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Abstract: This study aims to explore the implementation of sustainability strategies in Portuguese
SMEs. The methodology used in this study is qualitative, and it was carried out via multiple case
studies, through interviews, with companies located in Portugal. The interviewed companies re-
vealed their management practices regarding sustainable innovation and a business model focused
on sustainable economic, social, and environmental criteria. Regarding the management of sustain-
able innovation, we assessed the interviewed companies as having accommodative and proactive
strategies. Consequently, measures were presented at the level of sustainable management that
companies may implement in their operations involving the participation of various stakeholders.
This study is original not only for being exclusively related to SMEs but also because it is the first
to consider the context of Portuguese companies, thereby contributing to the existing literature on
this subject.

Keywords: sustainable management; sustainable innovation; business model; business performance;
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

1. Introduction

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of 2015 were recently included in the
United Nations in the 2030 “Transforming the World” Agenda [1] to transform the economy
at a global level. In this way, the SDGs combine policy objectives with visions for socio-
economic development [2]. Thus, SDGs are considered integral to the engine of economic
development, as well as social change, in public organizations, institutions, NGOs, and
private companies. However, there is currently a growing need for critical analysis of the
possibilities of SDG functioning as a strategic tool and vision for economic development, as
well as for business management [1].

The business community increasingly states that it is necessary to encompass the
notion of sustainability in their business activities and benefits. Several authors have
presented the proper incentives for companies seeking to be efficient in their sustainability
and innovation levels, as well as in all business opportunities [3,4].

From a societal point of view, organizational knowledge and change are manifested
as essential elements for long-term success in pursuing sustainability. Their continuity
is critical to achieving sustainable development (Lozano, 2014). That said, it is clear that
knowledge and learning are key success factors for the implementation of sustainable
supply chain management (SSCM) [5,6].

Sustainability being of utmost importance, it is to be noted that several demands are
related to the environment; hence, there is a need to create sustainable methods for the
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organizations’ business [7,8]. The development of these new methods generates new possi-
bilities for more attractive and much needed jobs, resulting in the improvement of people’s
quality of life. All this involvement of sustainability within organizations and business
methods has been increasingly developed and, thus, has become indispensable to confront
all environmental, social, and economic difficulties that may arise for organizations [8,9].

The implementation of sustainable practices is crucial for the promotion of sustainabil-
ity in Portuguese SMEs. Sustainable practices involve ensuring that business operations do
not harm the immediate environment, including land, water, and mineral resources [10].
The 1994 Copernicus Declaration emphasized the importance of sustainable development,
and it is now a priority for many companies, including SMEs in Portugal [11]. A study
by Lopes and Gomes [12] analysed the impact of sustainable strategic management in
Portuguese companies and found that incorporating sustainable practices can lead to better
business performance and overall success. Henriques and Catarino [13] found that imple-
menting a methodology based on cleaner production and value analysis in Portuguese
industrial companies assisted in developing sustainable products and services. A study by
Félix et al. [14] assessed innovation through design in Portuguese manufacturing SMEs
and found that incorporating sustainable design practices can lead to improved product
quality and customer satisfaction. Furthermore, Farinha, Caeiro, and Azeiteiro [11] anal-
ysed sustainability strategies in Portuguese higher education institutions and highlighted
the importance of commitments and practices from internal insights. Thus, developing sus-
tainable products and services is a key strategy for promoting sustainability in Portuguese
SMEs, as it leads to better business performance and overall success; therefore, its study
is important.

In this context, the present study aims to analyze the implementation and manage-
ment of sustainable innovation strategies in Portuguese SMEs inserted in the third sector of
activity. In 2022, the employed population amounted to around 4.9 million, with 3.6 mil-
lion (73%) of the population employed in the tertiary sector. As a result, measures were
presented that companies may come to implement in their actions, involving the participa-
tion of their stakeholders. On the other hand, sustainability measures were identified in
workplaces and in relation to quality of life that allow for increasing the prominence of the
company.

This study is original not only because it is exclusive concerning SMEs, but also
because it is the first to consider the context of Portuguese companies, thereby contributing
to the existing literature on this subject.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Sustainability and Innovation

Sustainability and innovation are increasingly important in explaining the organiza-
tional environment. These factors are correlated in a normative and moral way and in
strategic terms to increase competitiveness [7,15].

According to the Brundtland Commission Report, prepared by the United Nations
in 2014, sustainability is a consistent evolution that meets the present without harming
future generations, and it is adjusted to present needs. Over time, it has been increasingly
emphasized that sustainability should cover three dimensions: changes in people’s social,
economic, and environmental lives. The discussion on sustainability involves Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR), presented by Rodriguez et al. [16] as a concept or idea that
encompasses a greater variety of positive phenomena.

Innovation is considered the key determinant of a nation’s competitiveness and firm
performance. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
defines a country’s competitiveness as the level at which a company can match market
conditions to produce services and good products that meet the needs of international
markets, while being able to maintain and expand people’s real tastes and preferences over
a long period [15]. Competitiveness can also be defined as the ability of a country or locality
to maintain wellbeing [17]. In this way, sustainability, innovation, and competitiveness are
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of great importance at the organizational level, affecting an organization’s functioning, but
also at a more macro level, as countries may or may not benefit from all the changes and
actions inherent to these challenges [15].

