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Mexican Manufacturing SMEs, Sustainability Practices and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development 
 

 

By 

 

Mariana Cesín Sastré 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of the study is to know and analyze the sustainability practices that have been adopted 

and implemented by manufacturing SMEs. This in order to make a relationship between those 

practices and the 2030 Agenda of the United Nations for Sustainable Development. This was done 

by using a qualitative approach and carrying out in-depth interviews to better understand how can 

manufacturing SMEs adapt their own practices to the 2030 Agenda. To achieve this, Gioia et al.’s 

(2012) template was used as a guide to analyze the information obtained from the interviews.  

From this, it was possible to find common sustainability practices adopted and implemented by 

manufacturing SMEs and establish a relationship with the 2030 Agenda. Then, five main actions 

carried out by manufacturing SMEs in relation to sustainability were identified, namely, proactive 

actions for the benefit of society and the environment, actions for the company’s benefit and its 

positioning in the market, actions directed towards employees and in relation to them, actions for 

public policy, and actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to reflect on their sustainability 

practices. 

Some limitations the study has are that it is context-specific, as it is located in Mexico, it 

specifically considers the manufacturing industrial sector, and only owners/managers were 

interviewed. However, the study can still help us understand the manner in which manufacturing 

SMEs think about sustainability and, hence, how they have adopted and implemented 

sustainability in the form of practices to subsequently make a relationship with the 2030 Agenda. 
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This helps us observe that even if SMEs do not have in mind the 2030 Agenda at the beginning, 

they can afterwards align their sustainability practices with the Agenda.  

For their part, by following the procedure presented here based on Gioia et al. (2012), 

manufacturing SMEs can identify and classify their sustainability practices in order to then 

determine what have they been doing and what still needs to be done in relation to the 2030 Agenda 

to actually become sustainable. Therefore, the study shows how a model presented by the literature 

can serve as a practical guide for SMEs to become more sustainable when aligning to the 2030 

Agenda. 

Key words: sustainability practices, sustainable development goals, 2030 Agenda, manufacturing 

small and medium-sized enterprises. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“…sustainable development is, on the one hand, a way to look at the world that focuses its 

attention on the interconnections between economic, social and environmental changes; on the 

other hand, it is a way to describe our shared aspirations of a dignified life which combines 

economic development, social inclusion and environmental sustainability… The new age will 

soon be defined by new global objectives, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).” 

Jeffrey Sachs, The Age of Sustainable Development1 

 

Can it be possible for small and medium sized enterprises to apply the Sustainable Development 

Goals proposed by the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda as a new practical guide to implement 

sustainability? Since a few years ago, responsible authorities have been concerned about the socio-

environmental impacts generated by the means of production used in order to satisfy human needs. 

They have also been concerned about the collaboration of companies, given that they generate 

impacts on the environment and, within that sector, the literature has also been focused on studying 

the impacts generated by small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), given that taken together 

they can be very polluting (Lawrence, Collins, Pavlovich, & Arunchalam, 2006). However, SMEs 

can also diminish their environmental impacts if they focus on establishing targets for 

environmental improvements, such as energy consumption, water consumption, and waste 

production (Graafland & Smid, 2015). These types of targets are actually established in the 2030 

Agenda of the United Nations for Sustainable Development and its Sustainable Development 

 
1 Sachs, J. D. (2015). La era del desarrollo sostenible. Nuestro futuro está en juego: Aupemos el desarrollo sostenitble 

a la agenda política mundial (First digital ed.). Barcelona, España: Centro Libros PARF, S.L.U. Grupo Planeta. 
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Goals. An Agenda that was reached through the knowledge and the development of the topic of 

sustainability after years of observation, implementation and study in order to obtain a document 

that could serve as a guide for governments, civil organizations and businesses, which include 

SMEs, with the aim of meeting the objectives of environmental protection, social responsibility 

and economic growth, fundamentally through the eradication of poverty. That is why the adoption 

and implementation of sustainability practices in SMEs must be done in relation to the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development and its Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

1. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY 

In London 1952, what is known as the Great Smog happened from the 5th to the 9th of December. 

It is estimated that during this time 4,000 people, or even more, passed away (Met Office, n.d.). 

The reason was the natural phenomenon known as thermal inversion, along with the very cold 

weather conditions and the great amount of pollution generated in the city as a consequence of 

people burning coal to keep warm and the pollution emitted by factories (Met Office, n.d.). This 

event made evident the impacts our actions can have on the environment and on our own health. 

As a consequence, the English government published the Clean Air Act in 1956, and then another 

Clean Air Act in 1968 for a similar event that took place in 1962 when 750 people died, with the 

aim of “abating the pollution of the air” (Clean Air Act, 1956, p. 1), and addressing issues such as 

emissions of dark smoke, grit, dust and fumes coming out from any building, and smoke control 

areas.  

Four years after the publication of the Clean Air Act of 1968, the United Nations’ (UN) “first 

major conference on international environmental issues” (United Nations, n.d., para. 1) took place 

from the 5th to the 16th of June 1972. This conference known as the United Nations Conference on 
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the Human Environment or Stockholm Conference marked, according to the UN itself, “a turning 

point in the development of international environmental politics” (United Nations, n.d., para. 1). 

In accordance with the Conference’s Report, the environment gives human beings physical 

sustenance and affords them to grow intellectually, morally, socially and spiritually. It also states 

that protecting and improving the human environment, meaning the natural environment and the 

man-made environment, which is the one transformed by human beings, “affects the well-being 

of peoples and economic development throughout the world” (United Nations, 1973, p. 3). 

However, the Report indicates that a point in history has been reached “when we most shape our 

actions throughout the world with a more prudent care for their environmental consequences” 

(United Nations, 1973, p. 3). This is because “through ignorance and indifference we can do 

massive and irreversible harm on the earthly environment on which our life and well-being 

depend” (United Nations, 1973, p. 3). During the Conference, although in general developing 

countries admitted that the environment should be considered in order not to repeat the mistakes 

committed by developed countries during their development process, it was underlined that “until 

the gap between the poor and the rich countries was substantially narrowed, little if any progress 

could be made in improving the human environment” (United Nations, 1973, p. 46). Additionally, 

it was importantly mentioned that in order to take effective actions, it was fundamental for the 

public to get involved in environmental matters, for “action would not be taken unless there was 

public demand for it, and it would not be effective unless it had public support” (United Nations, 

1973, p. 47).  

Nonetheless, even if the results from the Stockholm Conference were of great importance to start 

defining environmental guidelines in the international arena, it was the Report of the World 

Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future, also known as the 
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Brundtland Report, published in 1987 the one that better defined the concept of sustainable 

development and its three dimensions, namely, social, environmental and economic dimensions. 

According to the Report, even though progress had been made regarding, for instance, health, 

education matters and a higher standard of living, it was still important to correct the failures that 

arose from poverty and the short-sighted way of pursuing prosperity. In this sense the Report 

mentioned that, in order to survive, poor people overuse environmental resources, which in turn 

makes them even poorer, making their survival difficult. Additionally, it stated that, before, these 

consequences were generally local, but today, given the economic interactions among countries, 

those consequences have crossed national borders and “many regions face risks of irreversible 

damage to the human environment that threaten the basis for human progress” (WCED, 1987, 

“Chapter 1: A Threatened Future”, para. 4). However, it was also found that the public was 

concerned about the environment, giving raise to the public’s cooperation “to build a future that is 

more prosperous, more just, and more secure”, where everyone can share progress (WCED, 1987, 

“Chapter 1: A Threatened Future”, para. 7). 

In September 2000, a resolution was adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations in 

New York in relation to what is known as the United Nations Millennium Declaration. In the 

Declaration, the Member States of the United Nations recognized not only their own 

responsibilities towards their respective societies, but also that they “have a collective 

responsibility to uphold the principles of human dignity, equality and equity at the global level” 

(United Nations, 2000, para. 2), having therefore a duty towards the world’s people. As such, they 

stated that a challenge faced nowadays is to “ensure that globalization becomes a positive force 

for all the world’s people” so that its benefits can be more evenly shared, and hence it can become 

more inclusive and equitable (United Nations, 2000, para. 5). In this sense, the Declaration 
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considered six fundamental values as essential for international relations in the twenty-first 

century, namely, freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for nature, and shared 

responsibility, and addressed topics such as peace, development and the eradication of poverty -

by including in those efforts the people, countries, civil society organizations, and even the private 

sector-, the protection of the natural environment, democracy, good governance, the respect for 

human rights -including the right to development-, and the protection of the vulnerable, among 

other matters.  

In order to achieve those issues by transforming them into actions, as suggested by the Declaration, 

eight goals were established to be met by the year 2015. Those eight goals are known as the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). However, by the year 2015 important matters, such as 

“ending hunger, achieving full gender equality, improving health services and getting every child 

into school” (United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2020, para. 5), were still 

unfulfilled. Therefore, in September 2015 the United Nations Sustainable Development Summit 

took place at United Nations Headquarters in New York in order to formally adopt a new 

sustainable development agenda that would serve as a platform for both the international 

community and national governments “to promote shared prosperity and well-being for all over 

the next 15 years” (United Nations, 2015d, p. 1). 

In accordance with the World Health Organization (WHO), the year 2015 presented “a historic 

and unprecedented opportunity to bring the countries and citizens of the world together to decide 

and embark on new paths to improve the lives of people everywhere” (WHO, 2015, para. 2). The 

Summit culminated with the establishment of new global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

to continue the progress started with the MDGs, which until 2015 had been “uneven”, and 

“unfinished business” still remained (United Nations, 2015c, p. 1). Those SDGs were contained in 
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a document known as Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 

from now on referred to as 2030 Agenda. In the Declaration of the 2030 Agenda, the Member 

States of the United Nations recognized that the greatest global challenge, which is fundamental 

for the achievement of sustainable development, is the eradication of poverty “in all its forms and 

dimensions, including extreme poverty” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 3), and hence resolved to the 

following:  

“Between [2015] and 2030, to end poverty and hunger everywhere; to combat inequalities 

within and among countries; to build peaceful, just and inclusive societies; to protect human 

rights and promote gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls; and to ensure 

the lasting protection of the planet and its natural resources. […] also to create conditions 

for sustainable inclusive and sustained economic growth, shared prosperity and decent work 

for all, taking into account different levels of national development and capacities”. (United 

Nations, 2015b, p. 3) 

Member States actually considered the 2030 Agenda as one of “unprecedented scope and 

significance” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 3), for it takes into account both developed and 

developing countries and their own realities, and it brings together “Governments, the private 

sector, civil society, the United Nations System and other actors”, hence promoting a Global 

Partnership (United Nations, 2015b, p. 10). In this regard, Member States recognized that, for the 

implementation of the 2030 Agenda, the economic and social development of each country is a 

primary responsibility for each one of them, and they did not only acknowledge both domestic and 

international public finance, but also the role of civil society organizations, philanthropic 

organizations, and of the private sector, going from micro-enterprises to multinational ones. 

In 2019, the SDG Summit took place in order to observe advances done by governments and other 

stakeholders since 2015. Here, Member States indicated that SDGs “provide a blueprint for the 
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transition to a healthier planet and a more just world -for present and future generations”, and they 

also aim to “end poverty and hunger, expand access to health, education, justice and jobs, promote 

inclusive and sustained economic growth, while protecting our planet from environmental 

degradation” (United Nations, 2019a, Why does it matter?, para. 2). However, they stated that 

global efforts to achieve those aims have been restricted by situations such as climate change, 

inequalities, financing gaps, conflicts, and a limited access to essential health services. In this 

sense, they aimed to reassert their commitment towards the SDGs and to identify “specific 

acceleration actions” to get on track (United Nations, 2019a, Why does it matter?, para. 6) for, 

according to issues discussed in the SDG Summit, “it is clear that the world is not on track to meet 

the SDGs by 2030” and it was also recognized that “governments cannot do it alone”, and that is 

why they are making partnerships with other actors, such as the civil society, the scientific 

community, the technological community and businesses, and in this sense it was stated that 

“national plans must reflect an increasingly interconnected world” (United Nations, 2019b, p. 2). 

Therefore, even if there have been some advances, such as the reduction of extreme poverty and 

improving access to electricity and safe drinking water among others, there has also been slow 

progress regarding issues such as reducing the loss of biodiversity, the fight against climate change 

and addressing increasing inequalities, among other matters (United Nations, 2019b). In this 

regard, it is with the Global Partnership, in which every government and every actor takes part, 

that it will be possible to get the SDGs on track to achieve them for the year 2030, hence standing 

up “to the spirit of cooperation and multilateralism which characterized the adoption of the major 

agreements of 2015” (United Nations, 2019b, p. 3). 

According to the 2030 Agenda, governments, international organizations and non-State actors such 

as the business sector must help change consumption and production patterns. In this regard, it is 
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not only important for governments and other organizations to contribute with the implementation 

of the 2030 Agenda, but also for the business sector. Actually, Scheyvens, Banks, & Hughes (2016)  

mentioned that “industry leaders sat alongside political leaders and civil society actors” when 

designing the SDGs, which reflected that the private sector had “become more entwined in the 

world of development policy and planning” (p. 374), and indicated that many consider that the 

private sector “has particular strengths to bring to bear in delivering on the SDGs, including 

innovation, responsiveness, efficiency and provision of specific skills and resources”, despite 

being important to take into account that they were mostly Western transnational companies (p. 

371).  

Thus, businesses can be expected to contribute with sustainable development for they “are now 

seen as agents able to shape their societal context through political influence or their own 

environmental and social practices, rather than simply responding to market opportunities and 

being subject to state regulations” (Bull & Miklian, 2019, p. 446). In relation to this, Pedersen C. 

S. (2018) indicated that even the United Nations system recognized that the success of a sustainable 

development agenda was related to the engagement and to the contributions of the private sector, 

given that it has been observed, especially since several companies have exceeded the GDP of 

many countries, that “the private sector defines to a large degree the social and environmental 

performance levels through the entire value chains in which they operate, from production to 

consumption and disposal of consumer goods” (p. 22). The private sector is, however, formed by 

companies from various sizes, as recognized by the Member States in the 2030 Agenda, for they 

go from micro-enterprises to multinational companies (United Nations, 2015b) and, as mentioned 

before, large companies took part in designing the SDGs (Scheyvens et al., 2016), but, what about 

small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs)? Should not they also take part in the responsible 
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development of the world? According to Lawrence et al. (2006), maybe individually SMEs do not 

have a huge impact on the natural and social environments, but collectively, they do. Thus, it is 

also important to take them into account when talking about sustainable development, the 

implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the achievement of the SDGs. 

 

2. SMES, SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND THE 2030 AGENDA 

SMEs can be considered as the motor of global economic growth, and their continuous growth as 

an important issue for the economy and the employment of any country (Ebrahim, Ahmed, & 

Taha, 2010). Actually, the World Bank (2020) mentioned that SMEs represent more than 50% of 

employment around the world and “up to 40 percent of national income (GDP) in emerging 

economies” (para. 1). According to the United Nations (2017a), SMEs are the support of most 

economies in the world and they play an important role in developing countries. The organization 

also states, based on data provided by the International Council for Small Business, that both 

formal and informal micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) represent the 90% of 

all companies and represent the 60-70% of total employment and the 50% of the GDP. It assures 

that MSMEs are responsible for substantial employment and income generation opportunities in 

the world and that they are also major drivers of poverty alleviation and development (United 

Nations, 2017a).  

In the European Union, for instance, SMEs represent the 99% of all businesses according to the 

European Commission (European Commission, s.f.), and in the specific case of Latin America, 

Zevallos (2003) noted the importance to consider MSMEs as employment generators -even if they 

are unstable-, both in order to promote progress in the local environment and to be able to 

complement the work carried out by large companies. In Mexico’s case, according to information 
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provided by the 2014 Census carried out by the Mexican National Institute of Statistics and 

Geography (INEGI by its acronym in Spanish), there were a total of 4,230,745 economic units in 

the country in 2013. From those economic units, 4,020,817 were micro enterprises, 189,468 were 

small enterprises (SEs), 11,769 were medium-sized enterprises (MEs), thus the total number of 

SMEs being of 201,237, and 8,691 were large companies. The number of people employed by the 

total amount of economic units was of 12,197,140, from which 3,193,495 were employed by micro 

enterprises, 4,035,704 by SEs, 1,379,613 by MEs, hence being the total number of people 

employed by SMEs of 5,415,317, and 3,588,328 were employed by large companies (INEGI, 

2014). 

Considering the information provided above, percentages were calculated in order to facilitate 

reading the data. Accordingly, from the total economic units in Mexico, micro enterprises 

represented the 95.04% in 2013, SMEs as a whole represented the 4.76%, and large companies 

represented the 0.21%. Likewise, from the total of people employed by all economic units, the 

26.18% were employed by micro enterprises, 44.4% were employed by SMEs as a whole, and 

29.42% were employed by large companies. In this sense, the information shows that, even if 

SMEs do not represent the larger amount of existing economic units in Mexico by only 

representing the 4.76%, they however contribute with the 44.4% of total employment in Mexico. 

It is worth noting that micro sized enterprises contribute with the 26.18% of total employment, 

18.22% less than SMEs even though they represent the 95.04% of all economic units, and large 

companies contribute with the 29.42% of total employment, 14.98% less than SMEs. As such, the 

importance SMEs have is well reflected in the data, and given the collective impacts those 

companies have on the environment, society and the economy (Lawrence et al., 2006), it is 

pertinent to study them in relation to the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs. 
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Now, even if the definition of MSMEs might depend on each country’s business culture, 

population, industry and international integration (United Nations, 2017b), the United Nations 

utilize the European Commission’s definition as reference, which is the same one used by INEGI 

(2009). In this sense, they consider a micro-enterprise as that which has fewer than 10 employees 

and an annual turnover or balance sheet below two million euros; a small enterprise as that which 

has fewer than 50 employees and an annual turnover or balance sheet below ten million euros; and 

a medium-sized enterprise as that which has fewer than 250 employees and an annual turnover 

below 50 million euros or a balance sheet below 43 million euros (United Nations, 2017b).  

However, when considering the size of a company, it is pertinent to ask if by hiring one more 

person or just a few more people and having a balance sheet just above the millions of euros 

considered for each company, automatically they become bigger. For instance, taking the 

definition considered by the United Nations and INEGI, which is the one utilized by the European 

Commission, a micro-enterprise has fewer than 10 employees and an annual balance sheet below 

two million euros. So, if that micro enterprise hires one or two more employees than the maximum 

10 and has an annual balance sheet just above two million euros, does it automatically become a 

small enterprise? And if, for example, a middle-sized enterprise, which according to the definition 

has fewer than 250 employees and an annual turnover below 50 million euros or a balance sheet 

below 43 million euros, hires five employees more than the 250 maximum and has an annual 

turnover just above 50 million euros or a balance sheet just above 43 million euros, does it 

automatically become a large company? Probably the answer would be ‘yes’ for statistical terms, 

but for qualitative terms, is it actually pertinent or are there more factors?  

Harnish (2014), for instance, takes delegation of tasks as an important characteristic for company 

growth. In this sense, in order to get to 10 employees, companies’ founders need to delegate tasks 
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in which they are weak, in order to get to 50 employees, they need to delegate tasks in which they 

are strong, and from 50 employees and upwards, main leaders need to form other leaders 

distributed throughout the organization, who share the same values, passion and knowledge of the 

business. Thus, if in a company with 50 employees, founders do not delegate tasks in which they 

are strong, they might still be acting as a company with 10 employees, and if in a company with 

more than 50 employees main leaders do not form other leaders, but still make every decision and 

only delegate the tasks in which they are strong, they might still be acting as a company with 50 

employees. As such, the size of the company might also depend on how leaders delegate tasks. 

Similarly, Gélinas & Bigras (2004) indicated that SMEs’ structures are simpler than the structures 

of, for example, large manufacturing enterprises (LMEs) and, hence, the owner/manager of the 

company “is more likely to be in direct contact with the firm’s operational functions” (p. 268). 

They also mentioned that SMEs are more flexible than LMEs and thus they are better at adapting 

to changes and disturbances in their environment. The topic of flexibility in SMEs has also been 

addressed by other authors (Aragón-Sánchez & Sánchez-Marín, 2005; Fiegenbaum & Karnani, 

1991). Aragón-Sánchez & Sánchez-Marín (2005), for example, stated that “flexibility may be one 

of the most remarkable features that distinguish SMEs from large firms and the source of many of 

their principal advantages, such as speed of response, ability to innovate, and capacity to adapt” 

(p. 291).  

Thus, SMEs tend to be more flexible when doing a job, there tend to be less bureaucratic 

procedures, they adapt better to changes, and the communication and relationships between their 

members are closer (Martínez de Miguel, 2017). In this sense, SMEs can also be identified by 

other factors such as the manner in which leaders delegate tasks and by how flexible they are when 

making decisions or adapting to their environment, and hence their characteristics are not 
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necessarily limited to the amount of employees they have nor to their annual turnover or balance 

sheet. Therefore, when categorizing companies, it is also important to consider other factors such 

as the manner in which they work and how decisions are made. 

2.1 Studies related to sustainability in SMEs 

Throughout the years, there have been numerous studies about SMEs in relation to sustainability. 

In that regard, authors have addressed issues such as business models and sustainability (Birkin, 

Cashman, Koh, & Liu, 2009; Lelah, Mathieux, Brissaud, & Vincent, 2012; Schaltegger, Hansen, 

& Lüdeke-Freund, 2016), corporate governance, corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 

corporate sustainability (Azapagic, 2003; Lozano, 2015; Witjes, Vermeulen, & Cramer, 2017), 

economic and financial matters (Orth & Kohl, 2013; Kantabutra, 2014; Wielgórka, 2015), 

environmental management (Levy, 1997), ethical behavior (Hammann, Habisch, & Pechlaner, 

2009), knowledge (Birkin, Cashman, Koh, & Liu, 2009; Hörisch, Johnson, & Schaltegger, 2015; 

Lee, Ho, & Chiu, 2008), leadership (Cramer, 1999; Jung & Takeuchi, 2010; Suriyankietkaew & 

Avery, 2016), and organizational culture (Jung & Takeuchi, 2010) (Lee et al., 2008) (see Appendix 

I for more information). 

There have also been some studies that particularly address topics of sustainability in Mexican 

SMEs. Some of those topics are collaboration capacity and sustainable supply chain management 

(Van Hoof & Thiell, 2014), entrepreneurial behavior and sustainable development (Ayuso & 

Navarrete-Báez, 2017), environmental and economic performance and environmental compliance 

(Sánchez-Medina, Díaz-Pichardo, Bautista-Cruz, & Toledo-López, 2015), environmental product 

declarations (Arvizu-Piña & Burgos, 2017), cleaner production and Mexico’s Sustainable Supplier 

Program (Van Hoof & Lyon, 2013), CSR and competitiveness (Sánchez-Gutiérrez, Mayorga-

Salamanca, & González-Uribe, 2013), CSR and the firm’s reputation (Maldonado-Guzmán, 
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Pinzón-Castro, & Morales, 2017), and clean technological change (Blackman & Kildegaard, 

2010).  

Therefore, in general, many authors have addressed the topic of sustainability in SMEs from 

different perspectives, and even a few authors (Castka et al., 2004; Ciasullo & Troisi, 2013; Crals 

& Vereeck, 2005; Lee, 2009; Lelah et al., 2012; Witjes et al., 2017) have spoken about the process 

to adopt sustainability as such. However, given that the 2030 Agenda will be the one that drives 

the topic of sustainability and the “laws, directives, policies and stakeholder expectations” 

(Verboven & Vanherck, 2016, p. 166) for the following years up to 2030, and given the importance 

SMEs have as economic units and regarding their collective impacts, it is also relevant to study 

the 2030 Agenda in relation to SMEs.  

The difference of studying the topic of sustainability from the 2030 Agenda’s perspective versus 

previous studies that do not take it into account is that the 2030 Agenda considers the current 

reality. Hence, continuing to study sustainability by only taking into account the definition 

proposed by the Brundtland Report in 1987 does not take into consideration the years of progress 

regarding the topic of sustainability nor the knowledge generated in this regard, something that the 

2030 Agenda does contemplate given that it was written in 2015 and reasserted in 2019. Thus, 

given that we are currently in the 21st century, the study of sustainability must also be updated. 

Additionally, and as it was previously mentioned, the 2030 Agenda proposes a collaboration 

between governments, civil society and private businesses, which include SMEs, and aims to be 

more practical by delineating clear goals to be attained based on the experience of the 

implementation of past sustainability documents. Verboven & Vanherck (2016) actually 

mentioned that given the great importance SMEs have, if the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs are to be 

successful, they need to be also applied by those types of companies. In this regard, studying the 
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relationship between the sustainability practices adopted and implemented by SMEs and the 2030 

Agenda and its SDGs, can offer an additional entry point to better understand the phenomenon of 

sustainability in SMEs and its application. 

It is pertinent to mention that many authors have carried out studies regarding the 2030 Agenda, 

regardless if they have considered it as an opportunity or a challenge. In this sense, the importance 

the 2030 Agenda has on the current studies of sustainability is undeniable. Some of those authors 

have studied issues such as advancing on eradicating poverty and on climate change (Ferrero y de 

Loma-Osorio, 2016),  inclusive development (Gupta & Vegeling, 2016), governance through goals 

as a fundamental aspect of the 2030 Agenda (Biermann, Kanie, & Kim, 2017), a change in the 

current statu quo to achieve SDGs (Caiado, Leal-Filho, Gonçalves-Quelhas, Nascimiento, & 

Veigas-Ávila, 2018), circular economy practices in the implementation of SDGs (Schroeder, 

Anggraeni, & Weber, 2018), measuring SDGs performance at country level (Miola & Schiltz, 

2019), brand personality in SMEs and their role to attain SDGs (Auemsuvarn, 2019), and engaging 

in SDGs as a way for customers to support SMEs (Šebestová & Sroka, 2020) (see Appendix II for 

more information). 

Therefore, studying sustainability practices adopted by SMEs and the integration of the 2030 

Agenda into the sustainability practices that those SMEs are already carrying out can also 

contribute to the literature. In this regard, notwithstanding whether SMEs have any kind of 

knowledge about the 2030 Agenda, it might also be possible to classify their sustainability 

practices within the SDGs. This is relevant because then an SME can start to orient its policies and 

practices towards the 2030 Agenda without the need to start from the beginning, which is important 

given that, as Verboven & Vanherck (2016) stated, “SMEs lack resources, experience and 

incentives to implement sustainability in their daily management” (p. 165). On the other hand, it 
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is also relevant to study the application of SDGs in Mexican SMEs given the importance these 

companies have in the country. Hence, it is essential for SMEs to take action regarding SDGs so 

the 2030 Agenda can be implemented in Mexico, and for this to happen, it is necessary to study, 

in the first place, the sustainability practices they have adopted, implemented and integrated to see 

how can they subsequently relate them to the 2030 Agenda. 

2.2 SMEs under study 

For the thesis, the SMEs under study will be part of the manufacturing industry in Mexico, for 

they are the ones that actually transform raw materials or goods into products they either sell to 

other companies or to the final consumer, therefore undergoing a process, which is sometimes 

polluting, and hence can have negative impacts on the environment and society. In this sense, the 

definition considered for manufacturing industry will be the one given by INEGI. As such, a 

manufacturing industry is the economic activity that transforms a great diversity of raw materials 

into different articles for consumption (INEGI, n.d.). INEGI (n.d.) classifies the industry into ten 

types of activity: 

1. Food products, beverages and tobacco 

2. Machinery and equipment 

3. Petroleum and coal derivatives, plastic and rubber chemical industry 

4. Metal industries 

5. Products based on non-metallic minerals 

6. Textile industries, clothing and leather industries 

7. Paper, printing and related industries 

8. Wood industry 

9. Fabrication of furniture and related products 

10. Other manufacturing industries 

The interviewed Mexican manufacturing SMEs, however, belong to six out of the ten activities, 
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namely, the food products, beverages and tobacco activity, the machinery and equipment activity, 

the petroleum and coal derivatives, plastic and rubber chemical industry, the products based on 

non-metallic minerals activity, the textile industries, clothing and leather industry, and other 

manufacturing industries. In Table 1, the types of activity to which interviewed Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs belong are presented along with some elements of the description provided 

by INEGI (n.d.).  

Table 1 

Mexican Manufacturing SMEs’ Types of Activity as Defined by INEGI 

Type of Activity Description 

Food products, beverages and tobacco 

activity 

Manufacture, preservation and packaging of food products for human and animal consumption, as 

well as the production of alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages. 

Machinery and equipment activity Production of machinery and equipment for agricultural activities, construction, extractive industry, 

for manufacturing industries, for commerce and services. Production of air conditioning, heating, 

industrial and commercial refrigeration equipment, internal combustion engines, turbines and 

transmissions, and other machinery and equipment for industry in general. Production of 

transportation equipment, such as cars and trucks, car bodywork and trailers, parts for automotive 

vehicles, aerospace equipment, railway equipment, ships, and other transportation equipment, 

among other activities. 

Petroleum and coal derivatives, plastic 

and rubber chemical industry 

Refining of crude oil and fabrication of asphalt products, lubricating oils and greases and other 

products derived from refined petroleum and mineral coal. Fabrication of basic chemical products, 

resins and synthetic rubbers, chemical fibers, fertilizers, pesticides and other agrochemicals, 

pharmaceutical products, paints, coatings and adhesives, soaps, cleansers and toilet preparations, 

inks for printing, explosives and other chemical products, and plastic and rubber products. 

Products based on non-metallic minerals Fabrication of clay and refractory mineral products, glass and glass products, cement and concrete 

products, lime, gypsum and gypsum products, and other non-metallic mineral based products. 

Textile industries, clothing and leader 

industry 

Preparation and spinning of natural textile fibers. Production of threads, fabrics, and textile 

finishing and covering. Production of carpets, rugs, and mats with purchased thread. Making 

(cutting and sewing) of curtains, blankets, and the like from purchased fabric and other textile 

products. Production of clothing and clothing accessories, leather tanning, production of footwear 

and leather products. 

Other manufacturing industries Production of non-electronic devices for medical, dental and laboratory use, as well as disposable 

material for medical use, ophthalmic products, and other products that are not classified anywhere 

else. Production of safety clothes and equipment, intrauterine devices, disposable clothing, table 

cutlery made of precious metals, musical boxes, knitting hooks, pins, eyelets, buckles, and 

toothbrushes. 

