Bojnec, Š.; Simčič, B. Corporate sustainability and economic performance in small and medium sized enterprises. J. Clean. Prod. 2015, 108, 603–612. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Johnson, M.P. Sustainability management and small and medium-sized enterprises: Managers’ awareness and implementation of innovative tools. Corp. Soc. Responsib. Environ. Manag. 2015, 22, 271–285. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Williams, S.; Schaefer, A. Small and medium-sized enterprises and sustainability: Managers’ values and engagement with environmental and climate change issues. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2013, 22, 173–186. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Broccardo, L.; Zicari, A. Sustainability as a driver for value creation: A business model analysis of small and medium enterprises in the Italian wine sector. J. Clean. Prod. 2020, 259, 120852. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kiefhaber, E.; Pavlovich, K.; Spraul, K. Sustainability-Related Identities and the Institutional Environment: The Case of New Zealand Owner–Managers of Small-and Medium-Sized Hospitality Businesses. J. Bus. Ethics 2020, 163, 37–51. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



United Nations. World Economic Situation Prospects 2020; United Nations publication: New York, NY, USA, 2020. [Google Scholar]

	



United Nations. Demand for Manufacturing: Driving Inclusive and Sustainable Industrial Development. Industrial Development Report. 2018. Available online: https://www.unido.org/resources-publications-flagship-publications-industrial-development-report-series/industrial-development-report-2018 (accessed on 8 May 2020).

	



Roberts, L.; Hassan, A.; Elamer, A.; Nandy, M. Biodiversity and extinction accounting for sustainable development: A systematic literature review and future research directions. Bus. Strategy Environ. 2021, 30, 705–720. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Lindsay, R.M.; Ehrenberg, A.S. The design of replicated studies. Am. Stat. 1993, 47, 217–228. [Google Scholar]

	



Berrone, P.; Cruz, C.; Gomez-Mejia, L.R. Socioemotional Wealth in Family Firms: Theoretical Dimensions, Assessment Approaches, and Agenda for Future Research. Fam. Bus. Rev. 2012, 25, 258–279. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gomez-Mejia, L.R.; Haynes, K.T.; Núñez-Nickel, M.; Jacobson, K.J.; Moyano-Fuentes, J. Socioemotional wealth and business risks in family-controlled firms: Evidence from Spanish olive Oil mills. Adm. Sci. Quart. 2007, 52, 106–137. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Prencipe, A.; Bar-Yosef, S.; Dekker, H.C. Accounting research in family firms: Theoretical and empirical challenges. Eur. Account. Rev. 2014, 23, 361–385. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Demartini, M.C.; Beretta, V. Intellectual capital and SMEs’ performance: A structured literature review. J. Small Bus. Manag. 2020, 58, 288–332. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Wudhikarn, R.; Pongpatcharatorntep, D. An Improved Intellectual Capital Management Method for Selecting and Prioritizing Intangible-Related Aspects: A Case Study of Small Enterprise in Thailand. Mathematics 2022, 10, 626. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dienes, D.; Sassen, R.; Fischer, J. What are the drivers of sustainability reporting? A systematic review. Sustain. Account. Manag. Policy J. 2016, 7, 154–189. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Chung, J.; Cho, C.H. Current trends within social and environmental accounting research: A literature review. Account. Perspect. 2018, 17, 207–239. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]








[image: Sustainability 14 06493 g001 550] 





Figure 1. Selection process based on PRISMA statement (see [71]). 
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Figure 2. Number of publications per year. 
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Table 1. Content of the selected articles.
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Authors

	
Paper Characteristics

	
Research Purpose(s)

	
Theoretical Framework

	
Paper Type/Method

	
Organization Type




	
Year

	
Country






	
Chege and Wang [22]

	
2020

	
Kenya

	
To examine the role of technology innovation on SME performance through environmental sustainability practices.

	
Contingency theory

	
Research paper/semi-structured questionnaires

	
Agribusiness firms




	
Knight et al. [52]

	
2019

	
Australia

	
To explore the role of firm resources for environmental behavior and disclosure and the role of management attitudes and norms in moderating this relationship.

	
Resource-based view

	
Research paper/

questionnaire

	
Wine industry




	
Kornilaki and Font [79]

	
2019

	
Greece

	
To explore how socio-cultural and industrial norms influence the intentions and behaviors towards sustainability of owner-managers.

	
----

	
Research paper/unstructured interviews

	
Tourism industry




	
Kornilaki et al. [30]

	
2019

	
Greece

	
To understand the factors that influence

owner-managers’ evaluations and judgments of self-efficacy to act more sustainably.

	
----

	
Research paper/unstructured interviews

	
Tourism industry




	
Kraus et al. [3]

	
2020

	
Germany

	
To identify the antecedents and factors which drive SME owner-manager behavior in relation to sustainability and regional/local economic dynamics.