2.1.1. Sustainability-Oriented Innovations (SOIs) in SMEs

Sustainability-oriented innovations (SOIs) are innovations developed with the aim of
addressing sustainability challenges. SOIs can take many forms, including the introduction
of new or improved products, services, or product-service systems that incorporate sus-
tainability principles [18,19]. Their focus on long-term sustainability characterizes SOIs,
as well as their consideration of social, environmental, and economic impacts and their
integration of sustainability principles into the innovation process [19]. The concept of
SOIs emphasizes that sustainability is not a fixed end point but a direction towards which
innovation should be directed [20]. Therefore, SOIs require a shift in an organization’s
philosophy, values, products, and processes towards sustainability [21,22].

SOIs are particularly important for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), as
they can help these organizations achieve sustainable growth by addressing social and
environmental issues [23]. Different types of SOIs and strategic sustainability behaviours
are identified in SMEs, including eco-innovations, process innovations, and social innova-
tions [23]. Eco-innovations involve the development of products or processes that reduce
environmental impacts, while process innovations involve improving production pro-
cesses to reduce waste and resource use. Social innovations, on the other hand, involve
the development of products or services that address social issues, such as poverty and
inequality [24,25].

Examples of SOIs in SMEs include developing sustainable packaging materials, using
renewable energy sources, and implementing circular economy principles [18]. SOIs can
also involve the development of new business models that promote sustainability, such as
the sharing economy and collaborative consumption [26]. SMEs that adopt SOIs can benefit
from increased competitiveness, improved reputation, and reduced costs [26]. Thus, SOIs
are essential to addressing sustainability challenges, and they can offer SMEs opportunities
for sustainable growth while addressing social and environmental issues [23,27].

2.1.2. Innovation Strategy

According to Tidd and Bessant [28], innovation can come radically or incrementally.
Radical innovation predicts a high change in processes, products, or services. Incremental
innovation, on the other hand, conceives of small improvements in existing processes,
products, or services, improving the way of doing something that was already done
before [28].

Regarding the types of innovation, they can be in the process or the product [29,30].
Process innovation can consist of moving out of an existing supply function, which can
correspond to lower variable costs in the production of an existing service or product, thus
generating an increase in productivity. A product innovation, on the other hand, concerns
the creation of a new production function that encompasses the possibility of differentiating
an existing product [29,30].

Innovation and, more specifically, technology infrastructure, have attracted growing
interest in various political and socio-economic segments, involving decision makers,
development agencies, entrepreneurs, and the academic community [31]. The focus of
industrial and innovation policies has been changing from the exclusive use of direct
support instruments to other, more indirect forms. To improve the competitive environment
of enterprises, considerable efforts have been channeled into building and strengthening
the technological infrastructure [32].

Considering industrial competitiveness as a result of national and, more recently,
regional contexts, the appropriateness of policies designed for sustainability, such as in-
dustrial, science and technology, and other related policies, is debated. Such policies are
usually focused on systems that, in turn, involve various institutions and mechanisms
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that support and shape how innovation occurs in productive sectors and in society as a
whole [33]. In this way, the aim is to strengthen the structural conditions for companies
and industries to operate in an increasingly competitive global environment, which, from
the point of view of companies, transcends the formation of prices but prioritizes, among
other aspects, the ability to innovate [34].

Currently, the range of institutional actors involved in innovation activities and their
support and evaluation is quite marked [35]. Among these actors can be highlighted
companies, technological infrastructures, such as business incubators and science and tech-
nology parks, and public and private research institutes, centres, and universities, for which
the generation, transfer, and use of knowledge and technology constitute fundamental
activities or essential inputs for innovation [36].

However, it is important to emphasize that the mere implementation of technological
infrastructures does not in itself constitute a success factor, either in business or sectoral
terms or in national or regional terms. On the one hand, it should be borne in mind that
the internal innovation processes of firms are not homogeneous, as they take various
forms and make use of different sources of knowledge and information [37]. On the
other hand, enterprises have their own characteristics, and their capacity to absorb and
use new artefacts depends not only on the stage of development and knowledge already
accumulated but also on the nature of technology in the productive sectors that affect them,
as well as the ability to take advantage of development opportunities [38].

2.1.3. Sustainability Strategy

Sustainability cannot be assessed through just one corporate action [8]. Therefore, the
creation of sustainable value, according to Hart and Sharma [39], requires companies to:
(a) reduce levels of raw material consumption and pollution; (b) act with broader levels
of transparency and accountability; (c) develop new technologies with the potential to
reduce the human footprint on the planet; (d) meet the needs of people located at the
lowest level of the global income pyramid; and (e) create and distribute income in a more
inclusive manner.

Bieker [40] tells us about four types of sustainability strategies: the “credible” strategy;
the “transformative” strategy; the “efficient” strategy; and the “innovative” strategy. The
behaviour of the credible strategy and the efficient one is a reactive behaviour, whereas that
of the transformative strategy and the innovative one is a proactive behaviour. According
to their strategic orientation, the credible and the transformative strategies act in the public,
unlike the efficient and innovative strategies, which act in the market [8,41].