 

For the purpose of the thesis, it will be divided into five chapters. The first chapter presents the 

theoretical framework based on the topic of sustainability in SMEs and its relationship with the 

2030 Agenda’s SDGs, as well as the reason why companies adopt practices in general based on 

the Institutional Theory, Organizational Learning and the Contingency Theory. The second chapter 

presents the research design, which includes the approach used for the study, the general 
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methodology, the type of sources used, the instrument for the study, the sample, and the general 

forms of analysis. The third chapter presents the interview findings, which include the interview 

responses and their relationship with the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs. The fourth chapter presents the 

discussion of the information found from the interviews. And the fifth chapter presents the 

conclusions based on the findings and the discussion, empirical and practical contributions, and 

future research guidelines. 

 

3. RESEARCH QUESTION 

How do sustainability practices in Mexican manufacturing SMEs relate to the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda of the United Nations for Sustainable 

Development? 

 

4. RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 

The purpose of the research is to know and analyze the sustainability practices that have been 

carried out by manufacturing SME, and how those sustainability practices can be related to the 

2030 Agenda of the United Nations for Sustainable Development and its Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). The identification of those sustainability practices and their subsequent relationship 

with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs might be of help to understand how manufacturing SMEs can 

adapt their own practices to the 2030 Agenda without the need to start from the beginning. 

Considering that the 2030 Agenda has been setting the pace for sustainability since 2015 and will 

be doing it up to 2030, and that governments also need the support of other actors, such as the 

private sector, in order to accomplish the SDGs, studying the relationship between the 2030 

Agenda and manufacturing SMEs can be of help to better understand how can SDGs and their 
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respective targets be implemented by those companies. It is worth underlining, however, that the 

objective is to study the practices adopted by manufacturing SMEs and their subsequent 

relationship with the 2030 Agenda and not to make an assessment to see if manufacturing SMEs 

are, in fact, sustainable or not, or if they are doing things right or not. Thus, the objective is to 

know what have manufacturing SMEs been actually doing in relation to sustainability, what are 

the practices they have been implementing, and if they have had any challenges when 

implementing them in order to afterwards establish a relationship with the 2030 Agenda. 

 

5. JUSTIFICATION 

To study and analyze the sustainability actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs and their 

relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs is important because it can help us understand 

how those companies can be included in the process of development that has been setting the pace 

since the year 2015 and up to the year 2030. In this regard, to understand the topic better, it is also 

pertinent to study the reasons why SMEs adopted sustainability practices in the first place, if they 

had any difficulties and which difficulties did they have to adopt them, how has sustainability been 

shared throughout the company and among leaders and employees, if manufacturing SMEs have 

actually changed the way they work and see things, and how have they been adapting their 

production processes to those sustainability ideas. Pedersen (2009) stated that, in order to 

understand the evolutionary patterns of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in SMEs, more 

research is needed and, thus, the question of “how social and environmental activities gradually 

get embedded in business practices and spread within and between organizations” (p. 114) needs 

to be answered. Taking this into consideration, for the thesis, given that the focus will be the 

manufacturing SME itself and not its relationship with other SMEs, only the adoption and 
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implementation of sustainability practices within the manufacturing SME will be studied, although 

their relationship with other actors will not be discarded.  

As it was observed in previous sections, many studies have been carried out regarding SMEs and 

sustainability in general. However, there are still some gaps in the literature that need to be 

investigated. Some of those gaps, presented as future research by existing literature, are:  

- Competitive advantages and opportunities regarding green management, the range of 

environmental legislation, and environmental improvements related to management practices 

(Lee, 2009).  

- The improvement of social and environmental conditions in collaboration with suppliers, and 

the need to understand more the evolutionary patterns of CSR in SMEs (Pedersen, 2009).  

- The main issues for adopting environmental management initiatives for it is not always 

financial support (Zhang et al., 2009).  

- A greater understanding on the influences of industry norms and values (Klewitz et al., 2012).  

- The link between ethics and knowledge, ethics and the understanding of climate change issues, 

and ethics and specific behaviors to mitigate climate change (Williams & Schaefer, 2012). 

- The relationship between ethics and CSR (Kantabutra, 2014).  

- The learning processes for sustainability-oriented innovations and capacity building (Klewitz 

& Hansen, 2014).  

- The connection between awareness and implementation of sustainability management tools 

(Johnson, 2015).  

- The effect of environmentally sustainable operations on firm performance, and environmental, 

social and governance matters as important determinants of business conduct (Nicolăescu et 

al., 2015). 
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- Relationships between sustainability leadership practices and performance outcomes related to 

organizational sustainability (Suriyankietkaew & Avery, 2016).  

- The development of SME-specific sustainability management tools that take heterogeneity 

among SMEs into account (Johnson & Schaltegger, 2016).  

- The process of sustainability integration studied retrospectively (Witjes et al., 2017). 

Additionally, the literature has presented some gaps for the specific topic of SMEs and the 2030 

Agenda that need to be investigated, namely, the value of local partnerships for SMEs and how 

can they create shared value (Verboven & Vanherck, 2016), and obtaining more valid data related 

to “the direction in which sustainable development goals of SMEs will evolve” by conducting a 

cyclical research every three to five years (Šebestová & Sroka, 2020, p. 47). However, given that 

the topic of the 2030 Agenda is relatively new, for it started in the year 2015, more than talking 

about gaps in the literature, it is rather pertinent to mention in general terms what has been studied 

regarding both the 2030 Agenda and SMEs. The reason is that given the newness of the topic, 

there is still much to study. In this sense, I will consider both the gaps related to the general topic 

of sustainability in SMEs and what has been studied in general terms regarding the 2030 Agenda 

and SMEs as a central subject. As such, it is also possible to determine from what has been done 

on the subject of the 2030 Agenda in SMEs what can be done in order to complement the literature. 

Thus, some of the topics that have been addressed by the literature in relation to the 2030 Agenda 

and SMEs are:  

- Access to finance among SMEs to achieve the 2030 Agenda (Mundunge, Zhuwao, Chuon, 

Ashour, & Shuib, 2018). 

- The relationship of the construction industry with sustainable development and SDGs in SMEs 

(Xia et al., 2018).  
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- The achievement of SDGs through brand personality in SMEs (Auemsuvarn, 2019).  

- The relationship between the achievement of SDGs and the internationalization of MSMEs for 

inclusive and sustainable growth (Ruiz-Coupeau et al., 2019). 

- The modern trends regarding sustainable development and green economy in relation to SMEs, 

such as the 2030 Agenda (Zhivkova, 2019). 

- Commercial risk assessment and management in SMEs involving elements of artificial 

intelligence by considering the 2030 Agenda's SDGs (Žigienė, Rybakovas, & Alzbutas, 2019). 

- Circular bioeconomy business models in SMEs and the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs (D'Amato et al., 

2020). 

- The use of SDGs by SMEs to demonstrate consumers that they can help reduce waste and 

enhance recycling if they buy those SMEs’ products (Šebestová & Sroka, 2020). 

Therefore, there have not only been topics that need more research in relation to SMEs and 

sustainability in general, but also topics that need more research in relation to SMEs and the 2030 

Agenda in particular, for not much has been studied in this regard given the newness of the Agenda 

itself. Thus, the importance of filling these gaps relies on the premise that the 2030 Agenda is what 

defines the term of ‘sustainability development’ nowadays, and as Verboven & Vanherck (2016) 

stated regarding the importance of SMEs in the European market, which can also be observed in 

the Mexican market, “an SDG realization approach without the inclusion of SMEs would miss out 

on opportunity after all, regarding the enormous impact of SMEs” (p. 177). For this, it also needs 

to be considered that the term of ‘sustainable development’ has been adapted to present times for 

it is a dynamic one, rather than a static one. This means that what we understand as ‘sustainable 

development’ today can be complemented in the future with what we observe in the changing 

environment and the interactions happening in that environment. 
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Now, from the topics presented above, it could be noted that, in general, authors proposed more 

studies in relation to sustainability about management practices, legislation, the influence of 

industry on the company, ethics, knowledge, awareness, sustainability-oriented innovations, 

performance, business conduct, and the retrospective study of the process to integrate 

sustainability into the company. Thus, additionally, it can also be considered as necessary a broader 

study of the adoption and implementation of sustainability practices by manufacturing SMEs and 

their relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs. As expressed previously, the 2030 Agenda 

was agreed by the Member States of the United Nations in order to lead the future of sustainable 

development and the implementation of sustainability measures up to the year 2030, presenting a 

set of goals, the SDGs, to be able to accomplish that aim in practice. Hence, the study is needed to 

better understand how manufacturing SMEs can adopt and implement the 2030 Agenda and its 

SDGs along with the sustainability practices they already carry out, and along with the 

sustainability practices they might start carrying out in order to, on the one hand, help other 

manufacturing SMEs to adapt their sustainability practices to the 2030 Agenda and be included in 

the process of development proposed by the Member States of the United Nations and, on the other 

hand, be of use for future research regarding sustainability in SMEs, considering that what will set 

the pace for sustainable development for the year 2030 is the 2030 Agenda. 

 

6. SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 

6.1 Scope 

The research will be significant for manufacturing SMEs around Mexico and might even lay the 

foundation for studies in other countries. The reason is that by using in-depth interviews to actually 

understand the adoption of sustainability practices by manufacturing SMEs and how they can be 
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related to the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs, it was possible to obtain results that can be of use for 

other manufacturing SMEs in order to identify what have they been doing and what can they do to 

adopt the 2030 Agenda in their production processes so they can be included in the process of 

development that will prevail up to the year 2030. 

 

6.2. Limitations 

As it was a qualitative research and, in part, responses depended on the place interviews were 

carried out, the interviewees, their results, and the type of business, the study had some limitations: 

1. Results from qualitative research are context-specific. Therefore, if the obtained information 

wants to be used in another country and/or sector, the characteristics of that country or sector 

should be considered, and it should be modified or adapted accordingly. 

2. The analyzed sector was specifically the manufacturing industrial sector. Thus, the results were 

specific to that sector. Also, the SMEs analyzed were Mexican SMEs from the manufacturing 

industrial sector and, hence, results were based on the Mexican context. 

3. The in-depth interviews were conducted in a few amount of SMEs. The reasons were basically 

time and resources, for the aim was to do in-depth and face-to-face interviews. 

4. Only owners/managers were interviewed, and not employees. There are two main reasons for 

this: 1) there was not enough time to interview the whole company and also focus on other 

companies; and 2) owners/managers are supposed to know more about their company than their 

employees and, hence, they know more about the sustainability practices they have been 

implementing. 

5. The information considered was specifically based on the answers given by the respondents. 
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This means, on the one hand, that the findings obtained expressly considered what those 

respondents mentioned without making any type of assumptions, but, on the other hand, this 

means that it is possible that they are carrying out other types of sustainability practices that 

they did not have in mind during the interviews. 

However, despite the limitations, the study can help us understand the way in which manufacturing 

SMEs think about sustainability and, therefore, the manner in which they have adopted and 

implemented that sustainability in the form of practices with the aim of being able to make a 

relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs. This may help us observe that, even if SMEs do 

not have in mind that Agenda at the beginning, they can afterwards align their sustainability 

practices with the Agenda, and hence achieve the aim it proposes regarding the collaboration 

between different actors, namely, governments, organizations and businesses, as well as the 

achievement of sustainable development through specific goals and targets and the eradication of 

poverty. 
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CHAPTER I 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

1. SUSTAINABILITY IN BUSINESS 

Sustainability in business, or what other authors call corporate sustainability, bases its definition 

in that of sustainable development (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016), and thus it is pertinent to define 

it. The definition given by the Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: 

Our Common Future, also known as the Brundtland Report, is that sustainable development is the 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, “Chapter 2: Towards Sustainable 

Development”, para. 1). Here, the Report underlines -besides the idea of needs- the idea of 

limitations that also must be considered, which are generated by “the state of technology and social 

organization on the environment’s ability to meet present and future needs” (WCED, 1987, 

“Chapter 2: Towards Sustainable Development”, para. 1). In order to be able to fulfill the 

definition’s ideas, the concept of sustainable development also entails three fundamental elements, 

namely, the social, the environmental and the economic dimensions (United Nations, 1992) and, 

hence, there are also three basic dimensions of sustainability within companies, also known as “the 

three responsibilities” or the “triple bottom line”, which are environmental responsibility, social 

welfare and economic prosperity (Farver, 2013, p. 3). In relation to this, Farver (2013) stated that 

the daily challenge companies face is to operationalize their sustainability aims, and defined 

sustainability in business or corporate sustainability as that which balances environmental 

management, social welfare and economic prosperity while moving towards a long-term goal of 

success for the well-being of the company and its stakeholders. Thus, adopting sustainability 
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practices is not necessarily carried out by companies without an ulterior motive, which can be their 

own well-being and that of its stakeholders. 

Following Makipere & Yip's (2008) definitions of the environmental, economic and social 

dimensions, in the environmental dimension, companies consume resources in a responsible way 

and also help renew resources, meaning they need to be eco-efficient. Eco-efficiency has been 

defined by the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) as a managerial 

philosophy that encourages businesses to look for environmental improvements that generate, 

simultaneously, economic benefits (WBCSD, 2000). Thus, in the environmental dimension, 

businesses need to care for the natural environment, without ruling out their economic growth. In 

the economic dimension, a company generates enough profit to both meet current expenses and 

even have an income, but also to allocate funds to keep “being sustainable in all other ways” 

(Makipere & Yip, 2008, p. 65) and, hence, taking also into consideration the natural environment 

and their impact on society. Finally, in the social dimension, a company needs to be “seen as a 

good corporate citizen” that engages in philanthropic causes, has good labor practices, values 

human capital development and is inclined to report about these activities (Makipere & Yip, 2008, 

p. 66), never forgetting their economic growth and the protection to the natural environment. 

In the sense of the above, companies are nowadays called to take responsibility for the way in 

which their operations impact both societies and the natural environment and, thus, they have also 

been asked to apply sustainability principles to the way they conduct their business (D'Amato, 

Henderson, & Florence, 2009). This is because, according to D'Amato et al. (2009), it is not 

acceptable that a company enjoys economic prosperity without considering those agents who have 

been affected by their actions. Therefore, companies should not only consider their growth or 

expansion, but they should also be “good corporate citizens” (D'Amato et al., 2009, p. 1). In this 
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manner, adopting sustainability measures is not merely a tendency for the companies’ operations, 

but also, and as stated by Waddock & Bodwell (2007), a company’s responsible management 

practices, as well as its financial performance, go “hand in hand” (p. 34). In this way, they assert 

that “the more responsible a company is in its strategies and operating practices, the better it is 

managed – and the better it performs financially” (p. 34). To exemplify this, considering the social 

dimension, if the employees of a company are treated well, then their performance will be better 

and, thus, they will help the company to be more productive, and considering the environmental 

dimension, the less amount of energy is wasted, the more they recycle and re-use materials, and 

the more waste is reduced, then the companies are more efficient and more productive and, 

consequently, more profitable (Waddock & Bodwell, 2007). However, and very importantly, 

success in business cannot be only guaranteed by the adoption of shallow sustainability initiatives 

with the aim of improving the company’s reputation, but rather the company must use them “as 

the foundation of [their] business operating system” (Blackburn, 2005, p. 1). Therefore, 

organizations that want to apply the triple bottom line need to actually rethink their business plan 

as a priority and not only apply superficial measures, such as saving electricity, without any 

restructuring (Smith, 2012). If that happens, sustainability will be able to make the company 

stronger and more competitive (Blackburn, 2005). In this sense, Witjes et al. (2017) found that a 

company can have a vision on sustainability integration notwithstanding the growth stage in which 

sustainability is, and suggested to study the process to integrate sustainability “retrospectively” in 

order to “explore the integration of [sustainability] in the company’s culture” (p. 537), for it is in 

this moment of integration, in which the company can be considered as truly sustainable. 
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2. THE 2030 AGENDA AND THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

2.1 Background: Millennium Development Goals 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) can be thought of as the direct antecedents of the 

Sustainable Development Goals. They were adopted in the year 2000 by 189 Member States of 

the United Nations, who agreed to ‘try’ to accomplish them by the year 2015 (Guthrie, 2008; 

UNICEF, 2014; World Health Organization [WHO], 2019, para. 1). They established human 

development as the center of “social and economic progress in all countries” (International 

Institute for Environment and Development [IIED], 2003-2015, para. 5) and highlighted the 

importance of partnerships among developed and developing countries and that those partnerships 

were to be “based on mutual responsibility and accountability”, while, at the same time, developing 

countries had to attend to certain stipulations, such as “commit to good governance, development 

and poverty reduction”, as well as to work along with the private sector, non-governmental 

organizations and the civil society (Guthrie, 2008, p. 187). The MDGs were interdependent and 

they aimed to “combat poverty, hunger, disease, illiteracy, environmental degradation, and 

discrimination against women” (WHO, 2019, para. 1). These goals were: 

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 

2. Achieve universal primary education 

3. Promote gender equality and empower women 

4. Reduce child mortality 

5. Improve maternal health 

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases 

7. Ensure environmental sustainability 

8. Global partnership for development 
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 (UNICEF, 2014; WHO, 2019) 

According to the Millennium Development Goals Report 2015 (United Nations, 2015a), there 

were some advances up to the year 2015, although progress was uneven among some regions and 

countries. Some of those advances were the decrease in the number of people living in a state of 

extreme poverty from 1.9 billion in 1990 to 836 million in 2015 (MDG 1); the decrease in the 

number of out-of-school children of primary school age from 100 million in 2000 to an estimated 

of 57 million in 2015 (MDG 2); the decline of the proportion of women in vulnerable employment 

with respect to the total female employment by 13 percent between 1991 and 2015, and in men in 

vulnerable employment by 9 percent between the same years (MDG 3); globally, the under-five 

mortality rate dropped from 12.7 million to almost 6 million between 1990 and 2015 (MDG 4); 

the maternal mortality ratio declined by 45 per cent worldwide from 1990 to 2015, and according 

to the Report, most of that reduction happened since 2000 (MDG 5); new HIV infections fell 

between 2000 and 2013 from approximately 3.5 million to 2.1 million cases, 6.2 million malaria 

deaths were avoided between 2000 and 2015, and 37 million lives were saved from tuberculosis 

between 2000 and 2013 by carrying out prevention, diagnosis and treatment measures (MDG 6); 

the virtual elimination of ozone-depleting substances since 1990, and the increase of terrestrial and 

marine protected areas in many regions, e.g., the expansion of terrestrial protected areas in Latin 

America and the Caribbean between 1990 and 2014 from 8.8 percent to 23.4 (MDG 7); and the 

increase of official development assistance from developed countries by 66 percent, reaching 

135.2 billion dollars between 2000 and 2014 (MDG 8). However, challenges still persisted in 2015, 

some of the ones mentioned by the Report were gender inequality, poverty and hunger, big gaps 

between the richest and the poorest households, climate change and environmental degradation, 

and armed conflicts (United Nations, 2015a). Therefore, the Sustainable Development Goals were 
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created to take the Millennium Development Goals’ place as reference goals in order to address 

the issues that were not achieved up to 2015 (Campbell, 2017; LeBlanc, 2015). 

2.2 Sustainable Development Goals 

In September 2015, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was approved by 193 Member 

States of the United Nations (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018; Guandalini, Sun, & Zhou, 2019). It 

includes 17 Sustainability Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets that ought to be 

accomplished by the year 2030 in order to “improve global sustainability” (Fleming, Wise, 

Hansen, & Sams, 2017, p. 94). In this sense, the 2030 Agenda is fundamental for the study of 

sustainability nowadays because it “will guide policy and funding for the next 15 years” (Chen, 

2016, p. 16; Verboven & Vanherck, 2016), meaning from 2015 to 2030. The 2030 Agenda’s aim 

to cover all aspects of sustainability and sectors of society makes it an ambitious one (Fleming et 

al., 2017), and the 17 SDGs’ approach of “governance through goals” represents a new approach 

to the achievement of sustainability around the world, given its non-binding nature (Biermann, 

Kanie, & Kim, 2017, p. 26). As a matter of importance, the 2030 Agenda aims for the eradication 

of extreme poverty (Caiado, Leal-Filho, Gonçalves-Quelhas, Nascimiento, & Veigas-Ávila, 2018; 

Miola & Schiltz, 2019) and, thus, highlights the objective of “no one left behind” (McArthur & 

Rasmussen, 2019, p. 1), suggesting a universal nature and aiming to reduce inequality both within 

and among countries (Schleicher, Schaafsma, & Vira, 2018). In relation to this, the World Business 

Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) has stated that “poverty is one of the single 

largest barriers to sustainability” (WBCSD, 2002, p. 226; Grover, Kar, & Ilavarasan, 2019) and, 

therefore, its eradication must be an objective of every country if sustainability wants to be 

successfully applied.  

It is true that literature has presented some challenges about the SDGs’ implementation. For 
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instance, even though SDGs aim for a universal application, countries must nonetheless apply 

them to their national and local contexts, meaning that they need to adapt the SDGs from a global 

perspective to national and local perspectives, making it difficult for governments to take action 

by themselves (Biermann et al., 2017; Schleicher et al., 2018). Also, some SDGs might be difficult 

to achieve in a short or medium term because other targets must be achieved first, or because of 

conflicts and poor governance existing in some countries that must be addressed first (Moyer & 

Bohl, 2019), and attaining one goal may be done at the expense of others, e.g., focusing in 

eradicating poverty might be done at the expense of another environmental goal (Barbier & 

Burgess, 2019). However, this does not diminish their importance. Indeed, there are also areas of 

opportunity for SDGs that have been pointed out by the literature. For example, SDGs comprise a 

flexible agenda with a goal-orientation nature that aims for global inclusion and the creation of 

partnerships, and allows governments to interpret and implement them depending on what they 

consider appropriate for their countries based on their own national needs (Biermann et al., 2017; 

Wong, 2019). Likewise, their global perspective allows them to be applied to all countries and, as 

such, beyond low-income countries, and aims for the reduction of inequality among and within 

countries, addressing both environmental and poverty issues from a global perspective (Moyer & 

Bohl, 2019; Schleicher et al., 2018), and they identify climate change challenges as critical matters 

for both human and the planet’s health (Lilienfeld, Nicholas, & Breaky, 2018). Therefore, even 

though there are challenges for the SDGs’ implementation, they also represent an opportunity for 

countries to move towards a more sustainable world, in which the environment, society and 

economic growth are able to coexist. 

Another relevant aspect is that the 2030 Agenda establishes five important areas to which the SDGs 

belong that need to be considered by the Member States when applying the Agenda, for they could 
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be thought of as the pillars of sustainability nowadays. These areas are also known as the five P’s 

and they are people, planet, prosperity, peace and partnerships (Jayasooria, 2016; Caiado et al., 

2018). People makes reference to the ‘social responsibility’ dimension of sustainability and it 

promotes human dignity, the eradication of inequality, poverty and hunger, welfare and gender 

equality; planet is related to the ‘protection of the environment’ dimension of sustainability and it 

promotes fighting climate change and the planet’s degradation, as well as a responsible use of 

resources, and sustainable consumption and production; and prosperity refers to the ‘economic 

growth’ dimension of sustainability and it promotes the progress of economy, society and 

technology in “harmony with nature” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 3; Jayasooria, 2016). The 2030 

Agenda also includes two other areas besides the ones related to the three basic dimensions of 

sustainability. As such, it includes peace, which promotes “life free from fear, coercion and 

violence” (Jayasooria, 2016, p. 20), as well as human rights and everyone’s access to justice; and 

partnerships, which call for alliances among governments, the private sector and civil society built 

upon principles and values, a shared vision and common aims, therefore appealing for global 

solidarity and the consideration of people and planet as a priority (Jayasooria, 2016; Naciones 

Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). The 17 SDGs are distributed among these five P’s of the 2030 Agenda. 

Those SDGs are the following: 

1. No Poverty. End poverty in all its forms everywhere. 

2. Zero hunger. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote 

sustainable agriculture. 

3. Good health and well-being. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for al at all ages. 

4. Quality education. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 

learning opportunities for all. 



34 

 

5. Gender equality. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. 

6. Clean water and sanitation. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and 

sanitation for all. 

7. Affordable and clean energy. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 

energy for all. 

8. Decent work and economic growth. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 

growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all. 

9. Industry, innovation and infrastructure. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive 

and sustainable industrialization and foster innovation. 

10. Reduced inequalities. Reduce inequality within and among countries. 

11. Sustainable cities and communities. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 

resilient and sustainable. 

12. Responsible production and consumption. Ensure sustainable consumption and production 

patterns. 

13. Climate action. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts. 

14. Life below water. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 

sustainable development. 

15. Life on land. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation 

and halt biodiversity loss. 

16. Peace and justice strong institutions. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for 

sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable 

and inclusive institutions at all levels. 
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17. Partnerships for the goals. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the 

Global Partnership for Sustainable Development. 

Accordingly, goals 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 belong to the area of people; goals 6, 12, 13, 14 and 15 belong 

to the area of planet; goals 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11 belong to the area of prosperity; goal 16 belongs to 

the area of peace; and goal 17 belongs to the area of partnerships (Yepes-López & García de la 

Torre, 2017). The United Nations have stressed that the 17 SDGs are “integrated and indivisible” 

(Moratis & Melissen, 2019, p. 253) and, therefore, all of them have to be applied for they are 

dependent of one another. However, in practice, coupled with the non-legally binding nature of 

the SDGs’ compliance (Biermann et al., 2017), both countries and companies apply the SDGs that 

are relevant to them, the ones that match their “national choices and preferences” (Biermann et al., 

2017, p. 27), in the case of the former, and the ones they consider their activities have more impact 

on (Moratis & Melissen, 2019), in the case of the latter. As such, for the thesis, it was possible to 

make a relationship between seven SDGs and the studied manufacturing SMEs in accordance with 

the responses they gave, namely, SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 8 (decent work and economic 

growth), SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), SDG 12 

(responsible production and consumption), SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions), and 

SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals). 

SDG 4. Quality Education 

In accordance with the United Nations, “education enables upward socioeconomic mobility and is 

a key to escaping poverty” (United Nations, n.d., “4 Quality Education”, para. 1). Subsequently, a 

quality education can help improve people’s lives, as well as sustainable development (Naciones 

Unidas/CEPAL, 2018), and that is why the 2030 Agenda aims to “ensure inclusive and quality 

education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 17). In 
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relation to this, González-García, Colomo-Magaña, & Cívico-Ariza (2020) expressed that quality 

education can be understood as “one of the most powerful and proven drivers for ensuring 

sustainable development”, which can be applied to both formal and non-formal educational 

contexts (p. 1). The importance of quality education is likewise noted when relating it to other 

SDGs, such as SDG 3 (good health and well-being), SDG 5 (gender equality), SDG 8 (decent work 

and economic growth), SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), SDG 12 (responsible production and 

consumption), SDG 13 (climate action), SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions) and SDG 

17 (partnerships for the goals) (Vladimirova & LeBlanc, 2016; Webb, Holford, Hodge, Milana, & 

Waller, 2017). Thus, the topic of quality education is not limited and can be related to other topics. 

In this regard, González-García et al. (2020) found, for example, that quality education can also 

be focused on training in, for instance, schools, in order to improve teacher education and to raise 

awareness about the importance sustainable development has, as well as to students’ competencies, 

skills and abilities that can help them “improve their reality” (p. 14). Hence, education is relevant 

in order to become aware of the importance of sustainable development, and therefore training 

within companies can also be directed towards the topic of sustainable development in order to 

raise awareness among those companies’ employees, whether managers or not, and even 

customers, for education can take place in many settings, which not only include schools, colleges 

and universities, but also workplaces that also need to employ high-quality managers and support 

staff to be able to “cater to their learners’ needs and who receive opportunities for their own 

professional development” (Boeren, 2019, pág. 283). In addition, Leicht, Combes, Byun, & 

Agbedahin (2018) stated that education can help “make a critical difference to production patterns 

(e.g. with regard to the circular economy) and to consumer understanding of more sustainable 

produced goods and prevention of waste” (p. 31). In this sense, education can bring “benefits for 
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both individuals and societies” and can help shape the manner in which a country’s citizens 

“understand their society and engage with each other” (Nicolai, Wales, & Aiazzi, 2017, p. 3). 

Therefore, quality education can be of use for companies and, in this case, for manufacturing SMEs 

in order to orient their employees towards a more sustainable vision by helping them become more 

aware of their actions. 

SDG 8. Decent Work and Economic Growth  

Decent work has been described by the International Labour Organization (ILO) as that which 

includes a productive job with fair income, where people are provided with security and there is 

social protection for their families, where people are able to achieve personal development and 

social integration, where they are free to express their concerns, as well as being able to organize 

and take part on decisions that can affect their lives, and where there are equal opportunities for 

all and equal treatment for all, whether women or men (ILO, 2019). As such, SDG 8 aims to 

achieve a sustainable economic development by increasing productivity levels and through 

technological innovation (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018; PNUD, 2019), for as the WBCSD 

states, “smartly applied technologies can contribute significantly to reduce inequalities” (WBCSD, 

2019, “Impact on SDGs”, para. 1). However, for that objective to be accomplished, it is important 

that people acquire decent and quality jobs under the idea that everyone has the right to share 

progress, and everyone has the right to be fairly compensated and to be treated with dignity, for 

having a job does not necessarily translate into escaping poverty (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). 

Actually, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) stated that about 700 million 

workers lived in extreme or moderate poverty in 2018 with less than US$ 3.20 per day (PNUD, 

2019). Thus, the purpose of this goal is to also achieve productive jobs (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 

2018; PNUD, 2019). In this sense, if employees are treated well, then their performance will be 
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better and, thus, they will help companies to be more productive (Waddock & Bodwell, 2007; 

Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018), which establishes a win-win scenario, where both companies 

and people win, making it a relevant goal for manufacturing SMEs. 

SDG 9. Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure 

According to this goal, it is fundamental to invest in infrastructure, i.e., “transport, irrigation, 

energy and information and communication technology” (United Nations, n.d., Goal 9: Build 

resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable industrialization and foster innovation, para. 1), and 

to promote the adoption of clean industrial processes and technologies to achieve sustainable 

development and be able to empower communities from different countries, given that 

infrastructure investments can lead to productivity and income increase, as well as improvements 

in health and educational outcomes (United Nations, n.d., Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, 

promote sustainable industrialization and foster innovation; Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). 