	
----

	
Research paper/semi-structured interviews

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Mani et al. [9]

	
2020

	
India

	
To explore the different supply chain social sustainability practices, and to investigate how SMEs supply chain social sustainability practices might relate to supply chain performance.

	
Stakeholder resource-based view

	
Research paper/semi-structured interviews and structured questionnaires

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Roxas et al. [80]

	
2017

	
Philippines

	
To investigate the effects of entrepreneurial orientation on environmental sustainability orientation and the consequent effects on the performance of SMEs.

	
Resource-based view

	
Research paper/questionnaires and interviews

	
Manufacturing

firms




	
Panwar et al. [81]

	
2015

	
United States of America (USA)

	
To examine the effects of a decline in SMEs’ financial resources on its ongoing sustainability initiatives.

	
----

	
Research paper/questionnaires

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Roxas and Coetzer [82]

	
2012

	
Philippines

	
To examine how firm’s institutional environment influences its proclivity to adopt a proactive orientation toward environmental sustainability.

	
Institutional theory

	
Research paper/questionnaires

	
Food-processing sector




	
Loucks et al. [31]

	
2010

	
----

	
To explore how to meaningfully engage SMEs in strategies that improve the social and environmental sustainability of their businesses.

	
Stakeholder theory

	
Conceptual paper

	
SME sector in general




	
Imran et al. [83]

	
2019

	
Pakistan

	
To examine how information accessibility and resource availability affect the sustainability of SMEs through the mediation and moderating role of innovation capability and management commitment, respectively.

	
Natural resource-based view

	
Research paper/questionnaires

	
SME sector in general




	
Caputo et al. [84]

	
2018

	
Italy

	
To identify the relationships between firms’ sustainability actions and the economic performance of SMEs.

	
Consumer culture theory

	
Research paper/structured questionnaire and interviews

	
Service, Industry, Manufacturing,

Transport, others




	
Choudhary et al. [85]

	
2019

	
United Kingdom (UK)

	
To measure both operational efficiency and environmental performance of the production system by using the green integrated value stream mapping, and to identify improvement opportunities for minimizing lean and green wastes.

	
----

	
Research paper/case study with focus group

	
Packaging-manufacturing SME




	
Upstill-Goddard et al. [47]

	
2016

	
UK

	
To examine how capacity for learning can affect the success of implementing sustainability standards.

	
----

	
Research paper/case studies with semi-structured interviews, participatory meetings, and observation

	
Construction product manufacturing firms




	
Hofmann et al. [86]

	
2012

	
USA

	
To explore the influence of the adoption of advanced technology, collaboration experience with suppliers and customers, and innovative capacity on firms’ ability to implement environmental management practices and environmental collaboration.

	
Dynamic capabilities perspective

	
Research paper/interviews and structured questionnaire

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Tilley and Fuller [87]

	
2000

	
----

	
To report on the analysis underpinning research exploring the relationship between SMEs and sustainability using fore sighting methods.

	
----

	
Conceptual paper

	
SME sector in general




	
Shihadeh et al. [88]

	
2019

	
Palestine

	
To examine the influence of banks’ credit to SMEs on non-performing loans.

	
----

	
Research paper

	
SME sector in general




	
Klewitz [89]

	
2017

	
Germany

	
To explore how the interaction between SMEs and their knowledge network can condition their strategic orientation for sustainability-oriented innovations.

	
----

	
Research paper/case studies with questionnaire, interviews, participatory observation

	
SME sector in general






	
Redmond et al. [90]

	
2016

	
Australia

	
To show how the relationship between discontinuities, SME owner-manager’s habits, and organisational routines and readiness may influence environmental practices.

	
----

	
Conceptual paper with interview-based application

	
SME sector in general




	
Yus Kelana et al. [91]

	
2015

	
----

	
To explore whether the approach of sustainability practices in the Gollan model can address human resource issues without affecting short-term and long-term profitability of the organization.

	
----

	
Conceptual paper

	
SME sector in general




	
Dey, Malesios, De,

Budhwar et al. [92]

	
2020

	
UK

	
To explore how circular economy fields of action are related to sustainability performance; to identify the issues, challenges, and opportunities of adopting a circular economy; to identify key strategies, resources, and competences that facilitate effective implementation of a circular economy.

	
----

	
Research paper/case studies with questionnaire, interviews, and focus group

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Quartey and Oguntoye [93]

	
2020

	
South Africa; Kenya; Uganda; Ghana.

	
To explore the key determinants of intermediary performance in promoting corporate sustainability in SMEs.