According to Schaltegger et al. [42], strategies for sustainability can be classified as
defensive, accommodative, and proactive (these are the ones that will be adopted in the
present study). Regarding defensive strategic behavior, it refers to a reaction of companies
that aims to avoid costs and restrictions, with managers dealing with sustainability issues
in a reactive and restricted way. The main motivation of companies is not related to
achieving competitive advantage through sustainable performance but is instead based
on the need to comply with legislation to generate revenue and to protect the business.
The accommodative strategy includes social and environmental objectives in most of the
business processes and part of the products. However, these objectives are not related
to revenue generation or the company’s core business. Thus, this perspective considers
some social and environmental objectives, such as occupational health and safety, eco-
efficiency, and environmental protection. In the accommodative strategy, managers are
willing to use management tools and systems for sustainability. Managers are aware that
an organizational change is necessary, which implies some involvement and training of
their employees. The proactive strategy incorporates social and environmental objectives
into the company’s business core to contribute to the sustainable development of society
and the economy. Adopting this strategic posture, companies have their products and
processes focused on sustainability, as well as the logic of creating business revenue based
on these principles. Thus, the definition of costs and risks is modified to consider negative
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externalities. With a proactive strategy, the company seeks to achieve its sustainability
goals while aiming for market leadership through sustainable performance [42].

Companies are increasingly obliged to comply with sustainability standards and
principles, which implies that it is necessary to adopt sustainable business strategies in
order to ensure that resources are managed in such a way as to prevent their scarcity in
the future and to minimize all environmental impacts arising from productive activities.
Naturally, the responsibility of organizations is not only associated with the obligation to
produce goods and services, to obtain profits, and to generate jobs, but also with the effects
of their decisions and actions on the entire social system [7,8]. In this way, companies
maximize their value while not only focusing on economic profit.

Sustainability is also seen as one of several components of the companies’ strategies
to build a reputation in the market. This commitment to sustainability present in the
organizations’ strategies has been growing and becoming indispensable to face the global
economic crisis, which leads organizations to include environmental, social, and economic
issues in their corporate strategies [9].

Developing these strategies brings about more pleasant work opportunities, conse-
quently improving people’s quality of life in general. Placet et al. [43] propose that the
sustainability strategy should be customized for more specific situations as it is necessary
to obtain more viable solutions that encompass the pillars of sustainability, thus requiring
leaders to customize processes and products in a sustainable way in more specific regions
and with the use of specific raw materials.

2.1.4. Sustainable Innovation Practices

According to Oliveira and Ipiranga [44], the articulation between innovation and
sustainability presents some limitations. This is unlike environmental awareness, where
some progression is observed, namely through the inclusion of environmental management
in the decision-making process. The need to modify behaviours towards environmental
awareness has become a significant concerns for certain areas, such as marketing and
psychology [45].

According to Gonçalves-Dias, Teodósio, Carvalho, and Silva [45], environmental
behaviour will have more impact with greater training, namely at the top management
level of companies (training for company directors). This greater sensitivity to sustainable
innovation practices will promote the emergence of new technologies in order to improve
routine activities and will give rise to changes in products and processes, stimulating a
greater interconnection between organizational innovations and the environment [46,47].

The Cleaner Production tool (CLP), which consists of suppressing, reducing, and re-
using the waste created in the production process, is a source of sustainable innovation [44]
that can improve the positioning of companies that incorporate this type of practice into
their organization, unlike those that are limited to a status quo [46,48]. However, its
implementation may be related to the companies’ ability to comply with the principles of
social responsibility [49]. CLP is directly related to a concept of continuous improvement,
which aims to make production processes as sustainable as possible. Besides being based on
sustainable innovation, it also represents a change in the way companies are managed [44].
CLP strategies are considered preventive in industrial processes by producing new products
that allow progress through waste minimization [44]. CLP incorporates the soft and hard
elements of technologies, such as management systems and equipment, respectively [49].
Following this strategy, Cleaner Technologies (TML) have appeared, which systematize
the new vision through which technology contributes to planet sustainability, which can
complement CLP [49,50].

The expression “the sixth wave of innovation” is used in the literature when it is
intended to relate innovation and sustainability, thus fitting into the fifth wave information
and communication technologies as organizations are progressively opting for more sus-
tainable practices. Finally, sustainable practices should be implemented in the processes of



Sustainability 2023, 15, 10053 6 of 19

organizations to create “significant innovations for the business” because there has been a
social obligation for their adoption [46,51].

2.2. Business Models and Corporate Performance

Business models can be defined as groups of elements that help create a consistent
business. An innovative business model implies changes in these elements or a different
combination so that they can enable the increase of the value created by the organization.
This is an emerging topic due to social and market changes and the constant adaptation to
different paradigms [52,53].

Every day, there are new advances related to innovative business models. It is neces-
sary to promote collaboration between studies in this area to help share different knowledge
to achieve more efficient work [54]. The origin of these models presented by DaSilva and
Trkman [55] emerged from the will to innovate at the organizational level and to understand
the most appropriate processes to increase productivity at the organizational level.