Actually, the United Nations (n.d., Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation) mention that “technological progress is the foundation of 

efforts to achieve environmental objectives” (para. 3) and, therefore, innovation can be thought of 

as important for the construction of a “sustainable economic prosperity for the society” around the 

world, given that new technologies can also help develop knowledge and consequently promote 

the creation of ‘inventions’ related to “medicine, transportation, production or the use of energy” 

that can be of use to improve people’s living conditions (Szopik-Depczyńska, et al., 2018, p. 252). 

That is the reason why this goal represents an opportunity to focus on people when creating 

innovative economies (Szopik-Depczyńska, et al., 2018) and promotes an inclusive and 

sustainable industrialization, as well as an increase in the contribution of the industry sector to job 

creation and the gross domestic product, always taking into consideration each country’s 
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circumstances (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). The United Nations (n.d., Goal 9: Build resilient 

infrastructure, promote sustainable industrialization and foster innovation) underline, though, that 

if there is no innovation and technology, it can be assumed that industrialization will not happen 

and, without it, development will not happen either, hence being important for both countries and 

companies to keep this in mind. It is important to note, however, that innovation does not 

necessarily mean that development will reach everyone equally around the world, it may also 

happen that some countries or societies or even sectors of society innovate more than others and, 

therefore, have a greater development and actually increase the inequality gap (Bogers, 

Chesbrough, & Moedas, 2018). Hence, not only countries, but also companies, must not forget the 

2030 Agenda’s aim of eradicating poverty in all of its forms when carrying out these innovations, 

for development should also be inclusive, otherwise sustainable development will not happen. In 

this regard, manufacturing SMEs can help contribute with this by focusing not only on improving 

their production and making it cleaner, but also on how, while improving and cleaning their 

production, their employees can be part of that development. Actually, the United Nations (n.d., 

Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable industrialization and foster innovation) 

consider ‘manufacturing’ as an “important driver of economic development and employment” 

(para. 2) and, thus, manufacturing SMEs can play an important role in this specific SDG. 

SDG 10. Reduced Inequalities 

The 2030 Agenda proposes for this goal the reduction of inequality “within and among countries” 

(United Nations, 2015b, p. 21). The United Nations note in this regard that even if the international 

community has achieved great advances by getting people out of poverty, and even if the most 

vulnerable nations are still making advances in relation to this, both inequalities and great 

disparities to access, for instance, health and education services as well as access to other 
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productive goods still exist (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). The United Nations also importantly 

mention that even if inequalities regarding income has been reduced among countries, they have 

increased within them, and it has been noted that economic growth is not enough to reduce poverty, 

for the three dimensions of sustainable development, i.e. economic, social and environmental 

dimensions, need to be taken into account (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). As such, the 2030 

Agenda promotes the “social, economic and political inclusion” of everyone, notwithstanding their 

“age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or other status”, as well as 

ensuring equal opportunities (United Nations, 2015b, p. 21). This is relevant because, according 

to the United Nations, “reducing inequalities and ensuring no one is left behind are integral to 

achieving the Sustainable Development Goals” (United Nations, n.d., “Goal 10: Reduce inequality 

within and among countries”, para. 1). Thus, considering that inequalities do not only make 

reference to economic differences between the richest and the poorest people, but also refers to 

unequal access to social rights and services, to discrimination, and to unequal access to natural 

resources, among other matters (CONCORD, 2019), companies can also be of help in this regard 

by not only giving opportunities to their own employees, but also by helping, within their 

capabilities, surrounding communities to improve their living conditions. 

SDG 12. Responsible Consumption and Production 

Goal 12 proposes the adoption of the principles of sustainable consumption and production by 

2030 (Naidoo & Gasparatos, 2018), which have been recognized as ‘key ingredients’ for 

sustainable development (LeBlanc, 2015, p. 1). In this regard, the goal states that both sustainable 

consumption and production involve the efficient use of natural resources and energy, rational 

waste and chemical products management (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018; UNDP, 2019). 

However, the goal goes beyond that, for it also makes reference to sustainable infrastructures -
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showing its connection with SDG 9-, facilitating everyone’s access to basic services, decent and 

sustainable jobs -showing its connection with SDG 8-, and a better life quality for all, helping to 

diminish poverty and, at the same time, increasing economic competitiveness (Naciones 

Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). In this sense, SDG 12’s aim is to increase revenues while making more 

and better things using less resources and by also decreasing degradation and pollution, all this by 

achieving, at the same time, a better life quality (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). For this, it must 

be considered that “commerce, industry and business operations and strategies are critical to RCP 

[responsible consumption and production] success”  (Tseng, Qinghua, Sarkis, & Chiu, 2018, p. 4). 

That is why the goal proposes a collaboration throughout the supply chain, from the producer and 

extractive industries to the final consumer, and to raise awareness among consumers by teaching 

them about sustainable consumption and lifestyles (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018; Tseng et al., 

2018). Besides consumers, it is also important to encourage, and even teach, industries and 

businesses to recycle and reduce waste, and have an efficient management on how they use natural 

resources and the way they “dispose of toxic waste and pollutants” (UNDP, 2019, para. 2). 

Considering what this goal proposes, then, manufacturing SMEs must also take action about the 

manner in which they consume resources and the use they give to those resources during their 

production processes, and how they dispose of the waste generated as a result, always taking into 

consideration the three dimensions of sustainability, i.e., social, environmental and economic 

dimensions.  

SDG 16. Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 

According to the 2030 Agenda, this goal focuses on the promotion of both peaceful and inclusive 

societies for sustainable development, on providing access to justice for everyone, and on the 

construction of accountable, effective and inclusive institutions at all levels (Naciones 
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Unidas/CEPAL, 2018; United Nations, 2015b). In this sense, it promotes “the rule of law at the 

national and international levels”, and it aims for the reduction of corruption in all of its forms and 

for ensuring “responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at all levels”, 

among other matters (United Nations, 2015b, p. 25). As such, and as indicated by El-Baradei 

(2019), “SDG 16 is the most relevant goal to the field of public administration” (p. 1), for it also 

“contributes to the wider delivery of the United Nations 2030 Agenda” (Whaites, 2016, p. 1), given 

that the topics of “peace, inclusion and delivery of basic services” are also related to a responsible 

and effective management of power (Whaites, 2016, p. 1).  

Additionally, SDG 16 is important because it addresses the “connection between the structures of 

power and the people that they should serve” (Whaites, 2016, p. 2), and in this manner it considers 

the function of institutions, but also how they act towards people (Whaites, 2016), where 

interestingly institutions that are strong, but also accountable, inclusive and efficient, are the ones 

that can bring peace and justice to society. That is why to attain SDG 16 it is necessary to transform 

institutions from ones that enable “domination and violence”, to ones that enable “equality and 

peace for people and planet” (Ruane, 2019, p. 180), for also by transforming institutions, the 

behaviors of people and organizations regarding social, economic, environmental and political 

matters can also be transformed (Villanueva-Ulfgard, 2019), and this can also be said of companies 

or, in the specific case of this thesis, of manufacturing SMEs. In this regard, Zuber (2016) asserted 

that the success of the 2030 Agenda will depend on achieving this goal and, hence, on sustaining 

“stable, secure and inclusive societies” that are ruled by states that are “trustworthy, responsive to 

constituents, free of corruption and committed to eliminating violence” (p. 115), for as Villanueva-

Ulfgard (2019) mentioned, without a sustained peace that goes beyond a mere absence of violence, 

development advances would be reversed (p. 7). In this sense, she also indicated that peaceful 
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societies need to comply with SDG 16 in order for institutions to be effective, inclusive, receptive, 

participative, representative, responsible and transparent and, hence, to be able to achieve all SDGs 

(p. 7). Therefore, companies, including manufacturing SMEs, must also contribute to this goal in 

order to help their respective societies move towards sustainable development. 

SDG 17. Partnerships for Goals 

As stated by the United Nations, in order for a sustainable development agenda to be effective, 

alliances between governments, the private sector and civil society are necessary, for they are built 

over values, principles, shared views and common aims that give priority to the people and the 

planet (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). In this sense, SDG 17 aims to “strengthen the means of 

implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development” (United 

Nations, 2015b, p. 26), and hence one of the matters it considers within its targets are partnerships 

among various stakeholders that can “mobilize and share knowledge, expertise, technology and 

financial resources” in order to attain the SDGs in every country, having the aim to “encourage 

and promote effective public, public-private and civil society partnerships” (United Nations, 

2015b, p. 27). Weber (2017) stated in this regard that SDG 17 “is focused on implementing policies 

through which many of the other goals are to be realized” (p. 404). The importance of partnerships 

has also been noted by Saric et al. (2019) when they expressed regarding transnational research 

partnerships that they are “considered fundamental for supporting research and creating shared 

knowledge for sustainable development” (p. 143), hence indicating that partnerships can also be 

done in order to share “high-quality information and create shared knowledge and capacity” (p. 

143). In relation to this, they stated that “more efficient coordination, collaboration and knowledge 

exchange between different sectors and greater balance in terms of their involvement in research 

and on decision-making panels” are prerequisites for sustainable development globally (pp. 143-
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144). Thus, they suggested that partnerships that operate “beyond disciplines, sectors and territorial 

boundaries” (p. 144) are the ones that would succeed in achieving SDGs. Therefore, global 

partnerships among different sectors are fundamental for the achievement of SDGs because it is 

with partnerships that knowledge is transmitted and that the different sectors collaborate to become 

sustainable, sectors that include manufacturing SMEs.  

 

3. SUSTAINABILITY IN SMES 

According to Ebrahim et al. (2010), SMEs are the motor of global economic growth and their 

continuous growth is an important issue for the economy and the employment of any country. 

Given their significance, it could be considered that SMEs are not only an important source of 

employment, but they can also have an impact on the environment and on society, whether positive 

or negative, as every big company does. Actually, Lawrence et al. (2006) underlined the 

importance to study sustainable practices in SMEs given that, even though they have individually 

low social, environmental and financial impacts, taken together those impacts are significant. 

However, literature related to accountability and corporate practices, at least until the last decade, 

had been mostly focused on large transnational corporations with a high individual impact, 

although SMEs can collectively have huge impacts (Lawrence et al., 2006), and even if there was 

recognition that SMEs have an important role in many economies, only limited research focused 

on the impacts they have on the natural environment and the strategies those companies implement 

in order to reduce them (Aragón-Correa et al., 2008). Therefore, studying sustainability in SMEs 

is important for two main reasons. First, because they are job providers and, second, because they 

can also impact the environment and society, but to do so positively might depend on how they 

are managed and how committed are they to adopt sustainability measures and processes.  
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Now, as it was mentioned previously, sustainability considers three basic dimensions within firms, 

i.e., environmental responsibility, social welfare and economic prosperity (Farver, 2013), and 

those dimensions are also considered in the 2030 Agenda and its Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). In this sense, the definition of sustainability in SMEs will be guided here by the three 

basic dimensions and the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, given that 

sustainability must be thought of as an inclusive term.  

3.1 Sustainable Development Goals in SMEs 

With the idea of leaving no one behind (McArthur & Rasmussen, 2019), SDGs can be applied not 

only to large companies, but also to SMEs (Verboven & Vanherck, 2016). Actually, given the 

large number of SMEs and their collective impact (Lawrence et al., 2006), their importance for the 

economy and job creation in both developed and developing countries (Kamal-Chaouni, 2017; 

Žigienė et al., 2019) , as well as their relevance for poverty reduction (Lessidrenska, 2019), SDGs 

must be applied to SMEs in order to be successful (Verboven & Vanherck, 2016), for nowadays 

the responsibility to change “at the root” the manner of consumption and production is collective, 

meaning that SMEs must also take part of this responsibility (Kingo, 2015, p. 12). Although SMEs 

have constraints such as lack of financial resources and human resources (Zhivkova, 2019), lack 

of experience and incentives “to implement sustainability” (Verboven & Vanherck, 2016, p. 165), 

struggles for profitability (Kingo, 2015), and high commercial risks, meaning that their activities 

can have “negative commercial consequences” that can therefore impact on their “performance 

and international competitiveness” (Žigienė et al., 2019, p. 19-20), they can nevertheless, within 

the framework of the SDGs, provide “employment and decent work for all, [promote] sustainable 

industrialization and [foster] innovation, and [reduce] income inequalities” (OECD, 2017, p. 5). 

However, it is pertinent to note that given their limited resources, it is difficult for them to apply 
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all 17 SDGs, and that is why, in this instance, they should, first of all, prioritize the SDGs that can 

be applied to both their industry and their business and focus on those SDGs so they can, 

afterwards, implement other SDGs (Verboven & Vanherck, 2016). For this, SMEs need to adopt 

and carry out practices that can be oriented towards the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs in order to be 

able to actually become sustainable in accordance with the definition of sustainable development 

prevalent in today’s international arena, and which also includes the five dimensions proposed by 

the 2030 Agenda, namely, people, planet, prosperity, peace and partnerships, to which the 17 

SDGs belong. 

 

4. SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES 

4.1 Why do companies adopt practices in general? 

There are different reasons literature has given for companies to adopt practices. However, given 

that the study regards the adoption of sustainability practices by manufacturing SMEs and their 

relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs as a guide those companies should follow up to 

2030, and given that the 2030 Agenda is what currently defines sustainable development also for 

companies and it comes from institutional sources, such as the United Nations and its Members 

States, the reasons the literature on Institutional Theory has given will be the ones firstly 

considered. Nonetheless, even within the theory, different institutional theorists have given 

different reasons for companies to change and adopt practices.  

Thus, according to some institutional theorists, organizations are “becoming more homogenous, 

and bureaucracy remains the common organizational form”, and changes are being less driven by 

competition or the need to be more efficient, for those changes rather happen “as the result of 

processes that make organizations more similar without necessarily making them more efficient”, 
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and therefore even if there are individual efforts to “deal rationally with uncertainty and 

constraint”, those efforts lead altogether to “homogeneity in structure, culture, and output” 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 147). For this process towards homogeneity, the term of 

isomorphism has been used. In this sense, “in Hawley’s (1968) description, isomorphism is a 

constraining process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other units that face the same 

set of environmental conditions” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 149), and therefore the 

characteristics of organizations are modified to be compatible with environmental characteristics 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). In this regard, there might be three types of isomorphism, namely, 

coercive isomorphism, mimetic isomorphism and normative isomorphism.  

Accordingly, coercive isomorphism is the result of formal and informal pressures some 

organizations exert on others, and of the cultural expectations society has on the manner in which 

organizations work, mimetic isomorphism is the result of uncertainty, for when there is uncertainty 

about some matters, organizations might copy other organizations, and normative isomorphism is 

the result of professionalization, for the collective members of an occupation define both the 

conditions and methods of their work and, hence, members of a profession who are part of one 

organization can share similarities with the members of the same profession who belong to another 

organization (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). As such, the adoption of certain practices by companies 

is many times caused by pressures coming from their external environment when other companies 

exert pressure on them or when there is uncertainty regarding certain matters and the best way to 

avoid that uncertainty is to observe what other companies have done in order to imitate them on 

that regard, but they can also come from their internal environment when the professionals who 

work in the company orient their practices towards what their respective professions ask from 

them, therefore moving towards homogeneity or, in other words, towards isomorphism.  
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Similarly, it has also been suggested that even if ultimate societal needs are the same, but nations 

answer differently regarding those needs, at a conceptual level “institutions have the same common 

denominators” and that is why all societies have the same institutions, namely, schools, hospitals, 

military, and government among others (Hanson, 2001, pp. 644, 646). In this sense, three basic 

pillars of institutions have been named, i.e., regulative, normative and cognitive pillars. The 

regulative pillar prescribes actions “through formal and/or informal rules that establish, monitor, 

and sanction activities”, thus acting as a stabilizer, the normative pillar emphasizes values and 

norms regarding how organizations should “pursue valued ends through legitimate means”, and 

the cognitive pillar “shapes the filter through which people view reality and gives meaning to them 

as they interpret their world” (Hanson, 2001, p. 646). In this regard, the more the environment 

pressures and constrains companies, the less freedom they have to change and, hence, they become 

even more similar and, thus, homogenous, and they adopt goals and processes as a way to become 

more legitimate in the eyes of society by doing what external stakeholders expect from them 

(Hanson, 2001). As a consequence, and in their search for legitimacy, companies can start 

replicating what other companies do (Hanson, 2001) and adopt practices in such a way.  

On the other hand, literature has also addressed the issue of efficiency-seeking, where efficiency 

can also be a reason to adopt practices. As such, efficiency-seeking organizations “may be biased 

in favor of current designs and those that are legitimated within their institutional contexts” 

(Roberts & Greenwood, 1997, p. 346). In order to adopt new designs, organizations can follow a 

certain process. They can start by evaluating current designs when the efficiency of a prevailing 

design falls below a satisficing level, and this depends on “the degree to which the competitive 

and institutional environments establish strict efficiency requirements” (Roberts & Greenwood, 

1997, p. 358), thus increasing competition and, in turn, the need for organizations to operate more 
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efficiently (Roberts & Greenwood, 1997). Subsequently, when the prevailing design falls below 

the satisficing level, decision makers can start looking for alternative designs for their 

organizations, which can either be designs already established or new ones, which are only 

explored when the known ones fall below the satisficing level of efficiency (Roberts & 

Greenwood, 1997). Then, decision makers can evaluate “the overall performance of other 

organizations and infer the [expected] efficiency of their organizational designs” (Roberts & 

Greenwood, 1997, p. 360), and they can also imitate actions of other “organizations in their 

institutional environments that are perceived to be successful”, and thus the efficiency evaluation 

of a certain organizational design can also be “dependent on the prevailing institutional 

environment” (Roberts & Greenwood, 1997, p. 361).  

After that, organizations adopt a certain design, although it might be worth considering that, given 

institutional constraints exerted on organizations, they are not entirely free to adopt the design that 

can be the most efficient for them, for they “face pressures to adopt designs that are within the 

subset of socio-politically legitimated designs” (Roberts & Greenwood, 1997, p. 361). However, 

if the organization was able to successfully adopt a new design that had not yet been legitimated, 

then it can become legitimated and alter existing institutional constraints, and it might “serve as a 

template for other efficiency-seeking organizations” (Roberts & Greenwood, 1997, p. 362). 

Therefore, companies that are looking for efficiency can either adopt organizational designs that 

already exist and that are being carried out successfully by other companies, or they can rather 

adopt new organizational designs that have not yet been legitimated, but if they become successful, 

they can serve as a guide for other companies that are also looking for efficiency.  

Another reason for companies to adopt certain practices can also depend on, for instance, the role 

of information technology. In this regard, information technology can either transform 
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organizations given the mere necessity to use new technologies, or because it is employed “as a 

tool for accomplishing known managerial objectives” (Robey, 1995, p. 55), and although 

“institutionalized information systems may resist attempts to modify them”, information systems 

have proven to have the ability to adopt existing institutional characteristics (Robey, 1995, p. 60). 

On the other hand, however, literature not only has addressed institutional established 

characteristics or constraints exerted by the internal and external environments of companies in 

order for them to adopt certain practices or to move towards a certain direction, but it has also 

addressed the matter of deinstitutionalization. In this sense, the concept of deinstitutionalization 

has been defined by the literature as: 

“The process by which legitimacy of an established or institutionalized organizational 

practice erodes or discontinues. Specifically, deinstitutionalization refers to the 

delegitimation of an established organizational practice or procedure as a result of 

organizational challenges to or the failure of organizations to reproduce previously 

legitimated or taken-for-granted organizational actions” (Oliver, 1992, p. 564). 

As such, the concept of deinstitutionalization supposes that institutionalized organizational 

behaviors are not necessarily “stable, repetitive and enduring activities” and, therefore, the 

assumption that activities, given the tendency towards homogenization, “acquire a rule-like status 

that renders them highly resistant to change” (Oliver, 1992, p. 563), might not be the case for all 

situations. In this regard, political, functional and social pressures might also have an impact on 

deinstitutionalization. In relation to political pressures, practices that have been institutionalized 

can be eroded or displaced when their utility or their legitimacy is seriously called into question 

(Oliver, 1992) and if interests and underlying power distributions that have given support and 

legitimacy to those practices suffer a change (Dacin, Goodstein, & Scott, 2002). In relation to 

functional pressures, practices that have been institutionalized can also be deinstitutionalized if 
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technical or functional considerations compromise or raise doubts regarding the instrumental value 

of those practices. In this sense, even if an institutionalized practice is considered of worth or 

legitimate by organizational members, that practice can also be vulnerable to re-evaluation or to 

reconsideration in technical terms (Oliver, 1992), and deinstitutionalization can be generated by 

“perceived problems in performance levels or the perceived utility associated with institutionalized 

practices” (Dacin et al., 2002, p. 46). And in relation to social pressures, they are more related to 

social groups within organizations that may cause deinstitutionalization even if organizations as 

such have the intention of sustaining their current conditions or institutional traditions and, hence, 

those organizations are not pro-active agents of deinstitutionalization (Oliver, 1992). Those social 

pressures can be related to the differentiation of groups, such as an increase on workforce diversity, 

an existence of diverse or heterogenous beliefs and practices within the organization as a result of, 

for instance, a merger, and a change in laws or social expectations that prevent the continuation of 

an institutionalized practice (Dacin et al., 2002). Therefore, practices can be adopted by companies 

given pressures coming either from the outside or the inside of those companies, but they can also 

be changed or even eliminated for the same reasons. 

Nonetheless, it is also pertinent to mention that the Institutional Theory has been criticized for 

tending towards homogeneity, when in reality institutions also “change over time, are not 

uniformly taken-for-granted, have effects that are particularistic, and are challenged as well as 

hotly contested” (Dacin et al., 2002, p. 45). Thus, Institutional Theory has been moving from a 

homogeneous perspective towards a more heterogenous one (Chandler & Hwang, 2015), because 

even if institutions drive change and shape the nature of that change, they can also change over 

time (Dacin et al., 2002). In this sense, the literature has also addressed the Institutional Theory 

along with the topic of diffusion in order to “explain how the decision to adopt can lead to varied 
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outcomes among organizations” (Chandler & Hwang, 2015, p. 2).  

Accordingly, companies can either replicate experiences of other local or distant companies or 

learn from them by “combining known resources or processes” in new ways or transporting that 

knowledge into a new context (Chandler & Hwang, 2015, p. 12). In this regard, there can also be 

four stages to diffuse practices adopted by companies (Chandler & Hwang, 2015). In the first stage, 

companies can be motivated to adopt practices for economic or institutional reasons if economic 

gain and legitimacy benefits are a possibility. In the second stage, companies are willing to 

innovate and take risks. Here, they start to align the diffusing practice with their specific context 

and customize it in order for it to satisfy their needs. In the third stage, the decisions to adopt 

practices by companies are more driven by legitimacy concerns for more companies are also 

adopting those practices, although there is also “room for experimentation and variance in 

implementation” (Chandler & Hwang, 2015, p. 16). And in the fourth stage, the aim companies 

have is to become less illegitimate for the practice is being more taken for granted, so they adopt 

practices that fit their strategy and context better and whose success is guaranteed, and “they do 

so with little innovation or customization” (Chandler & Hwang, 2015, p. 17).  

In addition, the characteristics of the field, the organization and innovation can also have an 

influence on the decision made by companies to adopt practices. In this sense, the institutional 

field can either enable or constraint the company’s ability to act, the organization’s characteristics 

can determine how the company learns and searches and which strategy it is more likely to use 

when adopting a practice, and more transparent and simple innovations “will diffuse through 

populations more quickly” and will also likely “remain more intact as they transfer” than more 

complex and opaque ones, for the former will be more appealing than the latter (Chandler & 

Hwang, 2015, p. 21). Therefore, in order to adopt practices, companies recognize possible 
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practices depending on the benefits they might bring, they diffuse those practices, they look for 

their legitimacy in front of other companies, and they aim to adopt practices whose success is 

guaranteed, all of this by considering the characteristics of the institutional field, their organization 

and innovation. As such, institutional pressures can shape the decision to adopt a practice, but at 

the same time institutions are formed by people whose everyday behavior “sustains and alters 

existing orders” (Chandler & Hwang, 2015, p. 7) and, hence, even if companies are forced by their 

environments to adopt certain practices, they can also have a certain freedom of interpretation 

when they are implementing them (Chandler & Hwang, 2015). In this regard, each company is 

responsible for how they interpret the implementation of a certain practice and each company will 

act accordingly depending on their own personal view, even if the institutional environment exerts 

certain pressures on them. 

In the sense of the above, it can be understood that companies carry out a process of exploration 

and then exploitation, where companies explore new possibilities in their environment in order to 

adopt a certain practice (Iarossi, Miller, O'Connor, & Keil, 2013) and then exploit it by diffusing 

and integrating it into their organization and even their culture. This process is addressed by the 

Organizational Learning approach, which establishes that an organization, in this case the 

company, needs to consider both the exploration of new alternatives, if needed for example by its 

context and by its aims, and the exploitation of either those new alternatives or the improvement 

of “existing competences, technologies and paradigms” (March, 1991, p. 85). As such, companies 

not only adopt practices as a consequence of environmental pressures, but those practices also need 

to be diffused and implemented throughout the organization considering the certain freedom of 

interpretation companies have, and, for this, companies carry out a process of learning, where 

learning “shed light on how external forces are interpreted and enacted” (Chandler & Hwang, 
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2015, p. 3). In this manner, Organizational Learning implies a deeper understanding of the 

organization, where there are actual changes within that organization, such as “changing 

associations, frames of reference, and programs”, and not merely behavioral adaptations where 

adjustments are made given, for instance, environmental or goal structure changes (Fiol & Lyles, 

1985, p. 811), for it is considered a “process of improving actions through better knowledge and 

understanding” (Fiol & Lyles, 1985, p. 803), although the ability to learn can also vary over time 

and might depend on the characteristics of the field, the organization and innovation (Chandler & 

Hwang, 2015).  

In the sense of the above, learning can follow a certain process in order to adopt a certain practice. 

Thus, decision makers or company leaders can recognize patterns and/or possibilities that are 

implicit in a “personal stream of experience” (Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999, p. 525), then they 

can interpret those patterns and/or possibilities by explaining an idea through words and/or actions 

and share it with their group, thus starting to both diffuse that idea through informal networks of 

communication that exist among employees and disseminate it through formal procedures of 

communication (Casey, 2005). After that, they can start integrating it into the company when a 

shared understanding is developed among individuals, and finally the idea can be inserted in the 

company by institutionalizing it (Crossan et al., 1999). Through this process, a practice can be 

inserted into the company or, in other words, can be embedded in the foundations of the business 

operating system (Blackburn, 2005) and, hence, in the company’s culture.  

It is interesting to note here the role played by decision-makers or company leaders during this 

learning process, for they are also necessary to integrate what was learnt -i.e. practices- throughout 

the organization “by providing a foundation of shared understandings of needs and purpose at 

different levels of the organization” (Berson, Nemanich, Waldman, Galvin, & Keller, 2006, p. 



55 

 

590), and to institutionalize those new practices “by integrating new and existing knowledge in 

the organization’s policies and practices” (Berson et al., 2006, p. 590) and, hence, to help adapt 

their company’s culture to that new practice, which in turn can become a base to make decisions 

in the future (Hanson, 2001). Therefore, in sum, environmental pressures can either enable or 

constraint the decision made by companies to adopt or not a certain practice, but once that practice 

is adopted, there is a certain freedom on how it is understood by each company and, hence, how it 

is implemented by them through a learning process that can also be continuous (Casey, 2005) and 

that can help institutionalize that practice. All of this considering that such a practice can also be 

deinstitutionalized for political, functional or social pressures (Oliver, 1992).  

4.2 But, are there any non-institutional internal or external factors that can influence the 

decision of companies to adopt or not certain practices? 

As it was indicated previously, the institutional environment of companies can either enable or 

constraint the decision of those companies to adopt practices. However, it is also be worth asking 

if only institutions exert pressures on companies in order to adopt practices, or if there are other 

factors, that are not necessarily institutional, that can also exert pressures. This is important to 

consider because even if the 2030 Agenda comes from institutional sources and defines the current 

concept of sustainable development, companies might not necessarily adopt practices, or in this 

case sustainability practices, as a consequence of institutional pressures exerted on them, but 

probably also as a consequence of other type of pressures. Hence, it is pertinent to take into account 

both institutional and other pressures. In this sense, the literature has also presented the topic of 

contingencies, which have been defined by the literature in various ways. For instance, 

contingencies can be defined as outside events that affect an organization and over which that 

organization cannot exert direct control (Matos Alves, Lopes de Sousa Jabbour, Devika, & 
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Chiappetta Jabour, 2017), but they have also been defined as limitations (Korman, 1973), as 

constraints (Wood, 1979), and in the sense of being “dependent (‘contingent’) on the situation” or 

“a range of changing situations” (Ulrich, 2012, p. 1239). Thus, by taking the different definitions 

into account, as well as the reasons why companies adopt practices, it can be considered that a 

contingency is an outside or inside event that affects an organization in a certain way depending 

on a situation or a set of situations, and that can also act as a limitation or a constraint, which 

can influence the decision of a company to adopt certain practices or not. As such, taking the topic 

of contingencies into account might be relevant to determine which contingencies led companies 

to adopt certain practices, and which act as limitations and constraints. In this sense, decision 

makers who aim to adopt a certain practice for their company might need to recognize the 

contingencies that either enable or obstacle the adoption of that practice, and use those 

contingencies in their organization’s favor or rather give them a solution depending if they act as 

drivers or barriers. 

The topic of contingencies, therefore, considers the way in which an organization relates with its 

environment, not necessarily its institutional environment, and thus it identifies and develops 

“functional relationships between environmental, management and performance variables” 

(Luthans & Stewart, 1977, p. 183). In this regard, the Contingency Theory states that an 

organization depends on specific factors, such as the environment and technology, and that 

managers need to design their organization in order for it to “fit the context in which it is to operate, 

to define the kind of situation that they are confronting and adopt an appropriate organization to 

meet it” (Wood, 1979, p. 335; Yu, Ramanathan, & Nath, 2016). Hence the importance to consider 

the manner in which companies and their decision makers react to their context in order to adopt 

certain practices, as well as to identify the different contingencies there might be, for depending 
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on those contingencies, companies will be able to act accordingly. In this regard, companies can 

face environmental pressures and demands from diverse stakeholder groups that are difficult to 

manage, and thus the way those companies respond to, for instance, an increasing dynamic market, 

has become an important concern for companies to develop an environmental innovation strategy 

(Yu et al., 2016). Therefore, besides institutional pressures coming from the environment, 

companies can also be pressured by stakeholders themselves in order to respond to certain 

characteristics of their market. 