	
Organisational performance theory

	
Research paper/interviews

	
SME sector in general




	
Bakos et al. [51]

	
2020

	
----

	
To investigate the trends in drivers and barriers of sustainability adoption and to inform both SMEs managers and policymakers.

	
----

	
Literature review

	
SME sector in general




	
Dey, Malesios, De,

Chowdhury et al. [94]

	
2020

	
UK

	
To explore how lean management practices, sustainability-oriented innovation, corporate social responsibility practices, sustainability and economic performance are correlated.

	
Complementarity theory

	
Research paper/questionnaires and interviews

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Bartolacci et al. [29]

	
2020

	
----

	
To present a comprehensive knowledge map of the intellectual structure of the field of study of sustainability and financial performances in SMEs.

	
---

	
Literature review

	
SME sector in general




	
Westman et al. [27]

	
2019

	
Canada

	
To examine the underlying drivers of sustainability-oriented actions of SMEs.

	
Social actor framework

	
Research paper/questionnaires and semi structured interviews

	
SME sector in general




	
Dey et al. [95]

	
2019

	
UK

	
To examine the effect of sustainability practices, lean practices, and process innovation on sustainability performance, and the mediating effect of lean practices and process innovation separately between sustainability practices and performance.

	
----

	
Research paper/questionnaires and interviews

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Chang and Cheng [96]

	
2019

	
Taiwan

	
To develop an integrated multi-attribute decision analysis model to evaluate the sustainability development of SMEs.

	
Grey relational theory and rough set theory

	
Research paper/

questionnaires

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Malesios et al. [97]

	
2018

	
UK; France; India

	
To assess the relationship between the sustainability and the financial performance of SMEs in economic development.

	

	
Research paper/questionnaires and interviews

	
Manufacturing/processing firms




	
Schmidt et al. [98]

	
2018

	
Brazil

	
To analyze the performance of SMEs aiming to identify the main practices of sustainability.

	
----

	
Research paper/case study with questionnaires and interviews

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Boso et al. [99]

	
2017

	
Nigeria

	
To explore how financial resource slack drives sustainability expenditure under varying conditions of market pressure and political connectedness in a developing-economy market.

	
Stakeholder theory and slack resource theory

	
Research paper/interviews

	
SME sector in general




	
Witjes et al. [100]

	
2017

	
Netherlands

	
To understand how SMEs integrate corporate sustainability into their business activities.

	
----

	
Research paper/case studies

	
SME sector in general




	
Viesi et al. [101]

	
2017

	
Austria; Czech Republic; Hungary; Italy; Slovenia

	
To assess SMEs eco-energy performance, and future and innovation perspectives.

	
----

	
Research paper/questionnaires

	
SME sector in general




	
Johnson [102]

	
2017

	
Germany

	
To investigate the ability of sustainability-oriented SMEs to acquire and develop explicit knowledge required for an environmental management system and related tools.

	
Absorptive capacity framework

	
Research paper/observations and semi-structured interviews

	
SME sector in general




	
Jansson et al. [103]

	
2017

	
Sweden

	
To examine the relationships between market orientation and entrepreneurial orientation, in relation to sustainability commitment, sustainability practices and management values in SMEs.

	
----

	
Research paper/questionnaires

	
SME sector in general




	
Choi and Lee [104]

	
2017

	
South Korea

	
To propose a framework for integration and management of sustainability factors and their application for SMEs.

	
----

	
Research paper/Case studies

	
Manufacturing firms




	
Tomšič et al. [105]

	
2015

	
Slovenia

	
To analyze the link between corporate sustainability and economic performance.

	
----

	
Research paper/questionnaires

	
SME sector in general




	
Johnson [106]

	
2015

	
Germany

	
To compare the rates of awareness and implementation of multiple sustainability management tools in SMEs and examine managerial and organisational characteristics that can influence the rates of adoption.

	
Innovation diffusion model

	
Research paper/questionnaires

	
SME sector in general




	
Williams and Schaefer [107]

	
2013

	
UK

	
To explore the motivations of managers of environmentally pro-active SMEs to engage with environmental issues, focusing particularly on the climate change agenda.

	
----

	
Research paper/interviews

	
SME sector in general




	
Moore and Manring [38]

	
2009

	
----

	
To analyze the SME sustainability advantages in contrast to MNEs and to study different scenarios for SMEs to optimize sustainability.

	
----

	
Conceptual paper

	
SME sector in general




	
Broccardo and Zicari [108]

	
2020

	
Italy

	
To explore the role of sustainability in the business models of SMEs.

	
----

	
Research paper/questionnaires

	
Wine sector




	
Kiefhaber et al. [109]

	
2020

	
New Zealand

	
To investigate which identities are critical for SMEs engagement in sustainability and how these identities interrelate with their institutional environment.