Some examples of new advances in business model innovations are: (1) subscription-
based business models; (2) sharing economy models; and (3) platform-based business
models.

Subscription-based business models have become increasingly popular in recent years,
with some companies, such as Netflix and Spotify, leading the way. These companies have
shifted from traditional pay-per-use models to subscription-based models, allowing for
a more predictable revenue stream and increased customer loyalty. By offering a flat fee
for unlimited access to their services, these companies have been able to attract and retain
customers in a highly competitive market [56]. This innovative business model has proven
to be successful, and it has been adopted by many other companies in various industries,
including software, media, and e-commerce [57,58].

Sharing economy models, popularized by companies including Airbnb and Uber,
have disrupted traditional industries by allowing individuals to share their assets (homes,
cars) for profit. This innovative business model has created new revenue streams and
business opportunities for both individuals and companies [59,60]. Airbnb, for example,
has revolutionized the hospitality industry by allowing individuals to rent out their homes
to travelers, while Uber has disrupted the taxi industry by allowing individuals to use
their personal vehicles to transport passengers [61]. This innovative business model has
also led to the creation of new industries, such as peer-to-peer car sharing and vacation
rental management.

Platform-based business models, such as those used by Amazon and Alibaba, have
created online platforms that connect buyers and sellers. These platforms allow for in-
creased efficiency and a wider reach for both parties. Amazon, for example, has created a
platform that allows sellers to reach a global audience, while Alibaba has created a platform
that connects buyers and sellers in the Chinese market. This innovative business model has
not only created new business opportunities but has also led to the growth of e-commerce
and the digital economy [62–64].

3. Methodology

The aim of this study is to explore the role of sustainable management in Portuguese
SMEs in the tertiary sector, using a qualitative methodology through a multiple case study.
The need to apply a multiple case study is due to the fact that it aims to understand phe-
nomena that are still little studied, it allows for analysis of a longitudinal change process,
and, finally, because the subject under analysis does not yet have much empirical subsis-
tence [65]. The qualitative methodology allows for interpretations to be drawn through
empirical observation, enabling the capacity for sustainable management of companies to
be understood in practice [66].

A semi-structured script was applied to nine Portuguese SMEs, and the questions
applied were the same as in Kneipp [67]. The sampling of this study is not probabilistic by
convenience because the companies involved in this study are from the central region of
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Portugal. SMEs were studied because these companies have greater difficulties transition-
ing from their traditional business models into sustainable businesses and because SMEs
are the typical size of Portuguese companies. Therefore, this is an exploratory study, and
the results cannot be generalized to the Portuguese business world.

Many SMEs in the central region have faced serious financial problems in the last
decade due to financial crises and the COVID-19 pandemic, thus accentuating the per-
tinence of this study. On the other hand, the central region of Portugal has been facing
desertification problems for many years, as companies pay low wages and, therefore,
have great difficulty recruiting highly qualified human resources. Thus, sustainable man-
agement can help the business fabric of these regions to be increasingly innovative and
competitive. The interviews lasted an average of one hour and were carried out with the
companies’ CEOs.

In Figure 1, we elaborate on the data collection process.
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Figure 1. Data collection process.

Table 1 shows the main characteristics of the SMEs under study. In common are
the companies’ location (central zone of Portugal) and the fact that they are part of the
tertiary sector. However, they are dedicated to different activities (insurance, construction,
metallurgy, meat processing, car repair, software production, logistics, the fuel trade, and
the elevators trade) and they employ different numbers of workers (from 4 to 480 workers).

Table 1. Characterization of the companies.

Location No. of
Employees What Do You Sell? Position of the

Interviewee Date of Interview

Company A Coimbra 6 Insurance CEO 8 November 2020

Company B Tentúgal 16 Railings, doors, gates, metal structures
(pavilions), and industrial maintenance CEO 12 November 2020

Company C Leiria 45 Slaughtering, marketing, and processing
of meat and meat by-products CEO 7 November 2020
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Table 1. Cont.

Location No. of
Employees What Do You Sell? Position of the

Interviewee Date of Interview

Company D Coimbra 60 Software CEO 17 November 2020

Company E Penela 10 Construction work: kitchens, doors,
shelves, stairs, and wardrobes CEO 14 November 2020

Company F Coimbra 4 Car repair CEO 17 November 2020

Company G Guimarães 120 Fuel trade Head of
Accounting 22 May 2023

Company H Lisboa 11 Logistics CEO 23 May 2023

Company I Porto 180 Elevators trade CEO 24 May 2023

4. Results and Discussion

Recent studies consider that entrepreneurship works as the stimulus for sustainable
development, with a view that innovation through entrepreneurship promotes a more
sustainable future [68]. Entrepreneurship and sustainability are quite important and
necessary for organizations to become more competitive [69]. There are also indicators that
the best performing organizations have considerably innovative behaviour. Thus, to be able
to advance in terms of sustainability, organizations need to be more entrepreneurial and
incorporate sustainable factors in their results related to the life cycle of products, processes,
and services.