Now, there have been several approaches regarding the term ‘fit’ in the Contingency Theory. 

However, the situational approach, which is of interest here, indicates that the design of an 

organization adjusts to the characteristics of its context in order to be successful or even to survive 

(Van de Ven & Drazin, 1984), an idea that can also be related to the institutional literature. The 

approach is pertinent given that when adopting certain practices, companies might be adjusting 

their respective organizational design to the characteristics of their context, either institutional or 

contingency related, in order to be successful and survive. Thus, if the context is moving towards 

a certain practice or towards a certain idea and a company does not adjust to it, then it does not get 

renewed, it may stay behind other companies and it could go into bankruptcy. Therefore, 

companies need to constantly observe their context in order to make the necessary changes to adopt 

a certain practice that is needed for them to not be left behind. It is pertinent to mention, however, 

that while the Contingency Theory makes reference to the external context, namely, the market, 

stakeholders and legislation, internal contingencies, such as the way decision-makers lead their 

company and employees’ pressures, might also be taken into account in order to adopt certain 

practices. In this regard, the Institutional Theory also mentions as important the organization’s 

characteristics, for they can determine how the company looks for a potential new practice and 
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what strategy is better when adopting that practice (Chandler & Hwang, 2015). 

Thus, considering the topic of decision-making, it has been noted by the literature that, in present 

times, there is a complex and rapid changing global environment, which therefore needs effective 

leaders or decision makers who can understand it (Franco & Matos, 2015). As such, organizations 

need to change quickly and continuously to adapt to the current dynamic and changing global 

environment, which also happens to be marked by “economic crisis, unemployment, increasing 

need for competitiveness and social exclusion” (Franco & Matos, 2015, p. 426), and leaders with 

abilities to “motivate, communicate, and create environments supportive of teams” can drive that 

change more effectively (Gilley, McMillan, & Gilley, 2009, p. 8), for “an effective leader 

influences followers in a desired manner to achieve desired goals” (Franco & Matos, 2015, p. 426), 

and can therefore guide their respective company towards the adoption of certain practices by also 

taking into account the matter of environmental pressures, either related to institutions or 

contingencies, exerted on their company. From within the company, for its part, leaders can also 

encourage and stimulate employees who do not like taking risks in order to create an innovation 

culture within their company (Yan et al., 2012) that would help the company compete and 

overcome the rapid technological change and the increase in the variety of products in the new 

manufacturing environment, for instance (Ebrahim et al., 2010). In this sense, the manner in which 

leaders manage their company and make decisions can act as a contingency for their company that 

can help them determine which practices to adopt or not depending on their external environment’s 

pressures, whether institutional or other.  

Therefore, even if environmental pressures are exerted over companies in order to adopt or not a 

certain practice, the manner in which that practice is implemented can also depend on each 

company and on each company’s leaders or decision makers and, thus, it can be said that each 
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form of organization suits differently to “particular environmental conditions” (Rejc, 2004, p. 

246). Hence, there is not a ‘best systems methodology’ nor an ‘underpinning tradition of systems 

thinking’, but rather “situational aspects of the problem context at hand determine what tradition 

of systems thinking is best suited as a source of methodological guidance and specific methods or 

tools of intervention” (Ulrich, 2012, p. 1239), for even if there are environmental pressures, there 

is also room for interpretation (Chandler & Hwang, 2015). In this sense, contingency aspects can 

be considered together with institutional pressures in order to influence the decision made by a 

certain company to adopt a certain practice or, in this case, a certain sustainability practice.  

Thus, all in all, it can be stated based on the literature that while certain practices, such as 

sustainability practices, can be adopted as a result of environmental pressures, which can be 

institutions or contingencies, once they are adopted, they also need to pass through a learning 

process in order to integrate them into the company’s organizational culture, a matter that can also 

depend on the manner in which decision makers interpret those adopted practices. The following 

Table 2 summarizes some of the most relevant authors mentioned above in chronological order, 

as well as their main contributions to the study of the adoption of practices by companies. 

Table 2 

Summary of relevant authors regarding the adoption of practices by companies 

Institutional Theory 

Date Author Title Main Contribution on the Topic 

1983 DiMaggio & 

Powell 

The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional 

Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in 

Organizational Fields 

Changes result from processes that make organizations more 

homogenous, but not necessarily more efficient. This 

homogeneity or isomorphism forces one unit to resemble other 

units in a population and be compatible with environmental 

characteristics. 

1992 Oliver The Antecedents of Deinstitutionalization Deinstitutionalization delegitimizes established organizational 

practices or procedures when organizations challenge or fail to 

reproduce previously legitimated organizational actions. 

1995 Robey Theories that Explain Contradiction: 

Accounting for the Contradictory 

Organizational Consequences of 

Information Technology 

Information technology transforms organizations out of a 

necessity to use new technologies or because it is used as a tool 

to attain known managerial objectives. 

1997 Roberts & 

Greenwood 

Integrating Transaction Cost and 

Institutional Theories: Toward a 

Constrained-Efficiency Framework for 

Understanding Organizational Design 

Organizations adopt new designs while looking to be more 

efficient: they evaluate current designs when the efficiency of a 

prevailing design falls below a satisficing level. 
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Adoption 

2001 Hanson Institutional Theory and Educational 

Change 

Societal needs are the same, but nations answer differently in 

relation to those needs. The more the environment pressures and 

constraints companies, the less freedom they have to change and 

the more homogenous they become. 

2015 Chandler & 

Hwang 

Learning From Learning Theory: A Model 

of Organizational Adoption Strategies at 

the Microfoundations of Institutional 

Theory 

Companies can either replicate experiences of other local or 

distant companies or learn from them and combine known 

resources or processes in new ways or transport that knowledge 

into new contexts. Even if companies are forced by their 

environments to adopt certain practices, they also have certain 

freedom of interpretation. 

Organizational Learning 

Date Author Title Main Contribution on the Topic 

1985 Fiol & Lyles Organizational Learning With organizational learning there are actual changes within an 

organization, not only behavioral adaptations, for it is a process 

to improve actions through better knowledge and understanding. 

1991 March Exploration and Exploitation in 

Organizational Learning 

When learning, an organization needs to consider both the 

exploration of new alternatives and the exploitation of those new 

alternatives or the improvement of existing “competences, 

technologies and paradigms” (p. 85).  

1999 Crossan, Lane, 

& White 

An Organizational Learning Framework: 

From Intuition to Institution 

When learning, company leaders or decision-makers recognize 

patterns and/or possibilities that are implicit in their personal 

stream of experiences, then they interpret those patterns and/or 

possibilities, they share them with their group, and then they 

integrate and institutionalize them into the organization. 

2005 Casey Enhancing Individual and Organizational 

Learning 

When propagating new ideas throughout an organization, they 

can be diffused through informal networks of communication 

that exist among employees and disseminated through formal 

procedures of communication. 

2006 Berson, 

Nemanich, 

Waldman, 

Galvin, & 

Keller 

Leadership and Organizational Learning: 

A Multiple Levels Perspective 

Company leaders or decision-makers are necessary to integrate 

what was learnt into the organization by providing a foundation 

of shared understandings at different organization levels, and to 

institutionalize what was learnt by integrating new and existing 

knowledge. 

2013 Iarossi, Miller, 

O'Connor, & 

Keil 

Addressing the Sustainability Challenge: 

Insights from Institutional Theory and 

Organizational Learning 

Companies explore new possibilities in their environment to 

adopt a certain practice -e.g., a sustainability practice- and 

simultaneously exploit existing capabilities. 

Contingency Theory 

Date Author Title Main Contribution on the Topic 

1977 Luthans & 

Stewart 

A General Contingency Theory of 

Management 

The contingency approach identifies and develops “functional 

relationships between environmental, management and 

performance variables” (p. 183). 

1979 Wood A Reappraisal of the Contingency 

Approach to Organization 

Organizations are contingent to specific factors, like the 

environment and technology, and managers need to design their 

organization to fit the context where it operates, define the type 

of situation that they are confronting and adopt an appropriate 

organization accordingly. 

2012 Ulrich Operational Research and Critical Systems 

Thinking – An Integrated Perspective Part 

1: OR as Applied Systems Thinking 

There is not a ‘best systems methodology’ nor an underpinning 

tradition of systems thinking. Instead, situational aspects 

determine the best suited tradition of systems thinking as a 

source of methodological guidance. 

2016 Yu, 

Ramanathan, & 

Nath 

Environmental Pressures and 

Performance: An Analysis of the Roles of 

Environmental Innovation Strategy and 

Marketing Capability 

Companies face environmental pressures and demands from 

diverse stakeholder groups that are difficult to manage. The way 

companies respond to increasing dynamic markets has become 

an important concern to develop an environmental innovation 

strategy. 
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4.3 What are the sustainability practices that SMEs carry out? 

According to literature, there are two main types of sustainability strategies companies carry out, 

namely, reactive strategies and proactive strategies (Aragón-Correa et al., 2008; Buyesse & 

Verbeke, 2003; Sharma, Pablo, & Vredenburg, 1999; Walls, Phan, & Berrone, 2011). While 

companies that apply reactive strategies only aim to meet regulation and actions accepted by their 

respective industries and implement pollution control, companies that apply proactive strategies 

go beyond legal demands and, therefore, include voluntary eco-efficient practices like the 

reduction of energy and waste, and pollution practices where there are “innovations in processes, 

products and operations to reduce energy and material use at the source, to environmental 

leadership strategies where products, processes, and even business models are re-designed to 

minimize the ecological footprint along the entire product life cycle” (Aragón-Correa et al., 2008, 

p. 90; Aragón-Correa & Rubio-López, 2007; Buyesse & Verbeke, 2003; Sharma et al., 1999).  

Hence, companies with proactive strategies need to be dynamic enough to be able to adapt to 

changes happening in their business environment (Aragón-Correa & Rubio-López, 2007), while 

companies with reactive strategies only take action until regulation orders them to adopt 

sustainability (Sharma et al., 1999) or when ‘environmental issues’ arise due to their own industrial 

activities (Walls et al., 2011, p. 73). In this sense, SMEs might not only have reactive strategies, 

but also proactive strategies (Aragón-Correa et al., 2008) or even both kind of strategies, thus being 

relevant to observe which strategies they apply. Actually, in this regard, Lueneburger & Goleman 

(2010) mentioned that the first stage to adopt sustainability is reactivity, in the second stage there 

is a conscious proactive adoption of sustainability and until the third stage there is an unconscious 

proactive adoption of sustainability, which then becomes a core value of the company.  

There have been several studies about different sustainability practices, which can belong to either 
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proactive or reactive strategies. For instance, Halme & Korpela (2014) talk about responsible 

innovation, which the authors define as “a new or significantly improved product, service or 

business model whose implementation at the market solves or alleviates an environment or a social 

problem” (p. 548). In response to their interest in knowing if the lack of resources in SMEs 

prevents innovation towards sustainability or if innovations can be created with limited resources, 

they found that SMEs can, in fact, create responsible innovations with different resource 

combinations, the most common of which comprises “equity, research and development 

cooperation, networks, industry knowledge and reputation” (p. 547). Actually, even if SMEs have 

limited resources (Auer & Jarmai, 2018; Hudson, Lean, & Smart, 2001; Parker, Redmond, & 

Simpson, 2009), they have a high internal flexibility and the ability to adapt quickly to changing 

environments, thus being considered “a driving force of innovation” (Auer & Jarmai, 2018, p. 1). 

In this regard, Ebrahim et al. (2010) argue that research and development (R&D) can help sustain 

and facilitate those companies’ operations. 

Another example regarding sustainability practices are the ones carried out by SMEs to reduce 

their emissions. In relation to this topic, Wielgórka (2015) distinguished some main activities in 

their study of Polish micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs). These activities were 

changes in technology to eradicate harmful impacts by preventing emission into the environment, 

changes in technology to reduce the demand of energy, water, and raw materials, and investments 

in equipment with the aim of reducing emissions of pollutants into the environment (Wielgórka, 

2015). According to Lee (2009), SMEs can achieve greener management by carrying out strategic 

and organizational changes. This, with the influence of factors such as the organizational structure, 

the SMEs’ innovation capability, their human resources, cost savings, and competitive advantage 

(Lee, 2009). Johnson & Schaltegger (2016), for their part, indicated that if both environmental and 
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social sustainability are to be truly effective in daily business practice, they must be 

operationalized. This means that “management instruments, concepts and systems, also known as 

sustainability management tools”, need to be implemented (Johnson & Schaltegger, 2016, p. 481). 

Among these tools, the authors mentioned environmental and social audits, eco-efficiency 

analyses, product life-cycle analyses, environmental and social management systems, and 

sustainability reports. Now, specifically in relation to the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs, there are several 

sustainability practices that have been carried out by different companies that belong to the United 

Nations Global Compact Network (UN Global Compact) (Pacto Mundial, 2016). These practices 

may also be applied by SMEs both towards the inside and the outside of the company. Some 

examples of practices regarding the seven SDGs that are considered for the thesis are named in 

Table 3. 

Table 3 

SDGs and Sustainability Practices 

SDG Sustainability Practices 

SDG 4. Quality education Promote financial education; support to social and solidarity economy ventures; sensitization 

on SDGs and circular economy for boys and girls; training the staff on environmental and CSR 

matters; business social support. 

SDG 8. Decent work and economic growth Training of the company’s subsidiaries on human rights; infrastructure projects; transparency; 

business risk catalogue; employ young people; work and personal reconciliation; microcredits 

to promote job creation. 

SDG 9. Industry, innovation and 

infrastructure 

Create infrastructures for development; waste reutilization; sustainable investment; bring new 

technological tendencies closer to employees. 

SDG 10. Reduced inequalities Include diversity of talents within the company; compromise to include people with 

disabilities; development of unfavored communities in developing countries; social housing 

assistance programs; disability awareness days. 

SDG 12. Responsible production and 

consumption 

Bringing CSR closer to the final consumer; management of a sustainable production system; 

eco-design measures; products’ life cycle analysis; environmental awareness and volunteering 

actions; responsible management of the supply chain; evaluate suppliers in relation to 

sustainability; sensitization in relation to wasting food. 

SDG 16. Peace, justice and strong 

institutions 

Corporate compliance system; training for employees in anti-corruption; free access to justice; 

sustainable suppliers. 

SDG 17. Partnerships for the goals Support information on sustainable development; partnerships with organizations that work 

with indigenous populations; partnerships for development between the public, private and 

third sectors; collaborative recycling project; climate alliance; development of sustainable 

solutions for vulnerable populations; partnerships for the use of new technologies; 

collaborative work initiative; partnerships to generate job opportunities for people with 

disabilities. 

Table based on information provided by the UN Global Compact (Pacto Mundial, 2016) 
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4.4 What drives SMEs to adopt sustainability practices? 

In their study of manufacturing SMEs, Williamson et al. (2006) noted that environmental practices 

were driven by two important matters. The first matter was ‘business performance’, for they saw 

“the direct benefits of an approach based on profit-orientated self-interest and not the advantages 

of engaging or appealing to their wider stakeholders” (p. 327). And the second matter was 

‘regulation’, which not only was important because it produced higher levels of environmental 

activity, but it also helped to bridge the gap among “the firm’s profit-oriented self-interest and the 

interests of society” (p. 327). Similarly, Zhang et al. (2009) expressed that “legislation remains the 

key driver to engage SMEs in environmental management initiatives” (p. 210). They also found 

that there are SMEs that are willing to engage in those kinds of practices if they add business value 

and help them perform better.  

Salimzadeh & Courvisanos (2015), for their part, mentioned that internal factors that drive, 

although they can also act as barriers, the adoption of sustainability practices are employees and 

owners/managers of SMEs, the cost of the sustainability implementation which prevents the 

adoption of sustainability practices in SMEs, and owners/managers’ attitude and commitment 

towards sustainable development. Salimzadeh & Courvisanos (2015) also alluded to three groups 

that influence SMEs’ owners/managers to adopt sustainability practices. These groups are 

suppliers, government and customers, and they indicated that those external factors are effective 

in the transformation of SMEs towards sustainable development. Actually, Nicolăescu et al. (2015) 

suggested that “business customers/supply chain plays an important role, pushing firms to 

incorporate sustainability matters ever deeper into corporation operations” (pp. 861-862). 

Somewhat differently, other authors found that ethical matters and personal values and beliefs are 

important aspects to engage on sustainability issues (Brown, Vetterlein, & Roemer-Mahler, 2010; 
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Ciasullo & Troisi, 2013; Crals & Vereeck, 2005; Hammann et al., 2009; Jenkins, 2004; Lawrence 

et al., 2006; Williams & Schaefer, 2012). Williams & Schaefer (2012) found, for instance, that 

there was a sense of personal responsibility among the managers interviewed in English SMEs, 

derived from personal values and beliefs, to react in a certain way towards the climate change 

issue, in addition to the knowledge they have about the topic in question. In this regard, managers 

sensed that the difference between them and others who were equally informed about the topic of 

climate change but did not act on it, was “whether they believed they could make a difference and 

it was their personal responsibility to do so” (“Findings”, para. 29). Similarly, Brown et al. (2010) 

stated that managers’ personal values and beliefs can shape a “company’s social engagement” (p. 

17) and that those personal values and beliefs can also help explain why companies answer 

“differently to similar social, environmental and political challenges” (p. 11). These matters can 

be related to Lawrence et al. (2006) findings, who also concluded that the managers’ personal 

values are important for the behavior of companies, as well as for their environmental and social 

activities. In relation to the topic of ethics, on the other hand, Crals & Vereeck (2005) suggested 

that if the general public perceives a company as unethical, then its reputation can be damaged and 

that can result in “a loss of income, profits and share value from a conscious consumers’ boycott 

or unconscious bypass of its products” (p. 176).  

Likewise, SMEs could be willing to adopt sustainability practices due to their large customers’ 

adoption of ethical codes, such as the 2030 Agenda, which can represent a pressure within the 

supply chain to demonstrate a responsible behavior (Jenkins, 2004). In the case of SMEs, for 

instance, responsible management practices aim to achieve commercial success, but by always 

respecting ethical values, people, and communities, for if they want to be successful, that success 

might depend on their interaction with different stakeholder groups (Hammann et al., 2009). Thus, 
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in summary, some of the sustainability drivers that have been mentioned in the literature are 

business performance (Williamson et al., 2006; Zhang et al., 2009), regulation/legislation 

(Williamson et al., 2006; Zhang et al., 2009), business value (Zhang et al., 2009), commercial 

success (Hammann et al., 2009), ethical matters and personal values and beliefs (Brown et al., 

2010; Ciasullo & Troisi, 2013; Crals & Vereeck, 2005; Hammann et al., 2009; Jenkins, 2004; 

Lawrence et al., 2006; Williams & Schaefer, 2012), employees, owners/managers’ attitude and 

commitment towards sustainability, and suppliers, governments and customers as influential 

groups (Salimzadeh & Courvisanos, 2015). 

4.5 What are the barriers for SMEs to adopt sustainability practices? 

Arena & Azzone (2012) indicated that time and resources are a constraint in SMEs and have been 

identified as barriers for the implementation of sustainability practices. As such, SMEs might not 

have adequate skills and the lack of resources might even prevent them from “implementing 

competence developing processes [and], at the same time, the lack of expertise [can] limit their 

capacity to prioritize key elements and to make an accurate assessment of the time and resources 

required” (Arena & Azzone, 2012, p. 670). In this sense, SMEs might have some difficulties when 

dealing with negative environmental impacts due to their limited resources, knowledge and 

technical capabilities (Parker et al., 2009). Thus, SMEs understanding of potential advantages 

might remain rather low and also owners/managers could be resistant to improve voluntarily their 

sustainability performance (Arena & Azzone, 2012). In this respect, and as it was mentioned 

previously, Salimzadeh & Courvisanos (2015) suggested that SMEs’ owners/managers, along with 

employees and the cost of sustainability implementation, could also be considered as barriers. 

For their part, Hörisch et al. (2015) noticed that knowledge, which they understand as ‘awareness’ 

as understood by Grant (1996) like a ‘knowing about’ as opposed to the ‘knowing how’ (p. 111), 
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is an “important mediator to promote sustainability management” (Hörisch et al., 2015, p. 765). 

Johnson (2015) also expressed that the major determinant for the implementation of corporate 

social responsibility and environmental management tools is awareness itself. Therefore, 

according to the author “the greater awareness of tools leads to a higher probability of 

implementation in SMEs” (p. 280). In this regard, if SMEs have more knowledge and are more 

aware about sustainability issues, then it might be more likely for them to implement them. 

Nevertheless, as the author mentions, “SMEs are mostly unaware of the options that are available 

to them” (p. 280). In fact, Johnson & Schaltegger (2016) noted that apparently most SMEs do not 

see the economic benefits of adopting sustainability practices. Therefore, they have, according to 

the authors, “little to no incentive to implement tools to support practices regarded as mere costs” 

(p. 496). Hence, the more knowledge and awareness SMEs have, the more sustainability practices 

they will adopt. Thus, in summary, some barriers that have been mentioned by the literature are 

time and resources, lack of skills/expertise, lack of understanding of potential advantages (Arena 

& Azzone, 2012), lack of knowledge/awareness (Hörisch et al., 2015; Johnson, 2015; Johnson & 

Schaltegger, 2016), limited technical capabilities (Parker et al., 2009), SMEs’ employees and 

owners/managers and the cost of sustainability implementation (Salimzadeh & Courvisanos, 

2015).  

4.6 What about the relevance of SMEs’ organizational culture regarding the adoption of 

sustainability practices? 

According to the literature, the concept of culture has come from the study of ethnic and national 

differences in different disciplines, such as sociology, anthropology and social psychology, and 

even though at the beginning, and within organizational theory, the concept of culture was used as 

a metaphor to study organizations, it later became part of the vocabulary of management thinking 
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and it became a variable (Wilson, 2001). In this sense, Pettigrew (1979) considered that culture 

was a system of “publicly and collectively accepted meanings operating for a given group at a 

given time” (p. 574), and regarded it as a source of organizational symbols, languages, ideologies, 

beliefs, rituals and myths which, together, led us towards the concept of organizational culture.  

However, there is not a single definition of organizational culture, for it varies depending on 

different authors (Usman, 2019), who have given different, yet similar, definitions of the term. For 

instance, it has been defined as “the shared beliefs and values guiding the thinking and behavioral 

styles of members” (Cooke & Rousseau, 1988, p. 245), as “a set of specific behaviors, rules or 

norms (i.e. behavioral norms), which members believe they should adopt to survive and work 

within such organization”, where behavioral patterns can “lead to behaviors and attitudes that 

determine how the members approach their work and interact with each other” (Rovithis, et al., 

2017, p. 9), as a “set of shared values” (Gregory, Harris, Armenakis, & Shook, 2009, p. 674) that 

can influence the manner in which events are interpreted, where individuals perceive events 

depending on their personal value system, thus adopting the interpretation that preserve their value 

perspective (Berson, Oreg, & Dvir, 2008), as a ‘pattern’ of beliefs, expectations and values that 

the members of an organization share, and that those beliefs, expectations and values can create 

norms that “powerfully shape the behavior of individuals and groups in the organization”, which 

in turn can become the “basis for the formation of beliefs and values out of which norms flow” 

(Schwarts & Davis, 1981, p. 33), and as “a combination of meanings, beliefs, assumptions, 

understandings, norms, and values that are shared among the members of a group”, a definition 

that resulted from the understanding of culture as “a collective phenomenon that embodies the 

reactions of human beings to the uncertainties and chaos that seem inevitable”, those reactions 

being partly influenced by different exiting ideologies (Özsoy & Uslu, 2019, p. 38).  
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Hence, the concept of organizational culture has included various definitions that can be 

summarized as meanings publicly and collectively accepted by a group, organizational symbols, 

languages, ideologies, beliefs, rituals and myths, shared beliefs and values, a set of specific 

behaviors, rules or norms, a pattern of beliefs, expectations and values that can create norms, and 

a combination of meanings, beliefs, assumptions, understandings, norms and values. As such, it 

can be suggested that organizational culture can be affected by individual attitudes, beliefs, values 

and behaviors that were developed within different societal cultures (Kartolo & Kwantes, 2019), 

and that have been accepted by a certain group of people who can share symbols, languages, 

ideologies, rituals, myths, meanings, assumptions, understandings and norms. This shows that the 

culture of a society can influence the culture of a company, which is in turn shared and maintained 

by the members of that company, and can act as a means to achieve certain objectives that might 

be attained by adopting certain practices. 

Thus, the company’s environment has an effect on organizational culture, meaning that if there are 

constant changes in the company’s environment, the company’s culture might need to change, 

innovate and adapt in order for the company to succeed, and if the environment is more stable, the 

company’s culture might need to be more stable too (Allison, 2018). However, the external 

environment is not the only aspect that can influence organizational culture, for other aspects that 

can have an influence on organizational culture are, for instance, strategies, interpersonal 

relationships (Sarros, Gray, Densten, & Cooper, 2005), the company’s structures, systems, and the 

skills of its employees (Rovithis, et al., 2017).  

As such, both the external environment and the internal context can influence a company’s 

organizational culture. In this sense, organizational culture can be socially constructed as it arises 

from group interactions, it is particular for each institution and also malleable and subject to 



70 

 

constant change, and it can incorporate “contradictions, paradoxes, ambiguities and confusions” 

(Bellot, 2011, p. 30). Thus, the culture can be, on the one hand, subject to changes in its external 

environment and internal context and, on the other hand, specific for each company, given that 

“each enterprise that operates in its own environment has its ideological foundations, whose 

acceptance in the given social environment is a prerequisite for its effective functioning” 

(Szymańska, 2016, p. 144). In relation to this, Szymańska (2016) mentioned two types of 

environment, namely, the company’s own environment with the company’s ideological 

foundations, and the social environment in which the company operates. Hence, in the specific 

case of SMEs, if an SME’s social environment changes, then that SME’s ideological foundations 

might also need to adapt in order to function effectively within that environment. As such, if the 

social environment in which the SME operates requires it to adopt certain sustainability practices, 

it will have to do it in order to function effectively. 

Now, the relevance of organizational culture in SMEs was mentioned by ElKhouly & Marwan 

(2016) when they suggested that it “constitutes an integral intangible resource that defines the 

organizational fabric of these enterprises” (p. 38). Given that nowadays the business environment 

is more competitive (Ali, Hilman, & Gorondutse, 2017), and the constantly changing and 

innovating societies can represent a challenge for the ones who want to adjust their interactions 

with that dynamic environment (Newman, 2005), the companies’ “need to develop and improve 

internal resources is now a prerequisite for global survival” (Ali et al., 2017, p. 26). In this regard, 

Hogan & Coote (2014) mentioned that innovation is “the key to organizational survival” (p. 1609) 

and that it is actually needed to be successful in the current dynamic and competitive environment. 

However, SMEs that do not have a fast response to the market and the environment have 

difficulties to survive (Lestari, Ismail, & Mansur, 2014) 
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In the sense of the above, SMEs are increasingly looking for ways to innovate effectively given 

that successful innovation has also been linked to good performance and growth, and the 

organization’s culture may lead to that innovation (Çakar & Ertürk, 2010). However, in order to 

innovate, there needs to be an actual change in the organization’s culture, and hence, for the 

specific topic of sustainability, SMEs need to fully integrate “social and environmental aspects 

into the vision, culture and operations of [their] organization, with major organizational changes 

required” (Paraschiv, Nemoianu, Langă, & Szabó, 2012, p. 405). As such, sustainability goals can 

be attained by SMEs when carrying out innovations, such as economic, technological and non-

technological innovations, as well as products, processes and organizational structures innovations 

(Paraschiv et al., 2012).  

Thus, given the increasingly competitive and changing business environment, an innovation that 

SMEs might adopt in order to survive are sustainability practices, which imply a change in the 

organization’s culture and the way of doing and seeing things. Therefore, it can be asserted that if 

an SME wants to successfully adopt sustainability practices, its organizational culture needs to 

become oriented towards an innovative culture, for as Çakar & Ertürk (2010) indicated, it is “a 

way of thinking and behaving that creates, develops, and establishes values and attitudes within a 

firm that may require rising, accepting, and supporting new ideas involving an improvement in the 

functioning and management of the firm” (p. 345). As such, the adoption of sustainability practices 

by manufacturing SMEs imply a change in the organization’s culture and a creation and acceptance 

of new ideas that can improve the way they are managed and how they operate. However, it must 

be kept in mind that sustainable development models need to remain flexible enough to constantly 

adapt to a changing environment (Newman, 2005) and, therefore, constant innovation is needed. 

Hence, once sustainability practices are adopted by SMEs, and given that sustainability is a 
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dynamic topic per se (Newman, 2005), constant innovation is needed in order to move along with 

the topic of sustainability and not be left behind, always considering the environmental pressures 

that can be exerted on the company in order to adopt certain practices and, hence, the type of 

innovations that might need to be carried out as a result of those pressures. 

Nonetheless, the topic of innovation has not been the only one related to SMEs’ organizational 

culture, for literature has also mentioned the topics of performance and top management, as it was 

partly shown above. In this sense, Jung & Takeuchi (2010) found that “a greater organizational 

performance can be achieved when the top management leadership is supported by the 

organizational culture” (p. 1944). Additionally, Galbreath (2009) indicated that a company’s 

culture “can impact on the degree to which socially responsible practices are demonstrated or not” 

(p. 520), and therefore they suggested that managers should examine the cultural orientation of 

their companies. However, Abdul-Rashid, Sambasivan, & Johari (2003) expressed that not only 

shaping an organization’s culture is relevant, but it is also important to ensure “the necessary level 

of commitment” of employees and managers to successfully implement organizational strategies 

and action plans (p. 709), hence underlining the relationship between corporate culture and 

organizational commitment, and their impact on performance. In this sense, they stated that 

managers should observe the type of their organization’s culture first in order to know how to 

motivate their employees and ensure their commitment towards the organization and, 

consequently, enhance the organization’s performance. As such, in order to adopt sustainability 

practices, SMEs’ managers should identify the characteristics of their SMEs’ current 

organizational culture to be able to orient it towards sustainability and motivate their employees 

accordingly, and ensure their commitment towards sustainability ideals, therefore achieving a 

successful integration of sustainability practices within the organization. In this regard, Jenkins 
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(2009) found that SME’s owners/managers are “directly responsible for directing the CSR 

[corporate social responsibility] principles and activities of the company” (p. 28), but also for 

shaping the company in accordance with their own values and beliefs and, therefore, SMEs’ 

owners/managers’ values and beliefs can influence the adoption of certain sustainability practices. 