	
Identity theory and organisational institutionalism

	
Research paper/interviews

	
Hospitality businesses
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Table 2. Journal-wise distribution.
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	Journal Title
	IF (2019)
	IF (2020)
	#





	Business Strategy and The Environment
	5.483
	10.302
	11



	Journal of Cleaner Production
	7.246
	9.297
	6



	Journal of Business Ethics
	4.141
	6.43
	2



	Sustainability
	2.576
	3.251
	2



	Organization & Environment
	3.333
	6.116
	1



	Journal of Sustainable Tourism
	3.986
	7.968
	1



	Journal of Small Business Management
	3.120
	4.544
	1



	Journal of Environmental Management
	5.647
	6.789
	1



	Journal of Business Research
	4.874
	7.55
	1



	Technology in Society
	2.414
	4.192
	1



	Production Planning & Control
	3.340
	7.044
	1



	Processes
	2.753
	2.847
	1



	Advanced Science Letters
	
	1.253
	1



	Australasian Journal of Environmental Management
	1.196
	1.833
	1



	British Journal of Management
	2.750
	6.567
	1



	Futures
	2.769
	3.073
	1



	Innovation—The European Journal of Social Science Research
	1.055
	1.867
	1



	International Journal of Production Economics
	5.134
	7.885
	1



	International Journal of Computer Integrated Manufacturing
	2.090
	3.205
	1



	Economic Research—Ekonomska Istrazivanja
	2.229
	3.034
	1



	Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management
	4.542
	8.741
	1



	Energy Policy
	5.042
	6.142
	1



	Entrepreneurship and Regional Development
	2.928
	5.149
	1



	Engineering Construction and Architectural Management
	2.160
	3.531
	1



	Sustainability Accounting Management and Policy Journal
	
	3.354
	1
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Table 3. Authors with more publications.






Table 3. Authors with more publications.





	
Authors

	
Articles




	
Nº

	
%






	
Dey P.K.

	
4

	
9.52




	
Malesios, C.

	
4

	
9.52




	
Abdelaziz, B.F.

	
3

	
7.14




	
Chowdhury, S.

	
3

	
7.14




	
De, D.

	
3

	
7.14




	
Roxas, B.

	
2

	
4.76




	
Font, X.

	
2

	
4.76




	
Johnson, M.P.

	
2

	
4.76




	
Kornilaki, M.

	
2

	
4.76




	
Other authors

	
17

	
40.48
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Table 4. Clusters based on SLR.
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	Clusters
	No of Papers
	References





	Sustainability and SMEs’ Performance
	21
	Bartolacci et al. [29]

Boso et al. [99]

Broccardo and Zicari [108]

Caputo et al. [84]

Chang and Cheng [96]

Chege and Wang [22]

Choudhary et al. [85]

Dey et al. [95]

Dey, Malesios, De, Budhwar et al. [92]

Dey, Malesios, De, Chowdhury et al. [94]

Yus Kelana et al. [91]

Knight et al. [52]

Malesios et al. [97]

Mani et al. [9]

Panwar et al. [81]

Quartey and Oguntoye [93]

Roxas et al. [80]

Schmidt et al. [98]

Shihadeh et al. [88]

Tomšič et al. [105]

Viesi et al. [101]



	Green and environmental management issues in SMEs
	19
	Bakos et al. [51]

Chang and Cheng [96]

Chege and Wang [22]

Choudhary et al. [85]

Dey et al. [95]

Dey, Malesios, De, Budhwar et al. [92]

Dey, Malesios, De, Chowdhury et al. [94]

Hofmann et al. [86]

Johnson [102]

Knight et al. [52]

Loucks et al. [31]

Redmond et al. [90]

Roxas and Coetzer [82]

Roxas et al. [80]

Schmidt et al. [98]

Tilley and Fuller [87]

Viesi et al. [101]

Westman et al. [27]

Williams and Schaefer [107]



	Social and cultural issues in SMEs and their impact on sustainability policies
	3
	Kornilaki and Font [79]

Kraus et al. [3]

Westman et al. [27]



	Values, skills, and capabilities needed for sustainability in SMEs
	21
	Bakos et al. [51]

Caputo et al. [84]

Choi and Lee [104]

Hofmann et al. [86]

Imran et al. [83]

Jansson et al. [103]

Johnson [102]

Kiefhaber et al. [109]

Klewitz [89]

Knight et al. [52]

Kornilaki and Font [79]

Kornilaki et al. [30]

Moore and Manring [38]

Panwar et al. [81]

Redmond et al. [90]

Roxas and Coetzer [82]

Schmidt et al. [98]

Upstill-Goddard et al. [47]

Westman et al. [27]

Williams and Schaefer [107]

Witjes et al. [100]
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