4.1. Management of Sustainable Innovation

When developing strategic positioning for sustainable innovation, taking into account
the type of innovation (product or process), degree of novelty (incremental and radical),
and the level of sustainability (proactive, accommodative, and defensive), we observe that
all companies have different positionings (Table 2). Thus, we perceive that five companies
include the product as a type of innovation (companies B, C, E, H, and I) and that for
the remaining companies, innovation corresponds to the process (companies A, D, F, and
G). Regarding the degree of novelty, all companies considered themselves to have an
incremental degree of novelty, and regarding the level of sustainability, only company D
and F were understood to have a proactive level of sustainability, while the remaining
companies are in the accommodative level. Thus, none of the companies in this study have
a defensive level of sustainability.

The productivity of a company never depends only on its efficiency, as it is also
continuously related to its strategic positioning. Productivity defines how a chain of
coordinated processes can be maintained that allows profit to be made and that protects
the business from destructive competition [70,71].

Regarding sustainable solutions to maximize society and the environment, all nine
companies have sustainable solutions, but five of the companies (companies A, B, E, F, and
I) produce products and/or services with lower resource use, namely through recycling.
All companies recycle all the material they can, trying their best to re-use some products for
other functions. Companies A and B recycle paper and plastic. Company E, for example,
uses the wood leftovers for the boiler and heating of the varnish and lacquer finishing oven.
Company G created a gas product for use of a main product, called green gas, which is less
polluting. Company H seeks logistics solutions with low CO2 production. At company
I, around 96% of the waste generated by the company is recyclable (wood, paper and
cardboard, scrap metal, and plastic), and, as such, this waste is used as raw material for
other operating units, thus promoting a circular economy flow.
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Table 2. Summary of responses regarding the management of sustainable innovation.

Type of
Innovation,
Degree of

Novelty, and
Level of

Sustainability

Sustainable
Solutions to
Maximize

Society and
Environment

Reduction of
Resources in

Order to
Reduce Waste

Practices for
Improving

Energy
Efficiency

Practices to
Improve

Water
Efficiency

Transformation
of Waste
Streams

Substitution
with

Renewable
and Natural

Processes

Product
Substitution
by Processes

(PSS)

Creating
Sustainable

Needs in
Order to
Change

Lifestyles

Practices to
Ensure the

Wellbeing of
Stakeholders

Production
Systems and
Suppliers to

Obtain
Environmental

and Social
Benefits

Company A
Process,

incremental,
and accommo-

dating

Development
of software
that enables
internal com-
munication

Use of
material

resources and
their total
recycling

Use of low
energy light

bulbs
N/A Paper

recycling N/A N/A

Adjustment of
communica-

tion with
customers,
digitally, to
reduce all

travel costs

Variable
remuneration,

such as
birthday

bonuses, for
internal

customers

N/A

Company B
Product,

incremental,
and accommo-

dating
Recycling N/A

Low
consumption

lamps, thermal
and acoustic

sandwich
panel

N/A

Dismantles
equipment for

scrap or
associations or

re-uses it

N/A N/A

Communication
with

customers and
suppliers by

e-mail

N/A

Renovated
canteens and the
roof to provide
greater comfort
for employees

Company C
Product,

incremental,
and accommo-

dating
N/A

Data software
in order to

avoid paper
costs

N/A
Boreholes for

water
catchment

By-product
becomes

biomass, and
animal skins

are sold

N/A N/A N/A
Training for

employees and
a place to rest

N/A

Company D
Process,

incremental,
and proactive

Professional
internships Recycling

They choose to
use electronic

media
N/A N/A Recycling of

all products N/A N/A

Frequent
meetings to

improve
interpersonal
relations and

processes
between the

company and
stakeholders

N/A

Company E
Product,

incremental,
and accommo-

dating

Separates
waste, uses

leftover wood

Wood scraps
are re-used

By re-using
leftover wood,

energy is
saved

N/A
Sale of waste

wood and
re-use of

leftover wood
N/A

In the
renovation of a

space, there
are products

produced and
others that it

does not
produce and
only installs

N/A

Good dialogue
and a good
relationship

with
stakeholders

N/A
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Table 2. Cont.

Type of
Innovation,
Degree of

Novelty, and
Level of

Sustainability

Sustainable
Solutions to
Maximize

Society and
Environment

Reduction of
Resources in

Order to
Reduce Waste

Practices for
Improving

Energy
Efficiency

Practices to
Improve

Water
Efficiency

Transformation
of Waste
Streams

Substitution
with

Renewable
and Natural

Processes

Product
Substitution
by Processes

(PSS)

Creating
Sustainable

Needs in
Order to
Change

Lifestyles

Practices to
Ensure the

Wellbeing of
Stakeholders

Production
Systems and
Suppliers to

Obtain
Environmental

and Social
Benefits

Company F Proactive Recycling N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