Additionally, Lestari et al. (2014) found that “the most influencing aspect on the organizational 

values and beliefs in SMEs is the owner policies and strategies” (p. 490), showing the importance 

leaders have in the organization’s culture, who can therefore influence the successful integration 

of sustainability practices. Therefore, if an SME wants to actually become more sustainable, it 

needs to really integrate that sustainability in its organizational culture (Witjes et al., 2017) along 

with its leaders’ support. 

It is pertinent to note, nonetheless, that, as Klettner, Clarke, & Boersma (2014) underlined, 

“practices of companies may improve or deteriorate depending on the level of volatility in their 

industry sector, the direction and caliber of their leadership and/or the degree of government 

intervention” (p. 162). Actually, Ferdig (2007) mentioned that even if there is apparent certainty, 

that certainty comes with a large amount of uncertainty, and therefore what we think we know is 

true might even be challenged and, in this sense, leaders need to address these challenges within 

their companies, for what companies thought as true, might be challenged by the changes 

happening within their particular environment. Thus, leaders should constantly monitor their 

company’s environment (Lambert, 2011) and also learn about sustainability drivers and barriers 

in both their companies and their companies’ industry and how to manage them (Makipere & Yip, 

2008). In this regard, the effect leaders have on sustainability in business is significant (Tomšič, 

Bojnec, & Simčič, 2015), for leaders are the ones who can influence others within their companies 

to adopt sustainability and actually integrate it in the “organization’s DNA” (Lueneburger & 
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Goleman, 2010, p. 54), which contains a set of procedures and structures that comprise the 

company’s identity (Baskin, 2000) and, therefore, the integration of sustainability in the 

company’s culture can be said to involve a change of the company’s identity and its orientation 

towards sustainability by becoming a central value (Lueneburger & Goleman, 2010). 

Consequently, if leaders focus, for instance, on supporting pro-environmental initiatives, it can 

result in employees feeling passionate about those initiatives and, therefore, feeling motivated to 

take part in pro-environmental behaviors in their workplace (Robertson & Barling, 2012). Hence, 

changes in “mindsets, values, and assumptions about how business works” (Avery & Bergsteiner, 

2011, p. 11) are needed to incorporate sustainability, and dynamism implies that sustainability 

might be constantly changing and, therefore, innovation constantly happening given that a 

“dynamically sustainable society must prepare for the unexpected” (Newman, 2005, p. 25).  

Thus, in short, in present times, there is a complex and rapid changing global environment that 

needs effective leaders who can understand it (Franco & Matos, 2015), and SMEs also need to 

change quickly and continuously to adapt to the current dynamic and changing global environment 

(Gilley, McMillan, & Gilley, 2009). In this regard, SMEs need to understand their role and 

“reconsider their responsibilities” within that environment (Franco & Matos, 2015, p. 426), and 

SMEs’ leaders are relevant for this because they can influence employees “in a desired manner to 

achieve desired goals” (Franco & Matos, 2015, p. 426). 
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CHAPTER II 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

1. RESEARCH APPROACH 

For the research, the approach utilized was the qualitative approach. In accordance with the 

literature, the qualitative approach “aims to understand how individuals make meaning of their 

social world”, for that social world is “subjective and varied” and that is why “there is not just one 

story but multiple stories of lived experience” (Hesse-Biber, 2010, p. 455). Additionally, the 

qualitative method used for the present study was the inductive method. As it is indicated by the 

literature, the inductive method is “the process of proceeding from the particulars to the general 

(universals)” (Locke, 2007, p. 870). Thus, it does not part from a theory that has to be proven, but 

rather it is based on present observations from which knowledge is generated, and this is done 

without discarding future observations that may bring better conclusions or complement the 

conclusions previously reached (Locke, 2007). Given that the purpose of the research is to know 

and analyze the sustainability practices that have been adopted and implemented by manufacturing 

SMEs, and how those sustainability practices can be related to the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs, the 

use of the qualitative approach and the inductive method is pertinent.  

There are two main advantages of using a qualitative approach for the research. The first one is 

that interviews in this approach are more open than, for instance, questionnaires in the quantitative 

approach. This means that, even if the interview is guided up to a certain point, respondents have 

more freedom to answer the questions. For the thesis, this is relevant because answers given by 

the respondents can be less limited, for they mostly depend on how each respondent understands 

what is asked in relation to their own companies. Thus, it is pertinent to mention that the results 
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obtained from manufacturing SMEs’ interviews were specifically based on what the respondents 

expressed.  

The second advantage is that, by making open questions, answers do not depend on particular 

aspects and, hence, it is possible to delve deeper into the topic, which is an important matter to 

better understand manufacturing SMEs’ different situations. As such, with the qualitative 

approach, if some answers given by the respondents can be further developed because the topic 

they address is pertinent for the research, it is possible to ask other questions based on those 

answers. Thus, the interest of the thesis does not rely on the amount of manufacturing SMEs that 

have adopted sustainability practices, nor on the amount of applied sustainability practices, but on 

which sustainability practices manufacturing SMEs have adopted and implemented, how and why 

did they decide to adopt and implement them, and how can they be related to the 2030 Agenda and 

its SDGs, and the best way to study these matters is by making use of the qualitative approach.  

There are some studies about sustainability in SMEs that have used a qualitative approach, which 

are useful to observe how qualitative studies can be carried out, even if topics are somewhat 

different. Thus, observing those case studies and how those authors carried out their own research 

was of help to study the cases of manufacturing SMEs for the present research. What is described 

below for each study is how their own research was conducted and not the results they obtained, 

given that their research design was what interested here: 

- Focusing on the implementation of the CSR agenda in an SME from the United Kingdom, 

Castka et al. (2004) carried out a case study research. For the study, they defined CSR, they 

wondered if there could be a business case for CSR for SMEs and asked themselves how SMEs 

perceive the CSR agenda, and they presented the case study about an SME that provided 

“training, consultancy and research solutions for businesses” (p. 144), and that had shown great 



77 

 

interest in the CSR agenda. The authors did not mention if they carried out interviews or not. 

- To study how an Italian SME integrated sustainability in its corporate strategy and how its 

sustainability corporate strategy reflected on intangible assets, Ciasullo & Troisi (2013) carried 

out an exploratory study. This study included interviews with the SME’s entrepreneurial teams 

and top and middle managements. They selected one company for the case study whose supply 

system was rated as “of high environmental impact” (p. 47). The analysis, based on the retrieval 

of qualitative and quantitative data obtained from the interviews, consisted of “semi-structured 

questionnaires, observation during visits, perusal of company web site documents (content 

analysis) and printed documentary sources such as corporate socio-sustainability reports, 

brochures, educational and promotional materials” (p. 48).  

- Crals & Vereeck's (2005) aim was to answer if “SMEs can actually afford to do business in a 

sustainable manner” (p. 173). They studied the case of a Belgian SME that positions itself as 

a sustainable entrepreneur. Before presenting the case, the authors focused on the essence of 

sustainable entrepreneurship, sustainable entrepreneurship and SMEs, the gains of sustainable 

entrepreneurship for SMEs, the instruments of sustainable entrepreneurship, and the 

affordability of sustainable entrepreneurship for SMEs. For the case study they presented a 

background of the company, the company’s report on sustainable entrepreneurship, and the 

gains of sustainable entrepreneurship for the company. The authors, however, did not mention 

if they carried out interviews or not. 

- To explore and investigate the process of green management adoption in SMEs, Lee (2009) 

used in-depth interviews and document analysis to collect data from two companies in South 

Korea. The interviews were done to the senior and line management and the author visited the 

sites frequently. The author described the general background of the company, green 
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challenges in the production process, the initial motivation to adopt green management, and 

the process of strategic change for green management. 

- Lelah et al. (2012) studied high-technology SMEs and they proposed a new model for activities 

and processes in companies collaborating in a network. They also discussed sustainability 

issues within the network. For the study, the authors presented the principles of transformation 

to a collaborative network, the case study on glass waste collection, a new model for product 

service systems representation in collaborative networks, the application of the model to the 

case of waste glass collection, and finally the collaborative network for SMEs and 

sustainability. They do not mention if they carried out interviews or not, by they do mention 

that they studied the French project SensCity, which proposes “a backbone for services in 

urban districts” (Presentation of a Case Study on Glass Waste Collection, para. 1). 

- Witjes et al. (2017) aimed to understand how SMEs integrate sustainability into their business 

activities. For this, they analyzed 18 SMEs in the Netherlands, which “were, on their explicit 

request, supported in enhancing the integration of sustainability into their business activities” 

(p. 528). For the study, which explored a long-term case, the authors considered the research 

context -i.e. the SME, the sustainability vision, a certified management system-, and 

sustainability integration tools like the sustainability growth curve, the sustainability triggers, 

the elements to ensure sustainability, and the physical and social focus of sustainability 

integration. For this study, consultancy change agents were the ones who collected the research 

data, and therefore they used an external change agents perspective. 

- The last study is from Zhang et al. (2009), who investigated the environmental management 

practices of Chinese SMEs and identified drivers and barriers to engage businesses in 

environmental management initiatives. The authors, by using both qualitative and quantitative 
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approaches, asked SMEs and larger companies about the key incentives and barriers for them 

to engage in environmental change. They carried out face-to-face interviews, which lasted two 

weeks, and mail surveys. The authors devised a questionnaire to assess the implementation of 

environmental initiatives, such as environmental management systems and environmental, 

social or sustainability reporting. 

From these authors, two important aspects could be noticed. The first one is that they defined what 

they wanted to know in the first place, and then decided to use the case study research to answer 

the how or the if. For instance, how the CSR agenda has been implemented (Castka et al., 2004), 

how an SME integrated sustainability and how its sustainability strategy reflected on its intangible 

assets (Ciasullo & Troisi, 2013), if SMEs can afford to do business in a sustainable manner (Crals 

& Vereeck, 2005), how is the process to adopt green management in SMEs (Lee, 2009), how 

different partners that belong to a collaborative network of complementary SMEs fit into that 

network and exchange services (Lelah et al., 2012), how SMEs integrate sustainability into their 

business activities (Witjes et al., 2017), and the identification of drivers and barriers to engage 

“businesses in environmental management initiatives” to know how those “factors differ between 

large companies and SMEs” (Zhang et al., p. 216).  

The second aspect is that after answering the how or the if, they presented what they found when 

answering that how or if. Some examples are the benefits the CSR agenda gave to the company 

under study (Castka et al., 2004), the relationship between sustainability and a company’s 

intangible assets (Ciasullo & Troisi, 2013), the preconditions for implementing sustainable 

business practices in SMEs (Crals & Vereeck, 2005), the relationship between strategic 

organizational changes and greener management in SMEs (Lee, 2009), the conditions for the 

collaborative network under study to work correctly and enhance sustainable services (Lelah et al., 
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2012), the relationship between the integration of sustainability in business activities and external 

change agents (Witjes et al., 2017), and the differences between large companies and SMEs when 

adopting environmental management practices (Zhang et al., 2009). Given that the interest of this 

thesis is not only to know what sustainability practices manufacturing SMEs have been adopting 

and implementing, but also to know how those sustainability practices can be related to the 2030 

Agenda, it was useful to observe the process carried out by the authors previously mentioned for 

their respective case studies.  

 

2. METHODOLOGY 

The nature of the research is both exploratory and descriptive. The former because it is of interest 

of this study to know what sustainability practices have been adopted and implemented by 

Mexican manufacturing SMEs, to what end have they done it, and what motivated them to adopt 

them and implement them. And the second type of research because the interest is not only to 

know what sustainability practices have been adopted and implemented by Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs, but also how can they be related to the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs.  

The type of interview carried out to Mexican manufacturing SMEs was a semi-structure interview 

(SSI). As described by Adams (2015) the SSI is “conducted conversationally with one respondent 

at a time”, and it “employs a blend of closed- and open-ended questions, often accompanied by 

follow-up why or how questions” (p. 493). Thus, the interview consisted of interrogative questions, 

rather than statements, and they were opened to any answer where respondents were able to explain 

in their own words what was asked, and present their own views regarding the sustainability 

practices they have adopted and implemented. Additionally, questions were descriptive, direct, 

problem based, and knowledge driven. Descriptive questions because what interested in the 
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research was to understand which sustainability practices Mexican manufacturing SMEs have 

adopted and implemented, why have they adopted those practices, and how have they implemented 

them. Hence, it was necessary for the respondents to explain everything they considered worth 

noting from their own company’s point of view. Direct questions because the respondents’ 

opinions and their experience with the adoption of sustainability practices by their respective 

manufacturing SME were fundamental for the study, given that those opinions and experiences 

may also reflect the way in which such adoption is ‘being lived’ within their respective companies. 

Problem based questions, given that they were designed accordingly to know about the 

sustainability practices that have been adopted and implemented by Mexican manufacturing SMEs 

in order to, afterwards, make a relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs. And lastly, 

knowledge driven questions, for they looked for descriptive information about sustainability 

practices within manufacturing SMEs to be able to make a relationship with the 2030 Agenda and 

its SDGs.  

During the interviews, Mexican manufacturing SMEs’ respondents were first of all asked about 

the concepts, and then about the practices carried out by their company. The reason is that it was 

important to know, in the first place, what respondents understood about sustainability and what 

they had learnt about the topic, and then to know how that knowledge had been applied during the 

adoption of sustainability practices. Now, given that it was an SSI, there was a set of pre-

established questions, but while doing the interviews, manufacturing SMEs’ respondents 

sometimes said something interesting for the research that could not be ignored, and that was 

important to dwell upon afterwards and, thus, new questions emerged. However, since the analysis 

had to be integrated, the interview was guided towards sustainability so it did not stray from the 

main questions. 
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3. SOURCES 

Both primary and secondary sources were utilized: 

- Primary sources were in-depth interviews done to Mexican manufacturing SMEs’ 

owners/managers, carried out face-to-face to observe both the interviewee and his/her 

environment, by phone, and by using Skype. 

- Secondary sources were journal articles (papers), book chapters, and web pages. 

 

4. SAMPLE 

The units of analysis are manufacturing SMEs themselves, remembering that the aim is to study 

the adoption and implementation of sustainability practices, and their relationship with the 2030 

Agenda and its SDGs. To consider them as SMEs, the characteristics were not limited to the ones 

provided by the European Commission, which are also used by the United Nations and INEGI, but 

the ones presented by the literature were also taken into account. The reason is that the 

characteristics provided by the European Commission are more related to statistics, and the ones 

provided by the literature are more qualitative in nature. As such, according to the definition given 

by the European Commission, a micro-enterprise has fewer than 10 employees and an annual 

turnover or balance sheet below two million euros, a small enterprise has fewer than 50 employees 

and an annual turnover or balance sheet below ten million euros, and a medium-sized enterprise 

has fewer than 250 employees and an annual turnover below 50 million euros or a balance sheet 

below 43 million euros. This definition is pertinent to facilitate a statistical analysis, but according 

to the literature, there are other characteristics through which an SME can be identified. Some of 

those characteristics are having a closer contact between owners/managers and employees (Gélinas 

& Bigras, 2004) and, hence, shorter lines of communication (Aragón-Correa et al., 2008), the 
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manner in which leaders delegate tasks (Harnish, 2014), more flexibility and the presence of the 

founder’s vision (Aragón-Sánchez & Sánchez-Marín, 2005), and less bureaucratic procedures and 

adapting better to changes (Martínez de Miguel, 2017). In this sense, to consider the interviewed 

manufacturing SMEs as SMEs, these other characteristics were also observed. 

For their part, the people interviewed were formal leaders -i.e., owners/managers- from 

manufacturing SMEs that have adopted and implemented sustainability practices. In relation to 

those formal leaders, although leadership can be understood as a social construction that results 

from interactions, where individuals cede their power to others, either voluntarily or as a result of 

pressure, and where one or more individuals succeed over others to build and define their reality, 

a formal organization interrupts this process to establish “predetermined roles, relationships, and 

practices” to model the manner in which the organization must be structured (Smircich & Morgan, 

1982, pp. 258-259).  

Additionally, leadership is, first of all, “about influence and change” (Harris, 2009, p. 10), and 

formal leaders can influence and shape organizations. Actually, Raišienė (2014) mentioned the 

importance of giving “particular attention” to managers and the development of their “leadership 

competences” so they can reach good results, given that they are the ones who encourage all 

processes in their organization and can even influence their organization’s environment (p. 180). 

In this sense, depending on how leaders are, is how the organization might be too (Bass & Avolio, 

1993; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). Thus, formal leaders are assigned formally as legal 

authorities and are also supposed to present a behavior intended to influence others significantly 

(House & Baetz, 1990), hence also having some kind of impact on others (Guillén & González, 

2001). In this sense, leaders do not only motivate others to act regarding a common aim, but most 

importantly, they “move others to action in light of some purpose”, this purpose belonging not 
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only to those leaders, but also to their followers (Palmer, 2009, p. 527). As such, leadership can 

orient an organization towards “innovation, expansion, and achievement” (Palmer, 2009, p. 534), 

and even sustainability.  

Therefore, interviewing formal leaders is relevant because the owners’/managers’ influence 

regarding sustainability matters, and their thoughts about the environmental impact of their 

business, can be considered important internal factors that can influence the adoption and 

implementation of sustainability practices by their respective companies (Salimzadeh & 

Courvisanos, 2015) and can, hence, influence how sustainable their company can be. Thus, how a 

company works may depend on the leader that manages it (Bass & Avolio, 1993; Linnenluecke & 

Griffiths, 2010). Actually, Danneels (2010), by analyzing why Smith Corona, a former company 

of typewriters, could not survive the change of the environment -i.e. the passage from typewriters 

to personal computers (PCs)-, stated that “managerial resource cognition helps to explain which 

paths firms do or do not take” (p. 21), being ‘resource cognition’ the “identification of resources” 

(p. 3) and how fungible are they, or in other words, how amenable are they to multiple applications. 

This means that leaders are the ones who need to understand what resources the company has and 

how the company should use those resources, and which path should they follow.  

In the sense of the above, and with relation to sustainability, manufacturing SMEs’ leaders are the 

ones who might know the most about the resources their respective SME has and determine how 

can the company adopt and implement sustainability practices by making use of those resources. 

Likewise, leaders are the ones who might understand the context of their SME the most, and if that 

context requires the company to, for instance, adopt and implement sustainability practices, then 

those leaders are the ones that will be able to guide their company towards that path by 

understanding the resources it has. Considering these aspects, manufacturing SMEs’ 
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owners/managers were, therefore, the ones interviewed. 

Now, given that the interviewer needs to be well informed about the subject of research, I 

personally carried out the interviews and, thus, either went to each manufacturing SME to 

interview its owner/manager, or contacted them via Skype or by phone. The procedure to obtain 

the sample for the study goes as follows:  

1. The initial idea was to obtain the sample from manufacturing SMEs that belong to the Global 

Compact, which is a corporate sustainability initiative of the United Nations directed towards 

businesses (UN Global Compact, n.d.), together with manufacturing SMEs that do not belong 

to the Global Compact, but rather applied sustainability practices based on legislation, 

certifications or because stakeholders pressured them. In this manner, it would have been 

possible to make a relationship between the manufacturing SMEs that actually know about the 

2030 Agenda and its SDGs and the ones who do not. This was initially relevant because, at the 

end of the day, not all manufacturing SMEs belong to the Global Compact, but their production 

processes also have impacts on the environment. However, it was not possible to obtain a 

prompt response from the Global Compact, and what was initially intended could not be carried 

out. The main reason for this is that, when a response was received, I had already started to do 

the transcriptions and if I continued with the manufacturing SMEs that belonged to the Global 

Compact, I would have had to follow a procedure that would have certainly delayed me. As 

such, I would have had to determine which of all the companies that belonged to the Global 

Compact were pertinent for the study, contact those companies, wait for an answer, make an 

appointment with those who responded to go personally and carry out the interviews, and then 

start to do the transcriptions. 

2. Therefore, the sample was obtained randomly from manufacturing SMEs that did not belong 
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to the Global Compact, but that had already adopted and implemented sustainability practices. 

The manner in which those manufacturing SMEs were found was by contacts and 

recommendations. Given that they were found by contacts and recommendations, I was able 

to communicate directly with those manufacturing SMEs’ owners/managers and obtain 

interviews with the top management.  

3. Once I established contact with manufacturing SMEs’ owners/managers, they were able to 

grant me an interview of at least one hour, although the duration of the interview mainly 

depended on both how the topic was being discussed and on how much owners/managers were 

invested in the topic.  

4. The interviews were mostly carried out face-to-face and to a lesser extent by phone and via 

Skype. With the ones that were carried face to face, I personally went to those manufacturing 

SMEs to meet with their owners/managers. This was important because I could directly 

observe how they work, and how are they applying sustainability practices. 

5. The final sample obtained was of eight manufacturing SMEs. According to Dworkin (2012), 

the literature has not entirely agreed on how many participants are enough for a qualitative 

research, but that “an extremely large number of articles, book chapters, and books recommend 

guidance and suggest anywhere from 5 to 50 participants as adequate” (p. 1319), thus being 

quite different from a quantitative approach, for instance. She states that the reason is that in 

qualitative research methods the concern is to have an “in-depth understanding of a 

phenomenon or are focused on meaning (and heterogeneities in meaning)- which are often 

centered on the how and why of a particular issue, process, situation, subculture, scene or set 

of social interactions” (p. 1319). In this regard, the amount of eight manufacturing SMEs are 

within the range suggested by the literature and can be, therefore, considered adequate. 
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The sample characteristics that were considered for choosing the interviewed manufacturing SMEs 

are: 

- Mexican SMEs from the manufacturing industry, 

- Owners/managers from Mexican manufacturing SMEs, and 

- Manufacturing SMEs that already adopted and implemented certain sustainability practices.  

As indicated above, the eight Mexican SMEs were part of the manufacturing industry sector, and 

it is pertinent to mention, in general words, what do they do. It is worth considering that in some 

cases one specific leader did not have the entire information regarding a certain matter and, 

therefore, I was sent with another leader within the company who did. This was particularly the 

case of manufacturing SMEs 2 and 6. Likewise, manufacturing SME 8 was divided into three 

plants, two of which were considered for the study and are, thus, referred to as Plant A and Plant 

B. That being said, Table 4 presented below shows the interviewed manufacturing SMEs, their 

type of business, how the interview was carried out, and to whom it was carried out. 

Table 4 

Manufacturing SMEs’ Type of Business, Type of Interview, and Interviewees 

Manufacturing SMEs Type of Business Type of Interview Interviewees 

SME1 Produces auto parts. Face-to-face - Human Resources Manager 

SME2 Grows coconut and produces coconut 

products. 

Face-to-face, via 

Skype, and by phone 

- Plant Director 

- Production Manager 

- Quality Assurance Manager 

- Development of Agricultural 

Suppliers Leader 

- Plant Doctor 

- Corporate Human Resources 

Manager 

- Plant Human Resources Manager 

and her Assistant 

SME3 Produces paints for handcraft and artists, and 

makeup for artists. 

Face-to-face - Exports Director 

SME4 Produces fuel batches from urban trash. Via Skype - Supervisor Manager 

SME5 Produces polyethylene bags from recovered 

and virgin materials. 

By phone - Company’s Owner 

SME6 Produces haberdashery lace trimmings. Face-to-face - General Director 

- Plant and Production Manager 

- Administrative Assistant 

SME7 Produces prefabricated construction 

materials. 

Face-to-face - General Director 

SME8 (Plant A) Produces auto parts. Face-to-face - Plant Manager 
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SME8 (Plant B) Produces auto parts. Face-to-face - Plant Manager 

 

5. INSTRUMENT 

The main instruments used for the study were in-depth and face-to-face interviews, although there 

were some cases in which it was necessary to carry out interviews via Skype and by phone, as 

shown above. In-depth interviews are useful to obtain “detailed information about a person’s 

thoughts and behaviors” or to “explore new issues in depth” (Boyce & Neale, 2006, p. 3). Thus, 

they were applied because the aim was to understand the sustainability practices that 

manufacturing SMEs have adopted and how have they been implemented in order to be able to 

establish a relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs. In this sense, the purpose was to 

obtain detailed information about manufacturing SMEs regarding the sustainability practices they 

have been carrying out (Boyce & Neale, 2006). Now, face-to-face interviews were applied because 

it was possible to observe directly the behavior and the personal expressions of the interviewed 

owners/managers and the interactions they had with their employees, as well as how are their 

respective manufacturing SMEs applying sustainability practices (Opdenakker, 2006).  

The interview was applied in Spanish to manufacturing SMEs’ owners/managers who were 

interviewed during the second semester of the year 2018 and consisted of three sections. The first 

section was called ‘Sustainability policies and practices within the SME’ and consisted of seven 

open questions. The second section was called ‘Leadership and sustainability within the SME’ and 

consisted of six open questions. And the third section was called ‘Organizational culture and 

sustainability within the SME’, consisting of seven questions.  

The interview was first written in English and then translated into Spanish, given that the 

manufacturing SMEs are located in Mexico and their owners/managers are Mexican. The 
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companies were mostly located in Central Mexico, i.e., Mexico City, the State of Mexico and 

Puebla, but there was also one SME from Colima and another SME from Yucatán. It was observed 

that the owners’/managers’ point of views about sustainability practices did not vary greatly from 

Central Mexico to Colima and Yucatán. The interview is presented in Table 5 in its English 

version. 

Table 5 

Interview in English 

Section Questions 

Part 1. Sustainability 

policies and practices 

in the SME 

1. What does your company understand for ‘sustainability’? What aspects regarding sustainability does your company 

decide to adopt and which aspects do not? Why? How do you choose them? 

2. What kind of sustainability policies and practices has your company adopted regarding your company’s employees, 

processes and activities, production, use of resources, technology, chemicals and waste management, suppliers, and 

consumers, or regarding other relevant aspects for your company? 

3. What were the factors that triggered the adoption of sustainability policies and practices, and in what manner? 

4. How have both the external and internal contexts of your company influenced the adoption of sustainability policies 

and practices? Has your company adjusted its policies and practices to its environment? How so? 

5. Does your company carry out a constant process of exploration and exploitation of new sustainability ideas? In what 

manner? Have new explored sustainability ideas been exploited successfully within the company? Have existing 

technologies and paradigms or ideas been used to complement the new sustainability ideas? How has this worked out 

for the company? 

6. Where there any barriers to adopt sustainability? Which ones? How did your company overcome them? 

7. Does your company try to learn continuously about sustainability in case there are any new advances in the topic? 

Part 2. Leadership 

and sustainability in 

the SME 

1. What do you understand for ‘leadership’? Are you the one who mainly makes decisions within your company? How 

do you make those decisions? Were you the one who recognized sustainability as a possibility for your company or 

did your employees were also responsible? What drove you to make the decision to adopt sustainability policies and 

practices? 

2. How is communication between you and your company’s employees? Is there any dialogue between you and your 

employees? How has this influenced the insertion of sustainability into your company? 

3. Do you promote innovation, a culture of cooperation and active participation, and motivate your employees? How 

do you do it? What have you achieved from it? 

4. Do you take into account your company’s internal and external contexts to adopt sustainability? What kind of aspects 

regarding sustainability have you considered and how have you implemented them? How have you handled obstacles 

to adopt sustainability policies and practices? 

5. If it is the case, what has been your role in the constant process of exploration and exploitation of new sustainability 

ideas? Have you helped to exploit new explored sustainability ideas within the company? How? 

6. How did you help your company to integrate sustainability into existing policies and practices? Do you encourage 

your company’s members to learn continuously about sustainability in case there are any new advances in the matter? 

How so? 

Part 3. Organizational 

culture and 

sustainability in the 

SME 

1. What do you understand for ‘organizational culture’? How would you describe your company’s culture? What is its 

focus? 

2. Are your company’s members encouraged to participate actively on the adoption of new sustainability ideas? Would 

you say that sustainability is seen by your company’s members as normal, as something that comes naturally in their 

everyday activities? How so? 

3. How does your company generally act if there are changes in its external context regarding sustainability? How 

prompt are you to take risks related to the adoption of new sustainability ideas? 

4. What is the mission of your company and how do you relate it with sustainability? How has sustainability been 

integrated into your company’s business? How has sustainability been promoted and propagated throughout your 
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company and your company’s members? 

5. Does your company seek to constantly innovate internal processes and activities in order to adapt to new 

sustainability ideas or does it rather focus on improving those processes and activities without making constant 

changes? In what manner and why? 

6. How has your company integrated sustainability into existing policies and practices? What have been the changes? 

7. What kind of differences do you note in your company between now and before adopting sustainability? 

 

Before the interview was applied, the aim and the parts it was divided into were explained to the 

respondents. As such, the aim of the interview was to understand the adoption and implementation 

of sustainability practices by manufacturing SMEs. It was also explained that the first part of the 

interview was about the sustainability policies and practices the company has adopted, that the 

second part was about their role as owners/managers when adopting and implementing 

sustainability practices, and that the third and last part was about the manner in which those 

sustainability practices have been implemented and subsequently integrated into their own 

company’s culture. The interview’s questions were created and based on the sustainability 

literature and on the literature that could be related to the topic of sustainability.  

For the first part of the interview, named ‘Sustainability policies and practices in the SME’, the 

first two questions were written because the main topic is ‘sustainability’ and the aim for doing 

the interview was to know more about the adoption and implementation of sustainability practices 

by manufacturing SMEs. Thus, the first two questions are based on two of the three dimensions of 

sustainable development, namely, the social dimension and the environmental dimension. This is 

mostly reflected in the second question, which asks about the companies’ employees, processes 

and activities, production, use of resources, technology, chemicals and waste management, 

suppliers and consumers. The third question was written because it was also relevant to know 

about the internal and external factors that detonated the adoption of sustainability practices, which 

is basically where the adoption might have started (Wood, 1979; Yu et al., 2016). The fourth 
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question is mainly based on the importance the external context of a company might have on the 

adoption of sustainability practices, without discarding its internal context (Chandler & Hwang, 

2015; Hanson, 2001; Van de Ven & Drazin, 1984; Wood, 1979; Yu et al., 2016). The fifth question 

is based on the process of exploration and exploitation an organization can carry out to adopt 

certain practices (March, 1991), and specifically on the exploration of new sustainability ideas and 

how have they been exploited by manufacturing SMEs, including how have existing policies and 

practices within the company have been used to complement those new sustainability ideas. The 

sixth question asks about any kind of barriers -or even challenges- companies might have had to 

adopt sustainability practices. And finally, the seventh question is based on the idea of ‘learning’ 

in order to understand if manufacturing SMEs are making an effort to learn continuously about the 

topic of sustainability as such, or if they are not doing much about it. This is important because 

‘learning’ can help companies improve the way they are currently doing things (Fiol & Lyles, 

1985). 