Company G
Product,

incremental,
and accommo-

dating
Recycling N/A

Low
consumption

lamps
N/A

Transforming
waste streams
into green gas

Green gas N/A N/A

Promotion of
visits to
several

industrial
units and
discussion
forums and
satisfaction

questionnaires

Protocols with
local authorities

Company H
Product,

incremental,
and accommo-

dating
Recycling N/A

Low
consumption

lamps
N/A N/A N/A N/A

Communication
with

customers and
suppliers by

e-mail

N/A N/A

Company I
Product,

incremental,
and accommo-

dating

Recycling
(wood, paper

and cardboard,
scrap metal,

plastic)

N/A

Low
consumption

lamps,
photovoltaic

panels

Faucets with a
timer system

in the
installation,

plans audits to
detect possible

water leaks,
and reduces
the renewal
cycles of the
baths used in

elevator
production

Waste (wood,
paper and
cardboard,

scrap metal,
plastic) is used

as raw
material for

other
operating

units

Elevators
powered by
solar panels
and small

wind turbines.
Energy

generated by
the elevators
during the

braking phase
is used and

inserted into
the building’s
energy supply

network

N/A

Actively
collaborates

with business
and

engineering
colleges to

develop new
business

models and
new services
as a result of

an aging
population

Defines code
of conduct and
leadership and

conducts
periodic

questionnaires
to assess the
satisfaction

and quality of
management

N/A
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It should be noted that the CLP instrument implies that the waste created is eliminated,
reduced, and/or re-used, resulting in a source of sustainable innovation [44]. Therefore, this
instrument can help companies improve their positioning towards sustainability [46,48].
These behaviours are directly associated with companies’ compliance with social responsi-
bility standards [44,49].

With regard to practices to improve energy efficiency, seven companies (companies
A, B, C, E, G, H, and I) use them, namely through the use of low consumption light bulbs,
the use of sandwich panels to improve the thermal and acoustic environment, and the
use of production waste (wood leftovers) for thermal heating. Company I also installed
photovoltaic systems for heating sanitary water. Concerning water efficiency, company
C has boreholes for capturing underground water, which is important for supply chain
emissions. Company I has faucets with a timer system in the installations, which carries
out planned audits to detect possible water leaks, and it has reduced the renewal cycles of
the baths used for degreasing and washing the elevator plates, which must be carried out
before painting of the same.

The elimination of “waste” based on the transformation of waste streams is practiced
by all companies, except for companies D and F. This waste transformation focuses on
the recycling of paper (company A) and equipment (company B), the transformation into
biomass and the sale of hides for the textile industry (company C), as well as the sale and
re-use of wood leftovers (company E). Company I created a new series of elevator doors
that eliminated three stages of the production process used in the previous model of doors
(welding, painting, and packaging) and reduced the use of resources by about 35%, together
with an improvement in the resistance, durability, and reliability of this component. This
company also proceeds with the optimization of the cutting planes of the plate to reduce
the scrap generated.

In a world so marked by climate change, providing an environmentally friendly
economy is critical [72–74]. This requires the replacement of traditional processes with
more sustainable ones and also the replacement of products with sustainable ones. Only one
(company I) of the interviewed companies replaces traditional processes with renewable
and/or natural processes, and no company replaces products with sustainable processes. In
company I, prototypes of elevators powered by solar panels and small wind turbines were
developed and installed, with their industrialization only conditioned to the reduction
of the cost value and the increase in the longevity of the battery systems essential for
proper functioning. Other products already in the marketing and installation phase allow,
for example, the energy generated by the elevators during the braking phase to be used
and inserted into the building’s energy supply network instead of dissipating through
thermal resistance.

With regard to actions for creating and projecting sustainable needs that can change
current lifestyles and develop services, products, and business models, only companies A
and B put these actions into practice, namely by changing communication with customers
and suppliers to digital means (companies A, B, and I) and reducing physical visits to
customers (company A). Company I is attentive to the phenomenon of population con-
centration in cities and the greater aging of the population, which opens up interesting
windows of opportunity for the company in the development of new business models,
products, and services because it sells elevators.

Regarding practices to ensure the wellbeing of stakeholders, only company F chooses
not to carry them out. The main practices carried out by the other companies focus on
promoting the wellbeing of employees: variable remuneration, birthday bonuses, training,
a specific place for workers to rest, follow-up meetings, promotion of visits to several
industrial units and discussion forums, and satisfaction questionnaires. Company I has
a well-defined code of conduct and leadership and conducts periodic questionnaires to
assess the satisfaction and quality of management. As for the production systems and
suppliers selected to promote environmental and social benefits, only company B provided
a social benefit to employees with the renovation of the canteen and roofs. Company G has
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protocols with local authorities to provide discounts on fuel in public transport vehicles
and in vehicles used by firefighters.

4.2. Business Model

Regarding the business model, the answers obtained are summarized in Table 3.
Regarding the companies’ value propositions and how these are linked to economic,

social, and environmental criteria, we observe that in all companies, with the exception
of company F, the value proposition is related to internal and external social criteria.
Companies A, B, C, and E put more emphasis on creating or improving the skills of their
workers (internal social criterion), occasionally providing different training modules to
their workers. On the other hand, as far as company D is concerned, the value proposition
is related to external social criteria, namely in the granting of donations to orphanages and
other solidarity institutions. In company F, the value proposition relates to environmental
criteria, namely recycling activities. Finally, company I intends to adopt a higher level of
servitization, and, as such, the company’s value proposition must necessarily integrate
sustainability issues into its business model.

With regard to the involvement of suppliers in sustainable supply chain management,
companies A, B, E, F, and I recognize the importance of these stakeholders in the sustain-
ability of their supply chain. In the case of companies focused on the production/sale of
goods, they emphasize the importance of communication with their suppliers in order to
speed up the delivery of materials and maximize the amount of raw material delivered in
a single supply, as they are concerned that suppliers make as few trips as possible, with
savings in economic and environmental costs. Moreover, in certain cases, these companies
also promote the contact of suppliers directly with clients in order to reduce the response
time and more travel than necessary. On the other hand, the economic sustainability of
the supply chain is also guaranteed, in the case of company F, by negotiating forms of
payment that are more adjusted to the company’s cash flow needs. In company I, the
involvement of suppliers often begins in the product/service development phase. This
results in medium/long-term partnership relationships of mutual benefit and information
sharing, usually formalized in supply agreements and quality agreements.

Concerning the relationship with customers in the business model, company C men-
tions that this relationship is increasingly navigated through digital means (emails and
telephone, for example), while, on the other hand, companies A and B note that their
customers contact suppliers directly.

It is becoming more and more usual in the business area to be required to adopt
certain behaviours regarding the environment; therefore, it is essential to apply more
sustainable procedures to decrease impacts on the environment. Thus, organizations are
not only concerned with providing goods and services and achieving profit, but also with
the consequences that arise from this [7,8,75]. As to the distribution of economic costs and
benefits among the company’s stakeholders, companies A, B, C, and G observe that, in
their financial models, they only consider employees as stakeholders. This distribution of
costs and benefits tends to be equitable and proportional to the performance of employees.
Company I has a financial model that allows the sharing of economic benefits by all
employees at all levels. This is achieved through bonus systems, systems for suggesting
improvements, and, in specific functions, through remuneration based on results. The
remaining companies mentioned that they did not consider the costs and benefits of
stakeholders in their financial models.
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Table 3. Summary of responses regarding the business model.

How the Company’s Value
Proposition Is Related to

Economic, Social, and
Environmental Criteria

Involvement of Suppliers in
Sustainable Supply Chain

Management
Customer Relations

Does the Financial Model Have a
Distribution of Economic Costs

and Benefits among the
Company’s Stakeholders?

How the Financial Model Is
Responsible for Ecological

and Social Impacts

Company A
Concern with valuing
workers by providing

training modules

Transmission of information from
customers to suppliers

Transmission of information
from customers to suppliers

Balance of costs and benefits
according to stakeholder

Compensates stakeholders
well in order to have a good

social framework

Company B Employee training

Orders several products or tells the
supplier to deliver the order when
they have other orders destined for

the area where the company
is located

With long-standing
customers, gives the option to
go straight to the supplier to

avoid the time and travel
of suppliers

Remuneration is distributed
equitably according to the function

of the employees

Improvements to company
facilities

Company C Training offer N/A

Communication with
customers via phone call or

email to avoid the use
of paper

Deserving workers are rewarded
with benefits

Efficient and fair
remuneration of stakeholders

Company D
Provides a large number of

donations to orphanages and
other institutions

N/A N/A N/A Reduces the costs of
perishable goods

Company E All necessary attention is
given to the workers

Obtains only the material needed
for the projects in order to avoid

waste
N/A N/A Not answered

Company F Recycling and supporting
local activities

Negotiates forms of payment that
are beneficial to the company N/A N/A Not answered

Company G Not answered Possibility of investment in the
company by suppliers Customer loyalty Distributes, annually, part of the

profits among the employees

The financial model mainly
has an impact on social

measures (distribution of
profits among employees)

Company H Customer value creation N/A Protocols with public entities N/A Sees no relationship
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Table 3. Cont.

How the Company’s Value
Proposition Is Related to

Economic, Social, and
Environmental Criteria

Involvement of Suppliers in
Sustainable Supply Chain

Management
Customer Relations

Does the Financial Model Have a
Distribution of Economic Costs

and Benefits among the
Company’s Stakeholders?

How the Financial Model Is
Responsible for Ecological

and Social Impacts

Company I Not answered
The involvement of suppliers often

begins in the product/service
development phase

N/A

The financial model allows the
sharing of social benefits by all
employees, at all levels. This is
achieved by reward systems,

improvement suggestion systems,
and, in specific roles, remuneration

based on results

Efficient and fair
remuneration of employees
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With regard to how the financial model may or may not be responsible for ecological
and social impacts, companies E, F, G, and H feel that this model neither influences nor
is responsible for these impacts. However, companies A and C state that it is possible
through a good relationship with stakeholders and their remuneration. Company B states
that it is through improvements in the companies’ facilities, and company D strives to
reduce the costs of perishable goods. In company I, the financial model allows the sharing
of social benefits by all employees at all levels. This is achieved through reward systems,
improvement suggestion systems, and, in specific roles, remuneration based on results.