For the second part of the interview, named ‘Leadership and sustainability in the SME’, the first 

question was written with the interest of knowing how interviewed owners/managers understand 

the concept of leadership as such, as well as the manner in which decisions are taken within the 

company, also in relation to sustainability. The second question addresses the topic of 

communication, which can allow or not the transmission of sustainability throughout the company 

(Casey, 2005). The third question is about the innovation carried out by manufacturing SMEs and 

its promotion by owners/managers -a matter that is important to consider for innovation can help 

companies survive in a dynamic and competitive environment (Hogan & Coote, 2014)-, as well as 

about the topics of cooperation, participation and motivation (Gilley et al., 2009; Halme & 

Korpela, 2014; United Nations, 2015b) happening within manufacturing SMEs. The fourth 
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question considers the company’s internal and external contexts, but now from the 

owner’s/manager’s perspective. The fifth question makes reference to the process of exploration 

and exploitation mentioned above, but considering the specific role of interviewed 

owners/managers during that process. And the sixth question’s interest relies on how have 

interviewed owners/managers helped integrate sustainability in their respective manufacturing 

SMEs, which is also a relevant topic addressed by literature (Lueneburger & Goleman, 2010) and 

can be related with those manufacturing SMEs’ organizational culture (Witjes et al., 2017). 

Lastly, for the third part of the interview, named ‘Organizational culture and sustainability in the 

SME’, the first question aims to know what companies understand as organizational culture and 

how is the culture of each one of them. This topic was included because in order to actually 

integrate sustainability practices in each manufacturing SME, their respective organizational 

culture also needs to move towards sustainability, given that it “defines the organizational fabric” 

of those companies (ElKhouly & Marwan, 2016), and in order to move towards sustainability, that 

organizational fabric needs to also move towards sustainability. The second question addresses the 

topic of participation, but now focused on the actual adoption and integration of sustainability 

practices. The third question considers changes happening within the company’s external context, 

but oriented towards the topic of sustainability, as well as the risks companies are willing to take 

in order to adopt sustainability ideas. It is worth mentioning here that the topic of risks has also 

been related to the topic of innovation within companies by the literature (Maladzhi W. R., 2015), 

which is also the topic addressed by the fifth question, whose interest is to know if companies 

innovate constantly to adapt to new sustainability ideas or not and, therefore, to know if 

sustainability has been actually considered as part of those companies’ culture. The fourth question 

focuses on the mission of the company in relation to sustainability, which is an important aspect 
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because it actually states the company’s aims or goals, and the interest is to know if those aims or 

goals are directed towards a more sustainable company or not necessarily. As such, the fourth 

question’s interest is also oriented towards the integration and propagation of sustainability 

throughout manufacturing SMEs’ business and their employees. This is also related to the sixth 

question, but instead of the integration of sustainability as such, its interest relies specifically on 

changes happening within existing policies and practices in relation to that sustainability, meaning, 

the manner in which the company has integrated sustainability into those existing policies and 

practices. And, finally, the seventh question aims to observe if there have actually been or not 

positive changes after the adoption and implementation of sustainability practices, thus making a 

distinction between before and after. 

 

6. ANALYSIS OF RESULTS 

During the interviews, and in order to avoid biasness, the responses of Mexican manufacturing 

SMEs’ owners/managers were recorded with their permission, and they were assured that 

everything was done under confidentiality, for what interested the study were not their names or 

their company’s name, but rather the adoption and implementation of sustainability practices by 

their respective companies. Also, considering that some owners/managers are not as open as others 

to share information about their companies, the answers were not forced from them nor suggestions 

were given or judgements passed.  

After concluding the interviews, the analysis of results was carried out. For this to be possible, I 

personally transcribed the majority of the interviews, excluding two of them that were transcribed 

by another person, but afterwards revised by me. After all the transcriptions were ready, I started 

classifying the information obtained from them by using NVivo 12. The classification was done 
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going question by question and response by response. In this sense, by going question by question 

it is possible to order the responses given by manufacturing SMEs’ owners/managers based on the 

specific topic a question addresses, and by going response by response, once each question with 

its respective response is ordered, a relationship between some responses from different questions 

can be made. This is possible because the interviews’ questions, by not being part of strict 

questionnaires, can lead to topics that also require to be classified. It is worth mentioning that even 

if manufacturing SMEs are adopting and implementing other sustainability practices, only the ones 

expressly mentioned by their respective owners/managers were the ones considered for the 

analysis. 

Now, to be able to analyze the information obtained and subsequently make a relationship with 

the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs, the process followed was the one established by Gioia, Corley, & 

Hamilton’s (2012) template. According to Gioia et al. (2012), the attention on construct 

elaboration is one of the main consequences of the traditional approach in organization study. 

However, they indicated that constructs are usually elaborated so they can be measured, and that 

their main purpose is to “delineate a domain of attributes that can be operationalized and preferably 

quantified as variables” (p. 16). In this regard, they mentioned that the focus on construct 

development and measurement can sometimes blind us to concept development. As such, they 

defined concept as “a more general, less well-specified notion capturing qualities that describe or 

explain a phenomenon of theoretical interest”, being therefore “precursors to constructs in making 

sense of organizational worlds” (p. 16). Thus, they expressed the relevance of discovering concepts 

that can subsequently “guide the creation and validation of constructs” (p. 16). In this sense, and 

given that the study makes use of the qualitative approach, it was focused on concept development. 

Based on Gioia et al.’s (2012) template, the process to analyze results was carried out as follows: 
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1. After going question by question and response by response and being able to find different 

topics manufacturing SMEs’ owners/managers talked about, it was possible to obtain ‘first 

order concepts’ related to manufacturing SMEs’ sustainability practices. This first part of the 

analysis “tries to adhere faithfully to informant terms” and, hence, little attempt to distill 

categories is made (p. 20). As such, 321 first order concepts were found.  

2. From those first order concepts, ‘second order themes’ could be obtained. This was done by 

looking for similarities and differences among those concepts, thus reducing the amount of 

categories, which were then given a label or a phrasal descriptor (Gioia et al., 2012). According 

to Gioia et al. (2012), here “we are now firmly in the theoretical realm, asking whether the 

emerging themes suggest concepts that might help us describe and explain the phenomena we 

are observing” (p. 20). In this sense, 33 second order themes were found. 

3. After finding those second order themes, they were further distilled into ‘aggregate 

dimensions’, 10 of which were found. In accordance with Gioia et al. (2012), after having the 

first order concepts, second order themes and aggregate dimensions, “we have the basis for 

building a data structure” (p. 20). This data structure graphically represents the progress “from 

raw data to terms and themes in conducting the analyses” (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 20), and hence 

we can start “thinking about the data theoretically, [and] not just methodologically” (Gioia et 

al., 2012, p. 21) (see Appendix IV). Likewise, based on Gioia et al. (2012), a table that contains 

examples from the data structure in the form of quotes was generated (see Appendix V). 

4. Next, from the aggregate dimensions obtained, it was possible to make a relationship between 

those dimensions and some of the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs. For this, I used the SDG Compass’s 

Inventory of Business Indicators to determine which aggregate dimension belonged to each of 

the five 2030 Agenda’s dimensions, i.e., people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnerships, 
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and from those five dimensions, to which SDGs and SDG Targets the aggregate dimensions 

belonged. Hence, it was possible to find that the obtained aggregate dimensions could be 

related to seven SDGs, namely, SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 8 (decent work and economic 

growth), SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), SDG 

12 (responsible production and consumption), SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions), 

and SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals). This was attained by considering the description 

provided by the 2030 Agenda about the SDGs and their SDG Targets, as well as by considering 

the SDG Compass business indicators, called Business Themes, and their respective 

description. To represent this information, Eisenhardt’s (1989) tables were used as reference 

and then adapted to the relationship made between the obtained aggregate dimensions and the 

2030 Agenda (see Appendix VI). What is interesting about her tables is that she condenses 

important information regarding the companies she interviewed and then presents certain 

quotes expressed by her respondents to exemplify the important information she condenses. 

As such, important information regarding the relationship between the obtained aggregate 

dimensions and the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs was condensed and then exemplified. It is 

worth mentioning that, in order to carry out this part of the analysis, the sustainability practices 

that Mexican manufacturing SMEs are carrying out were the ones fundamentally taken into 

account with the aim of establishing a relationship between the aggregate dimensions and the 

SDGs and Business Themes shown in the SDG Compass. Therefore, the information presented 

tends towards the positive rather than the negative side of the interviews, given that the 

Business Themes presented in the SDG Compass are more directed towards what companies 

have actually done and, also, it was not the aim to make a review about what manufacturing 

SMEs have not done. However, during the discussion of the results, observations were made 
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on certain aspects that those companies can improve based on the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs.  

5. Finally, based on the obtained aggregate dimensions and their relationship with the 2030 

Agenda and its SDGs, it was possible to identify five main actions carried out by manufacturing 

SMEs regarding the topic of sustainability. Those five actions were then presented in the 

discussion chapter. Now, by taking Gioia et al.’s (2012) suggestion into account, up to the 

‘aggregate dimensions’ stage, the literature is not known in great detail. The reason is that by 

“knowing the literature intimately too early puts blinders on and leads to prior hypothesis bias 

(confirmation bias)”, hence having “semi-ignorance or enforced ignorance of the literature” 

certain value (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 21). Therefore, after the analysis of results, more literature 

was sought and presented within each of the five main actions identified. 
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CHAPTER III 

FINDINGS 

 

When analyzing results, it was possible to observe actions or activities carried out by 

manufacturing SMEs in relation to sustainability matters. Those actions or activities were related 

to their internal procedures, to the relationship manufacturing SMEs have with their external 

context or both. These actions or activities were called, in accordance with Gioia et al. (2012), 

aggregate dimensions and ten of them were found. The main topics manufacturing SMEs spoke 

about were mainly related to social aspects, environmental aspects, legal aspects, their projected 

image, and external relationships. Likewise, and very importantly, it was possible to make a 

relationship between those aggregate dimensions and the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs based on the 

information provided by the SDG Compass. Those aggregate dimensions are developed in the 

sections below. It is worth underlining, however, that the information was specifically based on 

the answers given by the interviewed Mexican manufacturing SMEs.  

Thus, firstly, the following sections show first order concepts and second order themes that helped 

identify each aggregate dimension. Secondly, each section presents ideas related to each aggregate 

dimension. Given that first order concepts, second order themes and, subsequently, aggregate 

dimensions were identified from the answers given by interviewed manufacturing SMEs’ 

owners/managers, the ideas related to each aggregate dimension were exemplified by those 

answers. On the other hand, the identified first order concepts, second order themes and aggregate 

dimensions are represented in a table (see Appendix III). Also, some representative examples for 

each aggregate dimension can be appreciated in Appendix V.  

Finally, each section presents the relationship between each aggregate dimension and its respective 
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SDGs and SDG Targets. The latter are represented in tables with examples based on answers given 

by interviewed manufacturing SMEs’ owners/managers. Those tables are based on Eisenhardt’s 

(1989) tables with their respective modifications to adapt them to the topic at hand. A summary of 

those tables can be consulted in Appendix VI. Also, the ideas proposed by the 2030 Agenda 

regarding those SDGs and the responses given by manufacturing SMEs’ owners/managers in 

relation to those ideas are presented.  

1. ACTIONS TO BENEFIT SOCIETY 

The actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to benefit society aim to help that society in some 

way while, at the same time, they do not discard any possible benefits for the company, such as 

making their product known. Thus, this aggregate dimension originated from first order concepts 

such as “donations of materials to social aid institutions”, “make agriculture a good activity for 

everyone”, and “give art classes and certifications for self-employment”, and from three second 

order themes, i.e. “social positive impacts”, “social inclusion”, and “education as benefit for people 

and business” (see Appendix III for more first order concepts). However, it was noted that these 

actions were not very generalized among manufacturing SMEs. 

 

As some other aggregate dimensions, some actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to benefit 

society are a result of what authorities, legislation and certifications ask from companies, even if 
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afterwards manufacturing SMEs look for more information on their own. For instance, initially 

having a social responsibility certificate asked for by transnational clients, and then looking into 

certifications such as the Global Gap. The following quote can exemplify this: 

“Recently clients, mainly transnational clients, ask us for a social responsibility certificate. 

This social responsibility is focused on the working conditions and environmental 

protection. […] 

“Something that also happens here, part of the phenomenon of migration from the 

countryside to the city, is that people from the countryside have few expectations, little 

desire, and the vision we have is that agriculture becomes an activity more than good for 

everyone. Not a very rich landowner and a very poor worker, or vice versa. There are also 

certifications for that, one of them is the Global Gap, but we just started studying it, precisely 

to understand the topic well and for it to not only remain in good intentions.” (Plant Director, 

SME2) 

Thus, actions can start from legislation and certifications, but it can be observed that it is also up 

to companies if they continue or not adopting more sustainability actions for, as SME2’s Plant 

Director stated, “you have to bite the bullet and do it”. On the other hand, some actions carried out 

by manufacturing SMEs to benefit society are rather a result of a company’s added value. For 

example, providing an educational service to customers, which can also be related to self-

employment: 

“[…] we are a company that helps self-employment, imagination and individual recreation. 

[…] we are a company that gives service, our main added value is the service we give, how 

we teach, looking at the client as the final aim.” (Exports Director, SME3) 

Therefore, actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to benefit society can be done because 

authorities, legislation and certifications ask them to, but also because those companies are looking 

for more ways to help society by their own means. Nonetheless, it should be noted that even if 
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actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs benefit society, they also benefit those companies. So 

manufacturing SMEs are able to create a scenario in which they promote their products or increase 

and improve their production while carrying out actions that benefit less favored people or people 

who need to improve their conditions by becoming self-sufficient when using products or materials 

donated by those companies, and also helping their own people by, for instance, delivering school 

supplies and improving working conditions in the agricultural field, which can at the same time 

motivate them to be more productive. This, even if sometimes manufacturing SMEs encounter 

certain difficulties when following what authorities and legislation stipulate. For example, SME6’s 

General Director mentioned that while some of the things asked for by the authorities have 

represented an initial cost but have brought benefits afterwards, there are other things that have 

only represented a cost:  

“Sometimes they suggest us changes that are very costly with no benefits, so we study them, 

but we have encountered cost barriers”. 

Hence, it is also important to bear in mind that even if the adoption and implementation of 

sustainability practices can actually bring benefits to the company, sometimes that comes with 

costs that they must assume in order to comply with the law. However, this does not mean that 

every stipulation will be costly, but rather the adoption and implementation of sustainability 

practices can bring more benefits than costs. 

1.1 Actions to benefit society and SDGs 

Given that actions to benefit society can help reduce inequalities, it was possible to relate this 

aggregate dimension to sustainable development goal (SDG) number 10. According to the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development, SDG 10 aims to reduce inequalities within countries and 

between them. Based on the SDG Compass and the Business Themes it mentions, this aggregate 
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dimension can be related to three SDG Targets, which are mentioned and exemplified below: 

Table 6. 

Actions to benefit society and SDG 10 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme it is 

related to 

Example 

Prosperity 10.1 “By 2030, progressively 

achieve and sustain income 

growth of the bottom 40 

per cent of the population 

at a rate higher than the 

national average”. 

Economic 

development in areas 

of high poverty. 

Donating materials to social aid institutions: “…the 

[General Director] authorizes to deliver [patchwork] to 

Hidalgo’s Institute for Women, there are people with 

scarce resources who use it there. We deliver it to the 

ICATIb, to clothing workshops, to the DIFc. To whom 

else? To NGOs that help people with scarce resources. So 

all of them take advantage of the product.” (Plant 

Manager, SME6) 

10.2 “By 2030, empower and 

promote the social, 

economic, and political 

inclusion of all, 

irrespective of age, sex, 

disability, race, ethnicity, 

origin, religion or 

economic or other status”. 

N/Aa  Thinking of a common benefit: “I mean, ‘we are going to 

change this, this is going to cost us, but it will produce a 

profit in some other area’. That part or if it causes us a 

common benefit, to employees, to drivers, to some part of 

the company. Those are the points that we evaluate [to 

adopt sustainability ideas].” (General Director, SME6) 

10.3 “Ensure equal opportunity 

and reduce inequalities of 

outcome, including by 

eliminating discriminatory 

laws, policies and practices 

and promoting appropriate 

legislation, policies and 

action in this regard”. 

Training and 

education.  

Inclusive business. 

Teaching as a company’s policy that keeps business alive: 

“There are [courses] open to the public, but that is not the 

main aim. Rather, they are for our clients, so they can 

come and train. Those are free. That is the social work we 

have.” (Exports Director, SME3) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 
a There were no Business Themes that could be related to the aggregate dimension, but the SDG Target itself could be related to it. This is because 

the Business Themes presented by the SDG Compass in relation to this SDG Target made reference to access to financial services and media 

content, which were not pertinent for this aggregate dimension given that it was mostly related to social aspects. 
b ICATI = Training Institute for Industrial Work. 
c DIF = National System for the Integral Development of the Family. 

 

It is interesting to note that even if the aggregate dimension is more related to sustainability’s social 

pillar, for it focuses on benefits for society, it is not its only focus, for it also takes into account 

benefits for the company, such as making their product known and gaining customers as a 

consequence. It is in this sense that it could be related to SDG 10, which belongs to the prosperity 

dimension of the 2030 Agenda. Something that exemplifies this could be the following quote: 

“We believe that this business is still alive for the educational service we provide, because 

products and low prices, there are many. […] Actually, in my case, when I speak with a 

foreign client or here, before showing them the products, I show them the educational part, 
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I start backwards, because if I tell them about the acrylic, of which there are a thousand, oil 

painting, of which there are a thousand, textile, of which there are a thousand, when I reach 

[the educational] part, they are not going to pay attention to me, they are already thinking 

about prices, so we start with what, for us, is the most valuable.” (Exports Director, SME3) 

Thus, in this case, the company provides an educational service related to handcrafts, which is 

SME3’s line of business, and at the same time they offer that service to customers as a value that 

other companies do not have. As such, it benefits society because they do not charge the courses 

they give and they also help people with self-employment, and at the same time it benefits the 

company for they offer it as an added value to potential customers, either national or international. 

According to the 2030 Agenda, the prosperity dimension aims to “ensure that all human beings 

can enjoy prosperous and fulfilling lives and that economic, social and technological progress 

occurs in harmony with nature” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 2). Likewise, the Agenda states that 

the prosperity dimension resolves “to create conditions for sustainable, inclusive and sustained 

economic growth, shared prosperity and decent work for all, taking into account different levels 

of national development and capacities” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 3).  

Therefore, in this aggregate dimension, manufacturing SMEs contribute to that ‘shared prosperity’ 

by helping society as far as it is possible for them when, for instance, they donate materials they 

will not use anymore but can be used by less favored people to create something out of those 

materials, also when they think about the benefit of their employees when making decisions, and 

when offering free handcraft and art courses for self-employment among other matters. However, 

it is important to remember that, as it was mentioned at the beginning of this aggregate dimension, 

the amount of interviewed manufacturing SMEs that carried out these types of actions to benefit 

society were not the majority. Nonetheless, even if it does not cover all the interviewed 
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manufacturing SMEs, it was possible to identify this aggregate dimension. 

 

2. MEASURES TAKEN FOR SOCIO-ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION 

Measures taken by manufacturing SMEs in order to protect the environment and society were very 

diverse among the interviewed companies and where carried out by all of them. The aggregate 

dimension in question originated from first order concepts such as “adoption of sustainability 

practices as a necessity”, “not damaging the environment to not damage people”, “technology 

improvement to make processes more efficient and safer”, “take ideas from the outside and 

implement them, e.g. sustainability topic”, and “research to replace electrical energy with solar 

energy and diminish electricity consumption and costs”, and from five second order themes, 

namely, “environmental protection through responsible production”, “adaptation to geographical 

areas”, “technology development for socio-environmental protection”, “innovation, sustainability 

and business”, and “infrastructure investment and innovation” (see Appendix III for more first 

order concepts).  

 



105 

 

While some of the measures carried out by manufacturing SMEs were a result of what authorities, 

legislation and certifications requested, some others were carried out by those companies’ own 

initiative and even as the basis of the company’s business, such as recovering materials in order to 

produce polyethylene bags (SME5) or starting the company with a non-solvents, non-toxic 

chemicals policy to produce paints (SME3). For instance, regarding the factors that detonated the 

adoption of sustainability practices, one of the companies stated: 

“For example, mostly in the matter of costs, the impact of not saving. Added to that, the lack 

of water on some occasions, pollution…now that there was a contingency, they told us, ‘you 

cannot operate cabins, you cannot operate…’, I mean, that part where if we continue with 

emissions towards the planet, there will come a time when they will have to stop certain 

processes so there are not so many [emissions] to the atmosphere.” (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

Thus, certain companies start taking action to protect the environment and society when they are 

pressured by a necessity, such as the “lack of water on some occasions”, and/or by authorities, 

which can “stop certain processes” to reduce pollution. Other companies, however, start taking 

action when they observe an environmental problem and aim to solve it. This is the case of, for 

instance, starting a company in order to transform trash into fuel that is needed for the ovens of a 

larger company: 

“[The company’s owner] had already heard about this study that C had done and he was very 

interested to see if he could do it or supply C with the pulverization of trash, because he 

wanted to contribute with a grain of sand to the world because he saw what garbage dumps 

were and it was an ecological disaster, and they polluted groundwater, and it was a very good 

way to eliminate the trash problem, so it would no longer be buried, so it would not be 

gathered in the environment and in open air and, above all, so it could be reused at a hundred 

percent. Because, really, the project is so sustainable that when recycling, the glass and metal 

parts, individual trash collectors also earn money by selling them. So, it is really a complete 

business because you are reusing at a hundred per cent.” (Supervisor Manager, SME4) 
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In this sense, for some manufacturing SMEs, sustainability can also transform into business. In 

other words, sustainability does not have to be necessarily seen as something forced, but rather as 

something that can bring a benefit to the company. This has also been the case for other 

manufacturing SMEs. The following quote can better exemplify this: 

“To meet quality, innovation and variety, it has to be a sustainable company. I mean, I feel 

that this goes hand in hand. How do I make the relationship? You cannot have an adequate 

growth if it is not sustainable, if you do not comply with sustainability principles. If you start 

failing, if you start not complying with the norms, you cannot produce articles with quality, 

with innovation and with variety.” (General Director, SME6) 

Hence, it can be observed that measures carried out by manufacturing SMEs with the aim of 

protecting the natural environment and society can begin for several matters. As such, they can 

start as something caused by a pressure coming from the authorities, legislation and certifications, 

by a pressure generated by a necessity, and/or by their own initiative in order to create a business 

from which they can help, at the same time, to protect the environment.  

Nonetheless, it was observed that the majority of the first order concepts that form the present 

aggregate dimension are more related to sustainability’s environmental dimension than to its social 

dimension, even if the latter is also present. Hence, manufacturing SMEs’ sustainability practices 

mostly tend towards the environment and how that can also bring a benefit to the company, which 

is understandable given that they belong to the private sector, but they still need to orient their 

sustainability practices towards sustainability in its entirety. 

2.1 Measures taken for socio-environmental protection and SDGs 

As it was noted previously, sustainability can also bring a positive economic benefit to 

manufacturing SMEs. That is why it was possible to relate this aggregate dimension to the 2030 
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Agenda’s dimensions of prosperity and planet. In relation to the prosperity dimension, and based 

on the information provided by the SDG Compass and its respective Business Themes, it was 

possible to relate the aggregate dimension to SDG 9 on ‘industry, innovation and infrastructure’ 

and, in turn, to the following SDG Targets: 

Table 7. 

Measures taken for socio-environmental protection and SDG 9 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme 

it is related to 

Example 

Prosperity 9.1 “Develop quality, reliable, sustainable 

and resilient infrastructure, including 

regional and transborder 

infrastructure, to support economic 

development and human well-being, 

with a focus on affordable and 

equitable access for all”. 

Infrastructure 

investments. 

Project to establish a water and biological 

treatment plant: “We only have one trap for solids 

and grease, but we do not meet all necessary 

parameters to discharge water to the municipal 

drain. Neither DBO, nor DQO, nor grease, nor 

solids, I mean we do not meet them, but well, we 

already have a project and we expect to have a 

biological treatment plant for March-April [2019].” 

(Quality Assurance Manager, SME2) 

9.4 “By 2030, upgrade infrastructure and 

retrofit industries to make them 

sustainable, with increased resource-

use efficiency and greater adoption of 

clean and environmentally sound 

technologies and industrial processes, 

with all countries taking action in 

accordance with their respective 

capabilities”. 

Infrastructure 

investment.  

Air pollution. 

Switching from boilers that pollute towards 

vaporizers for the production process: “[…] we 

eliminated boilers […] only one plant uses boilers, 

but the plus in this plant is that instead of using a 

boiler, we bought a vaporizer […] and it works 

with gas, so it does not pollute the process, it is 

German technology, so also in part of the process, 

we have greatly reduced what we polluted before.” 

(General Director, SME7) 

9.5 “Enhance scientific research, upgrade 

the technological capabilities of 

industrial sectors in all countries, in 

particular developing countries, 

including, by 2030, encouraging 

innovation and substantially 

increasing the number of research and 

development workers per 1 million 

people and public and private research 

and development spending”. 

Research and 

development. 

Economic value.  

Expenditure and 

investment. 

The need to innovate when a necessity arises: “[…] 

to be able to innovate you need to have a necessity, 

thus when you have the necessity, but you cannot 

fulfill it, es when [employees] start having ideas 

[…].” (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

For its part, in relation to the planet dimension, it was possible to make a relationship between the 

aggregate dimension and SDG 12 on ‘responsible production and consumption’ and, in turn, with 

the SDG Targets presented below: 
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Table 8. 

Measures taken for socio-environmental protection and SDG 12 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme 

it is related to 

Example 

Planet 12.2 “By 2030, achieve the sustainable 

management and efficient use of 

natural resources”. 

Energy efficiency.  

Water efficiency.  

Resource 

efficiency of 

products and 

services.  

Materials 

efficiency. 

Recover material in order to produce polyethylene 

bags: “In the line of products that we have, we use a 

certain percentage of recovered material that we obtain 

from what we produce inside the company, we recover 

it and be use it again, as well as from what we can 

obtain from the outside of the company through a 

campaign we have in the company in which we buy to 

our staff the material they can bring to recover or 

through the contact we have with some trash collectors 

who dedicate themselves precisely to collect used bags 

so we can recover them, we buy them from them and 

we recover them and use them in our processes.” 

(Company’s owner, SME5) 

12.4 “By 2020, achieve the 

environmentally sound 

management of chemicals and all 

wastes throughout their life cycle, 

in accordance with agreed 

international frameworks, and 

significantly reduce their release 

to air, water and soil in order to 

minimize their adverse impacts 

on human health and the 

environment”. 

Air quality.  

Chemical 

management.  

Environmental 

investments.  

Land remediation.  

Water quality. 

Sustainable use of agrochemicals and fertilizers - low 

impact chemicals: “Look, coconut plantation are 

organic by nature. We do very little fertilization 

activities or application of agrochemicals […]. 

“We generally look for the chemical product with the 

least impact and, our product itself is not for export, but 

we do try to adhere to products that are allowed by the 

FDA […].” (Agricultural Supplier Development leader, 

SME2) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

Regarding the planet dimension, Member States assure that they are “determined to protect the 

planet form degradation, including through sustainable consumption and production, sustainability 

managing its natural resources and taking urgent action on climate change, so that it can support 

the needs of the present and future generations” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 2). In the case of 

manufacturing SMEs, it could be noted that they relate that planet protection to the manner in 

which they use materials during their production process, as well as the way they develop and 

improve technologies and equipment and adopt new ideas that both help protect the environment 

and surrounding areas, and bring a benefit to them. The following quote is one of the examples of 

the measures taken by manufacturing SMEs for socio-environmental protection regarding 

innovation and technology development, and their relationship with the planet dimension: 

“We are constantly innovating because of the products we make, the technologies used by 
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the automotive market, it is constant. Right now, for example, the vehicle fleet tends to stop 

using gasoline combustion vehicles and we are oriented towards using electric vehicles. […] 

We are already carrying out an analysis of that market that is developing, to the vehicles that 

are starting to emerge, because we are not a country that already has that technology well-

established, electric vehicles are still going to take time, a period, but there are already some 

hybrids on the market. So, we are trying to be able to offer to that market a product, and that 

is forcing us to innovate regarding sustainable technologies to develop spare parts for those 

vehicles.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

Hence, it can be noted that measures taken by manufacturing SMEs with respect to socio-

environmental protection, are closely related to the topics of industry, innovation and 

infrastructure, the latter fundamentally within the company, as well as with a responsible 

production and consumption. It was observed that manufacturing SMEs are positive about entering 

an era in which the development of technologies, the improvement of production equipment and 

the innovation of their products is related to sustainability.  

The measures manufacturing SMEs carry out for socio-environmental protection, however, are not 

only related to the development and improvement of technology and production equipment, but 

also to the responsible and efficient use of resources, the reduction of emissions towards the planet, 

and the reduction of their impact towards their surrounding areas. It is observed that these topics 

are not only related to the planet dimension of the 2030 Agenda, but they can also lead to the 

prosperity of both the company and society, given that constantly discovering new ideas, making 

better and more efficient machines and technology used for manufacturing SMEs’ production 

improves that production, therefore, bringing a benefit to the company.  