Certain concepts, such as sustainable development, have become commonplace,
thereby influencing companies to respect the environment and contribute to greater justice
and equity [1,2]. In this way, the relations between sustainability (corporate social responsi-
bility) and competitiveness have been deepened both through a normative and a strategic
approach [7,16,75].

Thus, the link between satisfaction, sustainable organizational growth, and success is
effectively influenced by a company’s connection with its stakeholders, leading to better
performance at the business level and greater social impact, ultimately creating value for
its stakeholders [15].

5. Conclusions

This study aims to analyze the implementation and management of innovative sustain-
ability strategies in Portuguese SMEs in the tertiary sector. Regarding the management of
sustainable innovation, we assessed the interviewed companies as having accommodative
and proactive strategies. Products and processes are the main sources of innovation. All
companies present sustainable solutions to maximize their value in society and the envi-
ronment, namely through recycling and re-using waste using Low-Cost Modern Practices
(LMPs) instruments. On the other hand, some companies already have best practices in
terms of energy efficiency (energy saving and use of clean energy), water (local water
capture), and waste disposal through transformation and re-use. They also take sustainable
actions at the level of digital communication with customers and suppliers and promote
practices to promote the wellbeing of their workers.

The business model of the Portuguese SMEs interviewed is mostly based on economic
and social criteria internally (focused on employees) and externally (focused on creating
value for other institutions). Suppliers are recognized as having an essential role in supply
chain management, and the relationship with customers is increasingly digital and carried
out directly through suppliers. The companies revealed that they apply more sustainable
procedures to reduce the consequences on the environment and that in their financial
model, they essentially consider the workers.

The analysis carried out regarding the implementation of sustainability strategies
is positive because it was concluded that these companies present some measures and
practices in search of sustainable solutions, which bring benefits to the environment and the
whole society. Although all companies present a satisfactory sustainability level, we can also
conclude that there are always practices that could be improved, but the financial budget
of the companies does not allow it. In addition, recently, the COVID-19 pandemic forced
most businesses to close their doors and forced people to remain isolated in their homes.

This study is original not only because it is exclusive concerning SMEs, but also
because it is the first to consider the context of Portuguese companies, contributing to the
development of the existing literature on this subject.

Regarding the theoretical implications, this study contributes to the scarce literature
on the subject through a study of multiple cases of Portuguese SME companies. As for the
practical implications, it can be said that, in general, all companies have several aspects
in common that can be improved, such as: reducing the use of electricity and improving
energy efficiency (for example, by installing solar panels on company buildings); improving
water efficiency (for example, by having a green roof, efficient devices and products, and
hot water circulation and return); recycling properly and encouraging all employees to
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do so with due attention; and avoiding, as much as possible, the waste of materials. To
improve the sustainable development of companies, it is also suggested that companies
examine the possibility of implementing employee wellness programs and their impact on
company performance. Companies should examine and consider collaboration and part-
nership between companies and other stakeholders, such as governments and non-profit
organizations, to jointly promote sustainability practices. Companies and policymakers
should analyse the impact of sustainable practices on the environment, society, and the
overall value they generate. Businesses should also be encouraged to adopt digital commu-
nication practices with customers and suppliers that are sustainable and environmentally
friendly. Policymakers should encourage SMEs to consider implementing more and more
social and environmental criteria in addition to economic criteria in their business models.

In general, steps for companies to implement and improve their sustainable develop-
ment may involve the following initiatives: (1) Assess the current situation: companies
need to assess the current level of sustainability of their operations, identify areas for
improvement, and set clear targets for sustainable development; (2) Develop a sustain-
ability policy: companies need to develop and implement sustainability policies that set
out the company’s expectations, the goals to be achieved, and the responsibilities of each
department or employee; (3) Education and awareness-raising: companies need to educate
their employees about sustainable corporate practices and engage them in implementing
the sustainability policy; (4) Identify opportunities for improvement: companies should
evaluate their operations to identify areas of improvement and opportunities to implement
sustainable changes; (5) Implement sustainable solutions: companies should implement
sustainable solutions, such as efficient energy use, reduction of greenhouse gas emissions,
and efficient waste and water management, among other solutions; and finally (6) Mon-
itor and report progress: companies should regularly monitor and report their progress
towards sustainable development, thereby providing transparency and accountability
to stakeholders.

One of the limitations of this study is the fact that only nine companies were inter-
viewed, which were selected for convenience, and the results cannot be generalized to
the Portuguese business universe. Furthermore, the companies have different sizes as
measured by the number of employees and different activities within the tertiary sector. It
would be interesting in future studies to expand the sample of companies and to categorize
companies by size and activities. Exploring the role of business leadership in implementing
sustainable innovation management measures could be interesting and would allow us to
obtain results in which ways business leadership is a booster or inhibitor of implementing
these measures. Furthermore, this study uses a qualitative methodology. The collection of
quantitative data from these companies through a questionnaire could complement and
substantiate the results obtained.

Regarding future lines of research, it is suggested to expand the number of companies
and to include companies more diversified in terms of size, as well as to understand how
they contribute to environmental, economic, and social sustainability. Possible studies
could also be conducted to understand how each company’s budget impacts the level
of sustainability and the assessment of employees regarding sustainable practices of the
companies where they work.
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