On the other hand, the adoption of technologies or ideas in order to reduce emissions towards the 

environment, as well as using resources more efficiently which, at the same time, helps the 



110 

 

company to pollute less, reduces manufacturing SMEs’ environmental impacts, which can also 

affect people. The following two quotes can better exemplify this: 

 “[…] be in constant preparation or constant improvement of some of our own processes 

with the aim of reducing pollution, and to see what can be reused to reduce all the emissions 

we have. We are constantly evaluating our processes, looking at what can be improved 

during the process with the aim of firstly reducing our operating costs and also reducing 

emissions towards the environment.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

“Well, look, there is a part that talks about making a social benefit with the populations in 

which we are located, so I think that sustainability is included there. If we do not pollute or 

affect the areas in which we are located, I think it is a plus to the sustainability of those 

areas.” (General Director, SME7) 

Therefore, it can be observed that measures taken for socio-environmental protection include both 

the prosperity and planet dimensions which, in turn, include environmental, social and economic 

aspects. Regarding the planet dimension, for instance, there are matters such as “reducing 

pollution”, “reduce all the emissions we have” and “not pollute or affect the areas”, which are 

related to sustainability’s environmental pillar, but also to sustainability’s social pillar, given that 

avoiding pollution to avoid affecting surrounding areas represent a positive impact for the people 

living in those areas. And regarding the prosperity dimension, it is worth remembering that 

according to the 2030 Agenda one of prosperity’s characteristics is ensuring that “economic, social 

and technological progress occurs in harmony with nature” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 2), and 

hence evaluating and improving processes to both reduce operating costs and emissions to the 

environment meets that aim. So, it is interesting to see that while manufacturing SMEs are worried 

about protecting the environment and their own economic interests, they are also helping society 

and, hence, the measures carried out by manufacturing SMEs for socio-environmental protection 

could be part of both prosperity (SDG 9) and planet (SDG 12) dimensions. 
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3. ACTIVITIES TO REDUCE PRODUCTION IMPACTS 

The activities carried out by manufacturing SMEs to reduce production impacts were more related 

to what those companies could do, their contribution as producing companies and, above all, as 

waste generating companies. In this sense, this aggregate dimension resulted from first order 

concepts such as “having a positive impact on the outside of the company through employees, e.g. 

waste separation”, “special handling to avoid emissions and spills” and “try to recycle as much as 

possible, sell materials, and reuse what might be useful”, as well as from three second order 

themes, namely, “environmental positive impacts”, “waste management by companies and 

employees” and “reusing, recycling and recovering material” (see Appendix III for more first order 

concepts).  

 

Likewise, in this aggregate dimension many manufacturing SMEs started to carry out these types 

of practices because of authorities and legislation requirements, but there were also companies that 

started with these practices as basis for their business, such as recovering material in order to 

produce polyethylene bags and collecting and pulverizing waste to make fuel. The following quote 

exemplifies an activity carried out to reduce production impacts in accordance with legislation: 

“[…] when we dispose of materials, we are under certain Ministries to not have any problems 
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and comply with what they indicate us, either by previous authorizations or indications. That 

is how it is done. We also have sections according to the materials we use or specific 

confinement areas. That is how we handle waste.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

Thus, manufacturing SMEs aim to reduce their production impacts through a responsible waste 

management. If first order concepts presented in the table of Appendix III regarding this aggregate 

dimension are observed, it can be noted that manufacturing SMEs carry out activities related to 

waste separation, its proper management, its special confinement to prevent spills into the sewage, 

learning about recycling, and trying to reuse materials, as well as including their employees in 

those practices so that they take part of them and become more aware about the waste that is thrown 

away towards the environment. At the same time, some manufacturing SMEs have obtained an 

economic benefit from separating their waste, something that can be noted with the following 

example: 

“We try to recycle all the materials we can and reuse those that, personally for us, work for 

us and some that can be sold and may generate an entrance to the company.” (Plant Manager, 

SME8b) 

Hence, activities carried out by manufacturing SMEs to reduce their production impacts can bring 

an economic benefit. However, it is important to point out that some manufacturing SMEs carry 

out waste separation, but instead of receiving an economic benefit, they either pay for a specialized 

company to take the waste away or they simply give the waste away to people who can make use 

of it. Likewise, the same company can receive an economic benefit for some kind of waste and 

pay for a company to take some other kind of waste away or give it away to people who can make 

use of it, although it can also be reused within the company to, for instance, feed the boiler. The 

following two quotes are a clear example of this: 

“[…] we have containers, we have confined areas that are well identified, there is not a 
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mixing between several products, and when the external company comes, which is in charge 

of the collection, they are well identified and they are able to take them away. […]  

More than a sale, it is a cost for us, it is not a sale. We have some products that we sell to 

reprocess them, such as plastic, cardboard, brass, aluminum and steel shavings, but in the 

case of oils, naphtha, dirty rags polluted with some chemical product, we pay for a company 

to do the collection and they give them a proper management to that waste.” (Plant Manager, 

SME8a) 

“We have a control over special handling waste, the one generated during the process. The 

majority is taken advantage of, such as the bone, the peel, the apple is also given away to 

people who come because they give it to animals as cattle food. The waste from the oven, 

from cleaning and all that, is taken away to an era that is located three kilometers away from 

here, a ranch, it is dried and it is sold in order to obtain coconut industrial oil. The bags of 

starch are burned in the boiler, some pallets are also burned, others are sold to companies 

that replace them.” (Plant Manager, SME2) 

Therefore, manufacturing SMEs aim to dispose of their waste in a responsible manner either 

through reuse, through selling it or paying a company that recycles it and gives it another use to 

take it away, or through giving it away to people who use it for other things.  

3.1 Activities to reduce production impacts and SDGs 

Based on the above, it was possible to relate the present aggregate dimension to the planet 

dimension of the 2030 Agenda. This is because this aggregate dimension mainly addresses 

sustainability’s environmental pillar by being related to a responsible waste disposal that reduces 

the environmental impact that could be generated by the manufacturing SMEs’ production process, 

although it is important to consider that it can also relate to sustainability’s economic pillar when 

some manufacturing SMEs also receive some economic benefit when disposing of their waste in 

a responsible manner. So, in relation to the planet dimension and based on the information 

provided by the SDG Compass and the respective Business Themes, it was possible to make a 
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relationship between this aggregate dimension and SDG 12 on ‘responsible production and 

consumption’ and, in turn, with the following SDG Targets: 

Table 9. 

Activities to reduce production impacts and SDG 12 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme 

it is related to 

Example 

Planet 12.4 “By 2020, achieve the 

environmentally sound 

management of chemicals and all 

wastes throughout their life cycle, 

in accordance with agreed 

international frameworks, and 

significantly reduce their release 

to air, water and soil in order to 

minimize their adverse impacts 

on human health and the 

environment”. 

Waste. 

Waste 

management. 

Spills. 

Special handling of hazardous biological waste: “We 

also control hazardous biological waste. It has to be 

thrown into a special container where a company comes 

and takes it away, and it takes care of the handling 

given to that waste. We divide it into sharp and papers, 

gauze, etcetera.” (Plant Doctor, SME2) 

12.5 “By 2030, substantially reduce 

waste generation through 

prevention, reduction, recycling 

and reuse.” 

Materials 

recycling.  

Waste 

management.  

Environmental 

expenditure. 

Process urban trash to make fuel: “[…] companies like 

W throw their trash with us. We know that that trash is 

composed of a 70% of organic waste. What we do is, 

through a mill made with our technology, we clean the 

trash, we remove metal, we remove wood and glass and 

we pulverize the rest in the mill to an inch in size, we 

get it wet, we compact it and it is carried in bales to C’s 

ovens. What does C do with this? It is a calorific input 

for the ovens […].” (Supervisor Manager, SME4) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

In accordance with the 2030 Agenda, one of the ways in which Member States aim to “reduce the 

negative impact of urban activities and of chemicals which are hazardous for human health and 

the environment” is the “reduction and recycling of waste” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 9). And 

managing their waste is precisely one of the main actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to 

reduce their production impacts. Thus, manufacturing SMEs have sought to make an effort on this 

topic and they have even sought to include their employees in waste separation and management 

(see Appendix III), making of this topic something inclusive, in which not only manufacturing 

SMEs acquire responsibility, but also the employees of those manufacturing SMEs, whom, at the 

end of the day, are the ones who will reproduce those actions at home, thus expanding the 

responsibility. The following quote can exemplify this: 



115 

 

“[…] the company through work methodologies like the 9S’s, of establishing certain 

cleaning programs, of reusing certain products or materials, well, people start taking this 

knowledge home. So we are not only improving here, but we also improve the personal 

aspect. Thus, we improve the conditions we have at the plant, because surely people will be 

satisfied and will also want to have those conditions at home, seeing that they cannot throw 

oil into water, things like that, toxic waste, separate waste, we separate waste, we separate 

cardboard, plastic, I mean, we do not mix it.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

Thus, it is not only a job carried out by manufacturing SMEs, but it is rather a shared job also 

carried out by employees. Some even mentioned the cultural aspect, the importance people’s 

culture has on how they act and their interest on influencing their employees culture by 

encouraging them to understand the importance of waste: 

“Absolutely. There is a campaign within the company in which [employees] are involved in 

the collection of materials. It is not so much about what they bring, but rather for a cultural 

reason, because it interests me that people understand that material has to be recovered.” 

(Company’s owner, SME5) 

Therefore, in order to actually “reduce the negative impact of urban activities” as stated by the 

2030 Agenda (United Nations, 2015b, p. 9), besides the participation of manufacturing SMEs, the 

participation of employees is also needed. However, in order for employees to take those practices 

home, it is necessary for them to change the way they see and do things, and hence a cultural 

change is also necessary. In this sense, collaboration between manufacturing SMEs and their 

employees is important for the present aggregate dimension in order to reduce production impacts. 

Nonetheless, it is important to have in mind that manufacturing SMEs have also encountered some 

difficulties related to their production impacts and other matters. For instance, SME7’s General 

Director mentioned that they had to close a plant and change their production processes in order 

to stop their negative impacts on the surrounding areas, thus encouraging them to move towards 
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more sustainable practices:  

“The first plant was in the middle of the population, in Morelos, near Cuernavaca, in 

Jiutepec. So, for example, that cement process did pollute or bothered the people who already 

lived around the plant. We got the plant out of there and we changed processes”.  

Therefore, even if manufacturing SMEs have worked to reduce their production impacts, 

sometimes those efforts have been accompanied by certain difficulties that must be overcome to 

move towards sustainable development and attain the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs. 

 

4. EMPLOYEES’ EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

The education programs provided by manufacturing SMEs to their employees can be divided into 

training programs either related to environmental topics, personal security, accident prevention 

and company’s values, and activities related to the academic or professional development of 

employees. In this sense, this aggregate dimension resulted from first order concepts such as 

“training on waste management”, “training programs for accident prevention” and “improving 

employees’ academic preparation”, and from three second order topics, i.e. “training for positive 

environmental changes”, “training programs and courses” and “personal development” (see 

Appendix III for more first order concepts).  
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It was observed that for manufacturing SMEs it is important that their employees learn and 

understand why are they applying sustainability and how it should be done not only by the 

company but also by employees themselves. However, it is pertinent to mention that most 

manufacturing SMEs transmitted the term of sustainability through other actions, such as waste 

management and reducing emissions into the environment. Thus, rather than transmitting the term 

of sustainability as such, those manufacturing SMEs transmitted the practice of sustainability, and 

some of that knowledge can even come from certifications or company programs. The following 

quote is an example of this: 

 “Through the 9S’s program and the ISO 9000 standard, they are constantly making us 

improve our processes and throughout the year we receive various training in different areas 

according to the needs that arise, and obviously there are included things related to this type 

of procedures, of processes, to improve emissions, to give a better use to some equipment, 

to some raw material, to see if we can reoccupy it in something else, that is how we 

participate.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

Thus, it is observed that even if the company does not teach the term of sustainability as such, they 

train their employees in topics related to sustainability when following some programs and 

certifications. However, one manufacturing SME has actually mentioned the topic of sustainability 

to their employees as well as why they are going to be a sustainable company: 

“When new workers start training, we give them all these kind of values. I mean, we are 

going to be sustainable, we are going to do so because this is what the norm dictates and it 

is in our best interest to do it.” (General Director, SME6) 

Here, it is once again observed that the manufacturing SME followed legislation. But it also 

recognizes that following that legislation and becoming sustainable is what interests the company 

and, therefore, the company is interested in their employees to understand that importance and to 
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contribute with the company’s interest, which in this case is becoming sustainable.  

The importance of this aggregate dimension also relies on the consequences of teaching employees 

about sustainability or sustainability activities. For if manufacturing SMEs share this kind of 

knowledge, employees can also start changing their way of acting and thinking, something that is 

exemplified in the following quote: 

“I consider that a difference is observed and the difference is positive regarding the person. 

When they enter the company, they do not know about sustainability practices, how to be 

more aware of taking care of the company’s environment, and once we tell them about how 

are we going to take care of the planet, how are we going to take care of the city, how are 

we going to be cleaner, how are we going to be more ecological, how are we going to be 

more profitable, people start to become much more aware once they know the information 

and start to collaborate, they even start giving ideas, they participate in order to achieve this. 

So, they become integrated, they help you, so there is a positive difference between before 

and after.” (Production Manager, SME2) 

Hence, employees’ education programs provided by manufacturing SMEs are fundamental to 

change the way people act towards the environment and the way people collaborate with their 

company in order to move together towards sustainability. As such, for a manufacturing SME to 

become sustainable, it is also important for it to receive support from its employees, and this 

support can be given through the transmission of knowledge related to sustainability towards those 

employees through education programs. 

4.1 Employees’ education programs and SDGs 

Regarding the above, it was possible to make a relationship between this aggregate dimension and 

the 2030 Agenda’s people dimension. According to the 2030 Agenda, the Member States are 

“determined to end poverty and hunger, in all their forms and dimensions, and to ensure that all 
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human beings can fulfil their potential in dignity and equality and in a healthy environment” 

(United Nations, 2015b, p. 2). It is important to point out that ending poverty in all its forms not 

only makes reference to the lack of incomes and resources to improve people’s quality of life, but 

it also includes other topics such as access to education, social discrimination and exclusion, and 

the lack of participation in decision making among other matters (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 

2018), and that is why it was possible to make a relationship between this aggregate dimension 

and SDG 4 on ‘quality education’, which is part of the 2030 Agenda’s people dimension, and, in 

turn, with the following SDG Targets based on the information provided by the SDG Compass 

and its respective Business Themes: 

Table 10. 

Employees’ education programs and SDG 4 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme 

it is related to 

Example 

People 

 

4.3 “By 2030, ensure equal access for all 

women and men to affordable and 

quality technical, vocational and 

tertiary education, including 

university”. 

Employee training 

and education. 

Supporting for employees if they want to study 

something or if they want to attend a congress or 

course: “If we see that someone has capacity, we 

support them when there is a special course, 

congress or if they want to study a masters or 

anything, we support them with part of the cost 

[…].” (General Director, SME7) 

4.4 “By 2030, substantially increase the 

number of youth and adults who have 

relevant skills, including technical and 

vocational skills, for employment, 

decent jobs and entrepreneurship”. 

Employee training 

and education. 

Giving specific courses for specific job positions 

with a certification given by the Ministry of Labor 

(STPS): “[…] we send [employees] to specific 

courses so that tomorrow the can do some 

evaluations with the Ministry of Labor and they 

give us a certification saying that certain person is 

suitable for specific job positions. Some of them 

are very basic like, for example, maintenance and 

quality, which are the ones we are working with 

right now.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

4.7 “By 2030, ensure that all learners 

acquire knowledge and skills needed 

to promote sustainable development, 

including, among others, through 

education for sustainable development 

and sustainable lifestyles, human 

rights, gender equality, promotion of a 

culture of peace and non-violence, 

global citizenship and appreciation of 

cultural diversity and of culture’s 

contribution to sustainable 

development”. 

Education for 

sustainable 

development. 

Videos to show the positive impacts on the planet 

when carrying out environmental actions: “We 

look with each boss…we have talks, we aim for 

them to give us ideas and improve, what can we 

recycle in each department. At the same time, 

bosses start talking to their staff, they tell them the 

pros and cons of not doing those type of activities. 

After that, with Human Resources we are trying to 

carry out talks were we show videos, where they 

can see what impacts those small actions have on 

the whole planet and on the company.” (Plant 

Manager, SME8b) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 
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According to the United Nations, a quality education is the basis for improving people’s lives and 

sustainable development (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). Likewise, it states that education 

allows ascending socioeconomic mobility and it is key to get out of poverty (Naciones Unidas, 

2020a), it helps reduce inequalities and it empowers people around the world in order to have a 

healthier and more sustainable live (Naciones Unidas, 2020b). Therefore, by providing training 

programs to share knowledge with their employees, manufacturing SMEs are also contributing to 

the eradication of poverty and giving people more opportunities by expanding their horizon. 

Changing their employees’ perspectives and orienting them towards sustainability, can help them 

become an active part of the world’s development. Some manufacturing SMEs, for instance, have 

helped their employees if they want to study something more, as it is showed in Table 10 in the 

example provided for SDG Target 4.3, as well as in the following quote: 

“As Human Resources, I am interested that people are more qualified because it is easier for 

them to have a more prepared vision. It is more difficult for me to train people who have, for 

example people from the production area, who have a lower academic level. Right now we 

are trying, I registered them in an INEA [National Institute for Adult Education] program, 

the people who want to keep improving, because I have seen that the more the people are 

prepared, the easier it is for them to understand the information.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

Thus, the support manufacturing SMEs give to their employees regarding the topic of education 

not only helps their employees, but it also helps those companies. The reason is that by preparing 

them better, they can understand instructions better and, therefore, do a better job, which can 

benefit the company in terms of production. As such, this aggregate dimension is relevant given 

that, on the one hand, by sharing knowledge related to sustainability, employees can also change 

their way of thinking and acting and help the company become more sustainable, which in turn 

helps the company to reduce their negative impacts towards the environment and society, and on 



121 

 

the other hand, helping employees to prepare themselves better can also help them become part of 

the change towards a more sustainable and developed world and can help reduce inequalities 

among people, while at the same time employees with a better academic preparation are easier to 

train. 

 

5. COMPANY ACTIONS TO OFFER GOOD WORKING CONDITIONS 

Internally, manufacturing SMEs carry out several actions to offer good working conditions for 

their employees. Those actions can go from how they treat their employees, how do they motivate 

them, if they offer good working areas, if they carry out security measures, and what happens to 

the matter of turnover. As such, this aggregate dimension originated from first order concepts such 

as “personnel wellbeing to avoid stressful situations and therefore prevent accidents”, “providing 

stability to employees as a way of motivation”, “have cleaner and improved facilities to offer a 

better place to work”, “protection equipment provided for workers to prevent accidents”, and “less 

personnel turnover when salaries increased”, and from five second order themes, namely, “good 

working conditions and humane treatment”, “employee motivation”, “decent facilities”, “security 

measures for employees”, and “personnel turnover” (see Appendix III for more first order 

concepts).  
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It could be noted that manufacturing SMEs do think about their employees’ wellbeing and how 

can they help improve their employees working conditions. In this sense, they observe matters that 

can be constantly improved, which is something that can be exemplified by the following quote: 

“We carried out a Sue Rogers. In that study we measure frequency, duration and force. So, 

if you make a movement, for instance, coconut peelers, we observe for how long they do 

that movement, the force they apply and the duration that movement has. We then make a 

statistic related to what ergonomic risk it has. We classify the risk by working area, 

department, job position, and we grade it. We modify people’s activities so they do not have 

contractures and it has given us results.” (Plant Doctor, SME2) 

Thus, manufacturing SMEs can observe a situation regarding their employees’ activities, and carry 

out actions in order to prevent accidents so that their employees do not get hurt by the activities 

they carry out within the company. Also, after starting to apply sustainability practices, 

manufacturing SMEs can become even more aware about how they treat their employees and 
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change the way they do things. The following quote can better exemplify this: 

“[…] mainly STPS [Ministry of Labor] asks you for many guidelines in which you have to 

consider your employees, so they are like many supports and they make the worker feel like 

more part of the company. You take them more into account, you worry more about their 

health, about their person, about how they feel, about their work, this in such a way that they 

do their job feeling good.” (Administrative Assistant, SME6) 

Hence, actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to offer good working conditions to their 

employees involve those employees’ sense of wellbeing. That is, it is about giving them benefits, 

but also worrying about them, about their health, about their safety, and about the working area 

companies offer to them. This was mentioned by the following companies: 

“We have also tried to improve our facilities day after day, both in the office area and the 

plant, that people feel comfortable, that they have a pretty place to eat, and if it cannot be 

luxurious, at least it can be clean, that people hired for maintenance are aware of that 

cleanliness and that it is a nice place to work for everyone so that people do not say ‘oh, I 

have to go to work’.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

“It is a company that provides us with stability and it is currently something very difficult to 

find in the market. It is a stable company, it is a healthy company, let’s say it like that, this 

is the first motivation that we have, that it is a healthy company, that it is always looking 

after their employees, that we have conditions above what the law dictates”. (Plant Manager, 

SME8a) 

“[…] we know that a plant that is in optimal conditions is a workplace that gives you that 

encouragement to come to work, something that is dirty, ugly, well, you do not feel 

encouraged.” (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

Thus, by offering a clean and nice working area and a healthy company, employees can feel 

comfortable and motivated to go to work, rather than just going because they have to. This can 

also benefit manufacturing SMEs, given that if employees are motivated, they can help the 
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company produce more. According to Shepperd (1993) “lost productivity is characterized as a 

problem of low motivation” due to, for instance, perceiving that there is no value to contributing 

(p. 67). Thus, motivating employees by giving importance to what they are doing is fundamental. 

This can be exemplified by the following quotes:  

“I definitely believe that people’s behavior, that they see that their work is important, that is 

an important point for me as Human Resources, because maybe before they did not see the 

impact their work had on the final product and on the service given to the client. When they 

become aware through certain meetings, certain training and all, they are more careful with 

the work they carry out. Also, I believe that they must feel a greater motivation to see that 

their work, from the maintenance people to a higher level, all of them with the grain of sand 

they provide, together they give better results at the end.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

“First of all we acknowledge [employees’] participation, I always think that it is very 

important to recognize that someone participates and that someone gives ideas that can be 

useful for the company’s benefit or productivity’s benefit or for their own benefit. To 

improve, the benefit is for themselves, their proposal is for themselves, but if it is viable, we 

carry it out. So, we acknowledge them and we tell everyone that this idea or this project was 

carried out thanks to the contribution of X or Y person. Yes, we recognize them.” (General 

Director, SME6) 

Therefore, offering good working conditions is not only about giving benefits to employees or 

offering a good place to work, but those good working conditions also include motivating 

employees and giving them due recognition to the ideas they bring forward, which can also 

translate into a better production by employees.  

5.1 Company actions to offer good working conditions and SDGs 

In accordance with the previous information, it was possible to make a relationship between the 

present aggregate dimension and the 2030 Agenda’s prosperity dimension. In this sense, by 

offering good working conditions to their employees, manufacturing SMEs are creating 
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“conditions for sustainable inclusive and sustained economic growth, shared prosperity and decent 

work for all” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 3) as established by the 2030 Agenda. Thus, it was also 

possible to make a relationship between this aggregate dimension and SDG 8 on ‘decent work and 

economic growth’ and, based on the SDG Compass and its respective Business Themes, the 

aggregate dimension can in turn be related to two SDG Targets: 

Table 11. 

Company actions to offer good working conditions and SDG 8 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme it 

is related to 

Example 

People 

 

8.5 “By 2030, achieve full and 

productive employment and 

decent work for all women 

and men, including for young 

people and persons with 

disabilities, and equal pay for 

work of equal value”. 

Earning, wages and 

benefits; 

employment; 

employment and 

workforce; parental 

leave; remuneration 

and benefit. 

Pay workers on time and appropriately: “[…] taking care 

of the ABC, which means taking care of the working 

security environment, paying on time and paying 

correctly, generally you do not generate any kind of 

problem that requires the Union, and also taking care in 

supervising production bosses.” (Corporate HR Manager, 

SME2) 

8.8 “Protect labor rights and 

promote safe and secure 

working environments for all 

workers, including migrant 

workers, in particular women 

migrants, and those in 

precarious employment”. 

Labor/management 

relations; 

occupational health 

and safety. 

Listen to employees about personal issues and give them 

recommendations and help: “We also brought a 

psychologist who started treating self-esteem problems, 

family problems with their partner, their mom, etcetera, 

and that was useful for me to get information and give it 

to the people. If employees’ kids have any health problem, 

the company helps them. We support them many times to 

lift their spirits because they already have all the help. We 

explain collaborators about the diseases their kids or 

family have. We also talk about addictions […].” (Plant 

Doctor, SME2) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

Interestingly, it can be observed that SDG 8 makes a relationship between decent working 

conditions and economic growth. In this regard, the United Nations mention that one of the causes 

that produce the erosion of the basic social contract in democratic societies, which is the right 

everyone has to share progress, is the lack of opportunities for a decent work and that is why to 

achieve a sustainable economic development, societies need to create the necessary conditions for 

people to access quality jobs, stimulating the economy without damaging the environment 

(Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). As such, an in relation to access to quality jobs, manufacturing 

SMEs not only have offered benefits, a good working place to work and motivation, as it was 
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expressed above, but they have also tried to listen to their employees’ situations and even avoid 

stressful situations to prevent accidents: 

“I listen to people’s problems, they express their feelings to me, and that reduces the risk of 

accidents.” (Plant Doctor, SME2) 

“[…] right now, Norm 35 will come into effect, psychosocial factors that can cause 

accidents, and many of those are stress or not being at ease or an imbalance between family 

and work, well, not here, here they have permission, ‘it is fine, change your turn and you can 

leave’. Given that normally it is for their kids, they go together to school and all that, then 

‘just do not leave the machines empty and you switch [turns] and you can go’ […].” (Plant 

Manager, SME6) 

Therefore, as established by the 2030 Agenda, offering good working conditions can lead to 

economic growth. Also, good working conditions can include benefits given to employees, but 

additionally they can include a decent place to work, the motivation of employees, which can also 

help with the company’s production, listening to employees and hence giving them a humane 

treatment, and avoid stressful situations which can also help prevent accidents. It was noted that 

manufacturing SMEs are actually looking for ways to offer these good working conditions to their 

employees and to take them more into account, therefore contributing with their right to share 

progress, as mentioned by the United Nations (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). 

 

6. LEADERS AND EMPLOYEES RELATIONSHIP 

The relationship between leaders and employees within manufacturing SMEs was very much 

related to how open communication channels are so employees feel free to tell their leaders matters 

they consider important, how much employees are able to participate, the manner in which leaders 

make decisions when taking part in, for instance, employee meetings, and to how both employees 

and leaders work. In this sense, the present aggregate dimension originated from first order 
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concepts such as “open and frequent communication”, “meetings where people make suggestions”, 

“employees give ideas for new product designs”, “influence people to achieve aims, not force 

them” and “working as a team to modify things if necessary”, and from five second order themes, 

i.e. “open and continuous communication”, “employee participation and decision making”, 

“knowledge sharing and new ideas”, “leadership and decision making” and “teamwork and 

collaboration” (see Appendix III for more first order concepts).  

 

It was observed that manufacturing SMEs have worked on keeping open communication channels, 

but they have also worked on keeping a continuous communication where employees feel free to 

talk to their leaders whenever they require it. This is the case of the following company: 

“I have an open door policy and basically any worker can come ask to speak to me and I 

attend them almost immediately. Only if there is someone else in my office at that moment 

or another person who asked to speak to me first. I do not set up barriers, any person who 
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wants to talk to me, and machine operators do it frequently, even maintenance personnel or 

anyone who wants to sit down with me at my desk to talk, they do it with absolute freedom. 

There are no barriers to communication in the factory.” (Company’s owner, SME5) 

Thus, communication between leaders and employees is an aspect present in manufacturing SMEs, 

and it can be open and even frequent. Additionally, it was noted that manufacturing SMEs also 

carry out what is suggested by their employees regarding matters related to the production process. 

In this sense, employees from manufacturing SMEs observe production processes and make 

suggestions to improve them. This can be exemplified by the following quote: 

“Yes, look, normally the company has always been very open so that people can participate 

in that regard, regarding some idea, some collaboration from the staff, the company has 

always been very open. […] they are always participating within the processes and the 

situations that arise in the plant and, well, as you can see, they are people who know, they 

are trained in the procedures they carry out and participate in their improvement.” (Plant 

Manager, SME8a) 

Hence, employees in manufacturing SMEs make propositions to their leaders regarding the 

company’s production processes and try to make them better. On the other hand, some 

manufacturing SMEs are not only open about their employees participating and having an open 

communication with their leaders, but they have also tried to encourage that participation: 

“[…] we are trying to promote that part of giving us ideas. Definitely we receive better ideas 

from certain levels, probably middle levels and upwards, lower levels generally is a little bit 

more difficult, I am not saying that it is impossible, one person or other does give ideas, we 

listen to them, we see if they are viable, if they can be done, they are definitively done, and 

if not, we give them a reason.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

It can be noted from the quote that they have tried to promote the part of giving ideas, but the ideas 

that have been given mostly come from people belonging to upper company levels. It is worth 
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remembering that this topic of a lack of academic education was addressed in the fourth aggregate 

dimension, that is, “employees’ education programs”, and hence in order for employees to give 

more and better ideas, it is sometimes necessary for them to be more prepared academically 

speaking. Additionally, giving employees technical and professional education can help the 

company to communicate with them better. In relation to this, SME8b’s Plant Manager, for 

instance, indicated the difficulty of finding the adequate technical terms to explain to their 

employees during the production process:  

“[Communication] is good. However, I think that there are always things to improve in the 

processes. In relation to terms, sometimes even when finding the appropriate technical terms 

to be able to understand each other, we need to be more careful. Sometimes, in the processes 

the specifications have a word that they sometimes do not understand.” 

On the other hand, some manufacturing SMEs have noted that older generations do not participate 

much for they are used to do things in certain ways, but rather younger generations are the ones 

who are more active when making proposals. This can be better exemplified by the following 

quote: 

“Look, especially in the plants, there are work meetings where people are allowed to make 

proposals and there is were decisions are made. I mean, we have changed processes a lot and 

they also give their support in saying how to facilitate processes. So, yes people participate. 

What happens nowadays? Well, because the company is old, there are many old people who 

are not very proactive anymore, so they are used to do things in the same way and a lot of 

time needs to be invested in order to change their mentality for them to make proposals. 

Young people are the ones who make proposals, they are the ones who are more active.” 

(General Director, SME7)  

Therefore, the relationship between leaders and employees is not only regarding what leaders do 

for employees, like allowing open communication channels, but it is also related to the manner in 
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which employees themselves participate and give ideas to improve matters within the company, 

such as production processes. Thus, it is a two way relationship, on the one hand leaders give 

employees the opportunity to communicate whatever they feel is important and to participate, and 

on the other hand employees are the ones who decide to take those opportunities or not. Therefore, 

it is a matter of collaboration and teamwork: 

“[…] I definitely believe that we are all in the best disposition to work as a team, that if a 

certain area or everyone needs to change or update ourselves in something, we are open to 

do it.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

“It is a way of operating. For me, organizational culture is first of all that everyone goes hand 

in hand towards certain guidelines, certain values and policies, that we base ourselves on 

those values and that the company acts accordingly, that it goes from top to bottom. 

According to what? There is a mission, there is a vision and there are some values, that we 

all act in that regard […].” (Exports Director, SME3) 

As such, it is the way a company operates that it can allow this relationship between leaders and 

employees. Hence, this aggregate dimension also considers the manner in which manufacturing 

SMEs allow both leaders and employees to work as a team and even hand in hand towards certain 

goals, and those open communication channels and active participation can make it possible.  

6.1 Leaders and employees relationship and SDGs 

Based on the above, this aggregate dimension could be related to the 2030 Agenda’s peace 

dimension. According to the Agenda, with the peace dimension Member States are “determined 

to foster peaceful, just and inclusive societies which are free from fear and violence”, and they 

underline that “there can be no sustainable development without peace and no peace without 

sustainable development” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 2). Thus, listening to employees and taking 

their observations into account, even if at the end they cannot be applied, can be considered as a 
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step given by manufacturing SMEs towards ‘just and inclusive societies’. In this sense, it was 

possible to make a relationship between this aggregate dimension and SDG 16 on ‘peace, justice 

and strong institutions’ as well as with some SDG Targets in accordance with the SDG Compass 

and its respective Business Themes: 

Table 12. 

Leaders and employees relationship and SDG 16 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme 

it is related to 

Example 

Peace 

 

16.6 “Develop effective, accountable and 

transparent institutions at all levels”. 

Effective, 

accountable and 

transparent 

governance. 

Leaders communicate everything to employees 

through meetings, blackboards, televisions, and a 

software: “When there is a generic statement, we 

can use three particular mechanisms. One, we have 

a communication blackboard where organizational 

announcements are posted. Two, at the start of 

operations meeting, the area of Human Resources 

gives specific announcements. And three, if it is 

something that requires special administrative or 

operative attention, the Union is also informed that 

there will be a particular change, which does not 

happen much. Those are basically the mechanisms. 

And also with workers, what we also do is: there is 

an organizational e-mail that is sent when someone 

starts working, when someone leaves, or some 

situation that needs to be formally communicated.” 

(Corporate HR Manager, SME2) 

16.7 “Ensure responsive, inclusive, 

participatory and representative 

decision-making at all levels”. 

Inclusive decision 

making. 

Even if leaders make the main decisions, employee 

participation is encouraged: “[…] as the 

company’s General Director I make the main 

decisions, but I do like people to participate […].” 

(General Director, SME6) 

16.10 “Ensure public access to information 

and protect fundamental freedoms, in 

accordance with national legislation 

and international agreements”. 

Freedom of 

expression; public 

access to 

information. 

Use of intranet to publish company rules and 

manuals, operating procedures and working 

methodologies: “We have an internal system, we 

have intranet here in the company and here we 

have, basically, our norms and our manuals […]. 

For example, here we have our manuals of, for 

example, every machine, we already have them 

here. I mean, people who already have an 

equipment can enter and view both operating 

procedures and all work methodologies.” (Plant 

Manager, SME8a) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

Thus, it is noted that the relationship between this aggregate dimension and SDG 16 is very much 

related to communication between leaders and employees, to participation of employees in the 

decision making related to the production process, and therefore to freedom of expression, and to 

employees’ access to information, or also in this case to the communication of decisions from 
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leaders to employees. The following quote shows that there are cases where leaders can make 

decisions together with employees: 

“In that part we have the Plant Direction and, at the same time, Security and Hygiene or the 

Coordinator of Security and Hygiene, who is the one who starts looking into [changes in 

regulations related to sustainability]. Later, depending on the areas that apply, whether it be 

engineering, whether it be maintenance, whether it be personnel, that we have to talk with 

the personnel, or maintenance to fix machines, so with that they make the decision and we 

execute them.” (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

Hence, while the company looks into changes in regulations related to sustainability, they also talk 

to people from different areas and consider their opinions on the matter, and then make decisions 

in that regard. It can be observed that leaders take employees importantly into account when they 

have to make a decision related to the production process. This is because employees are the ones 

who work directly in the production process and, therefore, they notice things that probably people 

who do not work directly in the production process do not realize. The following example mentions 

this: 

“In every production processes the operators themselves, because of the work they are doing, 

and in meetings that take place once every fifteen days or every month between them to 

evaluate the performance of the work group during that period of time, they talk about 

existing problems and new ways of doing things are proposed. But it is done in a very 

empirical manner: they detect existing problems, possible solutions are discussed and 

decisions are made in how to change and improve processes, but it is a continuous work, it 

is not done through formal monthly meetings where we sit down to discuss better ways of 

doing things […].” (Company’s owner, SME5) 

Therefore, the way for manufacturing SMEs to contribute with ‘just and inclusive societies’, as 

stated by the 2030 Agenda in its peace dimension, is by being open in listening to their employees, 

taking their suggestions into account, and in some cases even applying those suggestions, mostly 
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in relation to their production processes. On the other hand, it was also possible to make a 

relationship between this aggregate dimension and 2030 Agenda’s prosperity dimension. As it was 

indicated previously, the prosperity dimension aims for everyone to “enjoy prosperous and 

fulfilling lives” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 2), as well as “decent work for all” (United Nations, 

2015b, p. 3) among other things. As such, it was also possible to make a relationship between this 

aggregate dimension and SDG 8 on ‘decent work and economic growth’ and, in turn, with an SDG 

Target based on the information provided by the SDG Compass and its respective Business Theme: 

Table 13. 

Leaders and employees relationship and SDG 8 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme 

it is related to 

Example 

Prosperity 

 

8.8 “Protect labor rights and promote safe 

and secure working environments for 

all workers, including migrant 

workers, in particular women 

migrants, and those in precarious 

employment”. 

Freedom of 

association and 

collective 

bargaining. 

Close communication with the Union: “[…] There 

is of course a Union delegate, who is like the most 

formal communication but only aimed to address 

situations that can generate a conflict or that must 

be institutionally coordinated with the Union. 

Generally, we aim for a harmonious environment, 

with a lot of communication and a lot of 

integration, so that workers do not need to go to 

their Union delegate to get to the company, but 

rather the company goes to the employee to keep a 

healthy communication and a constructive 

communication […].” (Corporate HR Manager, 

SME2) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

In this sense, giving employees the freedom to associate and belong to, for instance, a Union, can 

also help them achieve those prosperous and fulfilling lives as well as decent work conditions as 

understood by the prosperity dimension and SDG 8. This does not mean that by only allowing that 

freedom of association and having a good communication with the Union, manufacturing SMEs 

will be attaining SDG 8 or SDG Target 8.8, but by complying with that specific indicator or 

Business Theme, manufacturing SMEs also help protect labor rights. Thus, while there can be 

cases where employees belong to a Union even if they are treated well, as shown in the example 

provided in Table 13, there are also cases where employees do not feel the need to belong to a 
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Union because they feel satisfied: 

“[…] People feel so comfortable that they do not belong to the Union, doors are open, they 

can talk to the [General Director] when they pass by, they can talk to me, they have the doors 

open.” (Plant Manager, SME6) 

Hence, even if manufacturing SMEs treat their employees with dignity and respect and even make 

everything possible so they do not have to go to their Union to solve matters with the company, 

employees are given the right to associate if they feel like it. So, the relationship between leaders 

and employees within manufacturing SMEs was shown to be an open relationship with open 

communication channels, where employees are allowed to participate and give ideas related to the 

production process, even if that participation is not expressively encouraged. It was also observed 

that leaders try to communicate things to their employees through meetings, blackboards, 

televisions and software, therefore ensuring a ‘public access to information’ as mentioned by SDG 

Target 16.10 of the 2030 Agenda. Likewise, that relationship included the right of employees to 

associate and to belong to a Union if they so feel like it. 

 

7. GUIDELINES FOLLOWED BY COMPANIES 

Many manufacturing SMEs started carrying out sustainability actions by following legislation or 

certifications or because authorities came over and asked them to. However, while some 

manufacturing SMEs still use legislation and authorities as basis to make the company and their 

production processes more sustainable, others have used them as a starting point and have tried to 

go beyond that and obtain certifications that ask for even more requirements or, even if they do 

not obtain them, they have based themselves on what those certifications require. Also, they have 

aimed to observe what can be improved within the company and what can they do to reduce their 

production impacts, even if that is not established in legislation nor in certifications or is required 
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by authorities. In this sense, this aggregate dimension was obtained from first order concepts such 

as “adaptation to new sustainability regulations and certifications”, “delivery of semiannual and 

annual advances to SEMARNAT” (Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources) and “social 

responsibility certification”, and from three second order themes, namely, “following legislation 

and regulations”, “collaboration with authorities” and “certifications and constant improvement” 

(see Appendix III for more first order concepts).  

 

Manufacturing SMEs have considered issues requested by legislation, authorities and 

certifications as areas of opportunity with the aim of improving the manner in which they were 

doing things rather than as a disadvantage. The following quotes can better exemplify this: 

“We are working with certifications a lot or rather regularizations of the Ministry of Labor. 

It is a topic that I think has been difficult for us because we did things, but not quite right, or 

we did them because of the experience we had, but now we are following certain regulations 

and we see that we are not complying with all of them. I think that I can contribute in that 

part, for example, medical studies that were not carried out before, I did a health campaign 

and invited the IMSS [Mexican Institute of Social Security] to come, details such as that 

one.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

“In each certification there are areas of opportunity […]. There are some things that you say 
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this is very expensive and it is not viable, but you have to bite the bullet and do it.” (Plant 

Director, SME2) 

Hence, legislation and certifications can help manufacturing SMEs notice things that they did not 

notice before in order to improve those things and become more responsible in the way they carry 

out their activities. Additionally, those legislations and certifications can bring manufacturing 

SMEs closer to sustainability matters. For instance, in conformity with legislation and 

certifications, manufacturing SMEs have carried out activities of waste separation, waste 

reduction, water recycling, applying more rigorously security and hygiene measures, complying 

with adequate labor conditions, modifying raw materials that were allowed before but not 

anymore, such as switching from chrome 6 to chrome 3 for their production (SME8b), complying 

with necessary requirements to operate in a specific geographical area and comply with emission 

parameters, reporting improvements to the Ministries of Labor and Environment and Natural 

Resources, and even carrying out cultural changes and ways of thinking, among other activities. 

The following quote is an example of this: 

“[…] you have to deliver advances every six months [to the Ministry of Environment and 

Natural Resources] that ‘I generated, in this case, of waste, I don’t know, one hundred and 

fifty something kilos in the semester’, you have to make an improvement plan, in that 

improvement plan you have to say what are you going to do to reduce it and put it to better 

use so it doesn’t pollute. So, from there, from that relationship, we have not had any problem, 

there are notifications and you have to make modifications, you have to do paperwork, but 

until now everything is fine, there is no problem.” (Administrative Assistant, SME6) 

So, manufacturing SMEs have aimed to carry out what is stipulated by legislation and certifications 

and what is required by authorities, carrying out, in turn, pertinent modifications to comply with 

them. In this sense, many activities related to sustainability have started with regulations and 

subsequently manufacturing SMEs do everything possible to comply with them and even have in 
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mind a cultural change and how people think, as it is exemplified by the following quote: 

“Well, I think that much of what has been integrated, that has been done at the beginning, is 

due to what regulations require from us. I mean, before it was not much of an issue to see 

that part, but rather the government set up matters and you had to comply with them, and 

there is where a change in the way of thinking and of culture starts, because, really, I 

remember…well, before, you used to see oil spilled everywhere. I mean, it was very 

different, there was no culture, and when the government starts to demand it, I think that you 

also start to change your own mentality.” (General Director, SME7) 

Hence, complying with legislation, certifications and with what authorities ask from companies, 

is not only about that compliance as such, but also about what that compliance entails. In this 

regard, it was observed that what it entails is, one the hand, more proactivity from manufacturing 

SMEs regarding sustainability activities within their companies and towards their surrounding 

areas and the environment as such and, on the other hand, a cultural change, a change of mentality, 

and even a recognition of the importance sustainability has, for as SME6’s General Director stated, 

“you cannot have an adequate growth if it is not sustainable, if you do not comply with 

sustainability principles”.  

7.1 Guidelines followed by companies and SDGs 

Considering the previous information, it was possible to make a relationship between this 

aggregate dimension and 2030 Agenda’s peace dimension. The United Nations also considers for 

the peace dimension the construction of responsible and effective institutions (Naciones 

Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). As such, complying with regulation in matters related to the topic of 

sustainability, can help manufacturing SMEs become responsible institutions because of that 

compliance, and effective institutions because of improvements made in relation to sustainability. 

Thus, it was also possible to make a relationship between this aggregate dimension and SDG 16 
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on ‘peace, justice and strong institutions’ and an SDG Target according to information provided 

by the SDG Compass and its respective Business Themes: 

Table 14. 

Guidelines followed by companies and SDG 16 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme 

it is related to 

Example 

Prosperity 

 

16.3 “Promote the rule of law at the 

national and international levels and 

ensure equal access to justice for all”. 

Compliance with 

laws and 

regulations; 

ethical and lawful 

behavior. 

Comply with specific requisites from the 

geographical area, e.g. land use, operating license, 

not using water in production processes: “Let’s 

first talk about employees, give them adequate 

conditions so they can carry out their job. Second, 

that the company complies with all the 

requirements requested by the geographical area 

where it is located […], for example, they ask you 

for the land use, the operating license, to comply 

with all these things and, for example, they asked 

us that, in this area there is no water, so that the 

processes we carry out do not use water.” (General 

Director, SME6) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

The guidelines followed by manufacturing SMEs entail several aspects. Firstly, the compliance by 

companies that does not always start with the best disposition. Secondly, after the initial 

compliance, manufacturing SMEs can continue looking for more information about the topic of 

sustainability and, hence, expand their knowledge on the matter. And, thirdly, it entails a benefit 

for the company and the acceptance that sustainability can be something positive to improve their 

processes. On the other hand, it can be observed that following legislation, certifications and 

authorities’ dispositions also entails giving a good treatment to their employees, such as offering 

good working conditions and treating them with dignity. It is also noted that manufacturing SMEs 

can have a good relationship with authorities and those authorities can give counseling to 

companies in order for them to understand terms and procedures that they did not know before. 

The following quote exemplifies this: 

“[The relationship with SEMARNAT] has been good so far. Look, it cost us because we did 

not know many terms, we did not know the procedure. At the beginning, when they came, it 
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bothered us like everyone else because it was something unknown. When someone does not 

know something, the first thing is rejection, but in the long run we were benefited because 

we put many things in order that we did not have in the company, too many things we did 

not have. For example, SEMARNAT…the counseling, we fortunately found people who 

advised us well and it has been a good relationship so far, I mean, we have not had any 

rejection, any non-conformity with them.” (Plant Manager, SME6) 

Thus, by following guidelines set up by legislation, authorities and certifications, it has been 

possible for manufacturing SMEs to change their way of seeing things. It has been, in many cases, 

legislation the one that drives manufacturing SMEs towards sustainable development, and while 

companies only begin by following and complying with regulations, they subsequently continue 

either investigating more about the topic or complying with regulations from a less burdensome 

point of view, but rather from a more positive one in which they observe the benefits that applying 

sustainability practices can bring to the company. 

 

8. ACTIONS FOR THE COMPANY TO BE RECOGNIZED 

For manufacturing SMEs, it is also important to be recognized. Many manufacturing SMEs have 

carried out sustainability activities not only to follow regulations, to improve their process and to 

obtain benefits, but also to be recognized on the outside and be able to both remain and be at the 

forefront of their market. In this sense, this aggregate dimension was obtained from first order 

concepts such as “quality products and being recognized without polluting: doing things right” and 

“every time something new comes out, be there to be at the forefront”, and from two second order 

themes, that is, “business quality” and “competition” (see Appendix III for more first order 

concepts).  
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In order to be recognized, manufacturing SMEs have focused on producing quality products and 

services, not polluting, being competitive, and taking clients into account. The following quotes 

can better exemplify this: 

“The mission is to have a company that generates adequate jobs, that generates satisfaction 

in customers who buy our products, and that complies with necessary standards so that the 

managed quality level meets the quality levels that the customer requires.” (General 

Director, SME6) 

“Our mission is remaining in the market, having quality products, be recognized. With 

sustainability, well yes, obviously we know that given how the world is going, they are 

asking us to do everything right, that we do not emit pollution. So, quality is going to give 

us that, the discipline we have and the quality in products will help us integrate 

sustainability.” (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

So, the manner in which manufacturing SMEs aim to be seen in the market is through making 

quality products and offering quality services. To this end, some manufacturing SMEs have aimed 

to comply with regulations so that the generated product can satisfy their customers’ demands. 

Likewise, by taking into account the topic of sustainability, manufacturing SMEs can consider not 

polluting during their production processes. It is interesting to see how not polluting and producing 

with quality can go hand in hand, given that by producing with quality and meeting quality 

standards, companies can be compelled to be more sustainable. It is pertinent to mention, then, 
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that in order to be recognized and, hence, obtain an economic benefit for their efforts, it is also 

possible to do it by considering sustainability’s social pillar by taking customers into account, and 

by considering sustainability’s environmental pillar by not polluting during the production process.  

8.1 Actions for the company to be recognized and SDGs 

Based on the above, it was possible to make a relationship between the present aggregate 

dimension and 2030 Agenda’s prosperity dimension, for it also aims to ensure that “economic, 

social and technological progress occurs in harmony with nature” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 2). 

Also, due to the importance that manufacturing SMEs give to being recognized in their market 

and, thus, in their targeted industry hence orienting themselves towards the outside, it was possible 

to make a relationship between this aggregate dimension and SDG 9 on ‘industry, innovation and 

infrastructure’. Likewise, based on the information provided by the SDG Compass and its 

respective Business Themes, the aggregate dimension could be related to an SDG Target: 

Table 15. 

Actions for the company to be recognized and SDG 9 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme 

it is related to 

Example 

Prosperity 

 

9.1 “Develop quality, reliable, sustainable 

and resilient infrastructure, including 

regional and transborder 

infrastructure, to support economic 

development and human wellbeing, 

with a focus on affordable and 

equitable access for all”. 

Infrastructure 

investments. 

Giving high quality solutions to clients by using 

cutting-edge technology: “Our mission is to make 

proposals so that thermoset material products can 

be made. We give solutions to our clients with a 

high level of quality by using cutting-edge 

technology.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

Manufacturing SMEs do not only aim to be recognized by offering quality products, complying 

with quality standards and by not polluting during their production processes, but they can also be 

recognized by using the best technology possible, as shown in the example provided in Table 15. 

So, for manufacturing SMEs to be recognized and to be able to be at the forefront of their market 

by offering quality products and making their processes more sustainable, investing in 
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infrastructure in order to be able to use the best technology may also become necessary: 

“[The mission is] making automotive products with a continuous quality and profitability 

improvement for the company, the supplier, the mechanic and the vehicle’s owner, being at 

the forefront in technology with wide coverage and service.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

As such, in order to be recognized and be at the forefront, manufacturing SMEs carry out actions 

such as meeting quality standards to make products with quality and offer quality services, as well 

as producing by taking into account sustainability practices such as not polluting, which in turn 

can also help companies to produce with quality. Additionally, manufacturing SMEs can likewise 

consider being at the forefront of technology to be able to offer the best to their clients, therefore 

needing to carry out continuous improvements that can take them down that path. 

 

9. RELATIONSHIP OF COMPANIES WITH THEIR EXTERNAL CONTEXT 

As it was previously noted, manufacturing SMEs also take their external context into account to 

make decisions regarding the products and services they will offer. In this sense, manufacturing 

SMEs are not isolated entities, but rather they are part of a market in which they want to be 

recognized and where they want to be at the forefront. That is why they also carry out specific 

actions to relate to that external context. As such, the present aggregate dimension could be 

obtained from first order concepts such as “transnational clients ask for social responsibility 

certifications” and “encouragement by a larger company to obtain the LEED certification for a 

product”, and from two second order themes, namely, “customer and supplier needs as a driving 

force” and “relationship and alliances with external actors” (see Appendix III for more first order 

concepts).  



143 

 

 

It was possible to observe that some actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to relate to their 

external context were the consideration of customer and supplier needs not only regarding the 

matter of quality, as mentioned in the previous section, but also regarding the matter of 

sustainability. It could also be noted that manufacturing SMEs were interested in fulfilling those 

needs for they can also urge them to improve, as it is exemplified by the following quote: 

“Also, due to requests from certain clients, we are subscribed in a matter of social 

responsibility in which one of the four pillars of this system is the environmental one, which 

is the Cedex system. What this scheme does is that you have to comply with the 

environmental norms that apply to you. In this case, the only observation that it is bringing 

us forward is the part of water treatment, and that is also why we are going to correct it.” 

(Quality Assurance Manager, SME2) 

Hence, it is observed that clients can also act as a driving force for companies to become more 

sustainable by making necessary changes in order to ‘comply with environmental norms’. 

Likewise, as part of the relationship they might have with their external context, some 

manufacturing SMEs can be considered as suppliers for larger companies and therefore they aim 

to provide what those larger companies ask from them. That is the case of, for instance, supplying 

fuel generated from trash to a larger company that can meet that company’s needs, as it is 

exemplified below: 
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“The business is very good and the truth is that C is asking us a lot for more tons. What 

happens? C bought high technology mills from Germany, but it is not enough for them, so 

they looked for a supplier. What is the topic? Well, for there to be another supplier that has 

that technology and that can grind the trash, that does for them all that service, it does not 

exist, that is, no one has seen or looked into that business […]. So, the issue here is that no 

one has seen that business opportunity because it is not easy to get in really, but the advantage 

is that with the mills [the General Director] built, with his Mexican technology, with four 

mills, well, we provide that supply to C, which is always asking us for more.” (Supervisor 

Manager, SME4) 

So, manufacturing SMEs can cover a need that other companies might have and, in the meanwhile, 

they can help the environment by, as shown in this case, using trash to make fuel, thus cleaning 

the environment and reducing negative impacts that urban activities might have. However, not 

only clients can influence manufacturing SMEs into adopting sustainability measures, but also 

suppliers, given that if regulations change in relation to, for instance, some raw material needed 

for the production, they cannot sell that material to the respective manufacturing SME. This can 

be exemplified below: 

“[…] much of what has been done is because of suppliers, the suppliers who give us those 

chemicals, who give us materials, they are the ones who have been telling us like ‘this is 

going to change, this is not allowed anymore, this has to be changed, this is what is new’. 

Because they, as producers of something that can be polluting, are giving us that limit of 

‘now you have to change to this’. There was, for example, a tropicalized nickel-plated finish, 

so they handled, chemically speaking, a chrome 6, which is no longer allowed because they 

threw it down the drain and that was polluting. So, now they tell you ‘you know what?, it is 

forbidden’, they do not sell it anymore and now it is chrome 3. So, we had to adapt to how 

to make the product, so little by little we did that match between before and after and joining 

everything with information given by suppliers.” (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

Therefore, having a relationship with other companies, customers or suppliers can also lead 
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manufacturing SMEs towards the path of sustainability.  

9.1 Relationships of companies with their external context and SDGs 

Given the information provided above, it was possible to make a relationship between this 

aggregate dimension and the 2030 Agenda’s partnerships dimension. According to the 2030 

Agenda, Member States are “determined to mobilize the means required to implement [the] 

Agenda through a revitalized Global Partnership for Sustainable Development, based on a spirit 

of strengthened global solidarity, focused in particular on the needs of the poorest and most 

vulnerable and with the participation of all countries, all stakeholders and all people” (United 

Nations, 2015b, p. 2). The fundamental part here, which can be directly related to this aggregate 

dimension, is the matter of a global solidarity with everyone’s participation. Thus, manufacturing 

SMEs are also included there, and can also form partnerships in order to move towards a more 

sustainable reality. That is why it was also possible to make a relationship between this aggregate 

dimension and SDG 17 on ‘partnerships for the goals’ and, based on the information provided by 

the SDG Compass and its respective Business Themes, it could also be related to an SDG Target: 

Table 16. 

Relationships of companies with their external context and SDG 17 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme 

it is related to 

Example 

Partnerships 

 

17.16 “Enhance the global partnerships for 

sustainable development, 

complemented by multi-stakeholder 

partnerships that mobilize and share 

knowledge, expertise, technology and 

financial resources, to support the 

achievement of the sustainable 

development goals in all countries, in 

particular developing countries”. 

Partnership. Being encouraged by a larger company to obtain 

the LEED certification for a product: “[…] we 

want to be at the front of more sustainable products 

made for the construction industry. I mean, we 

already set a foot inside, we were very interested, 

and I think company B, which are the ones who 

sell additives to concrete producers, are making a 

lot of progress, they give talks. […] I think they are 

leaders and they are encouraging companies that 

are their clients to enter that system. They were the 

ones who told us ‘well, if your supplier has already 

been certified, why don’t you certify a product’ and 

they led us by the hand. They did all the work, we 

got all the documentation together, we gave them 

all the information, and they have a person who 

sends all the process, because [LEED] certification 

is in the United States […]. So, that was what 

opened our eyes. Obviously, if we already saw a 
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product there, then why don’t we continue with 

other products, right? We are going to start 

checking the other processes.” (General Director, 

SME7) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

In this sense, manufacturing SMEs can create partnerships with other companies that can give 

them suggestions to carry out sustainability activities during their processes. As such, other 

companies can suggest manufacturing SMEs to, for instance, recycle materials, as shown in the 

example below: 

“Normally as a company and because the line of business is manufacturing, I mean, we are 

focused on producing, producing, producing. When externals come and start talking to us 

about that, that [sustainability] practice, it helps us because we see things that we do not see 

in our daily activities, so they have made us some suggestions, recycling companies and all 

that, ‘you cannot do it like this, you have to separate it like this’, so it does help us because 

knowledge, well, it keeps moving more and more, so sometimes we only stick to what the 

norms tell us and we no longer see…”. (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

Hence, other companies can help manufacturing SMEs to see things beyond regulations and 

beyond what they are used to do every day. Other companies can orient manufacturing SMEs 

towards more sustainable practices and even to produce more sustainable products, which can then 

be certified and acquire recognition for that certification, as shown in Table 16. 

Thus, manufacturing SMEs not only carry out partnerships to improve their processes and reduce 

their environmental impacts, but they also can carry out those partnerships to lead a type of 

industry that is not yet fully developed in certain countries, but that represents a step forward. It is 

interesting to observe that, once manufacturing SMEs start to become sustainable, they can start 

looking for other opportunities that go in the same direction. That is, it is not only developing one 

thing, but also knowing more about the topic and keep looking into what else can be done in order 

to reduce the environmental impact. All of this considering that manufacturing SMEs also aim to 
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obtain some profit, representing then a win-win scenario where they reduce their environmental 

impact and, at the same time, obtain a profit for it.  

Therefore, establishing partnerships with external actors can also bring a benefit for manufacturing 

SMEs. It is pertinent to mention that those partnerships are not only limited to other companies, 

but they can also be established with other actors such as NGOs, universities, and individual actors. 

The following reference is an example of this: 

“[…] There is an area in Oaxaca called Pinotepa Nacional, it is in the mountains. There 

people live in poverty. There was a teacher, who already passed away, teacher A, and what 

he did was to get artisans together to give them a job and make a project. It was his idea, he 

called two companies, one of them was us with a product called TC which is a paint for 

fabrics […], and C to donate tennis, to paint those tennis. At the beginning it was a donation. 

It is a project I have, so it was chosen as a donation. We donated the painting and C donated 

the tennis, and they started painting those tennis, which had national motifs, a snake, a jaguar, 

a hummingbird and they wrote the name of the artisan, very pretty, and it worked. They 

started to sell them, they sold them in Europe, in Europe first. Then, he told them himself, 

now we are going to charge you, we have already generated a self-employment, and we are 

still there […]”. (Exports Manager, SME3) 

In this regard, another way for manufacturing SMEs to be acknowledged is through partnerships 

with individuals. Hence, partnerships also have the function of helping less favored populations, 

which meets the objective of the partnership dimension with regards to the particular focus “on 

the needs of the poorest and most vulnerable” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 2), who in the case of 

the example are indigenous communities to whom the company firstly donates the material so they 

can start developing their business and, when that goal is achieved, then those communities start 

buying that material to the company. In this sense, the development of the area is encouraged and, 

at the same time, the company makes itself known and can then obtain a benefit. Therefore, 
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partnerships established by manufacturing SMEs with external actors entail a benefit for them, but 

through the reduction of their environmental impacts and through social development. 

 

10. CHALLENGES IDENTIFIED BY COMPANIES 

Some manufacturing SMEs not only mentioned the benefits that sustainability brought for them, 

but they also mentioned some challenges they have had or had during the adoption of that 

sustainability for their processes, notwithstanding if they already had the solution or not. In this 

sense, the present aggregate dimension could be obtained from first order concepts such as “lack 

of water treatment and recycling during the production process” and “culture as an obstacle to 

communication”, and from two second order themes, i.e. “company challenges related to the 

environment” and “company challenges related to employees” (see Appendix III for more first 

order concepts).  

 

The main challenges mentioned by manufacturing SMEs were related to two types: 1) 

environmental practices, or lack thereof, and 2) their employees, mainly with the matter of 

communication. Regarding the first type of challenges, meaning, the ones related to the 

environment, manufacturing SMEs that mentioned those kind of challenges referred to two main 

things. The first one were actions such as a lack of a water treatment plant, although the project 



149 

 

was already established, the amount of recovered material available to use for production, working 

more on waste separation, and a lack of environmental certifications because of the additional 

things they entail and the cost they can generate: 

“[…] For each product that requires permits in certain countries which are interested in that 

matter of [no] solvents, we have them. We do not have a certification as a green company, 

we only saw it and it takes time and it is expensive, so, we do not have it. But we do have 

technical sheets and safety sheets for each product […]. We do not have certifications, no, 

we do not have that, but because they generate other things, it is not only about having a 

non-toxic product, but you need water treatment and water recycling in the plant, which we 

do not do.” (Exports Director, SME3) 

Hence, it is observed that environmental certifications can generate other things that cannot be 

covered by some manufacturing SMEs and can even be costly for them, and as such even if 

they want to obtain them they would not be able to, which represents a challenge for those 

companies in the matter of actions that probably need to be carried out in order to become a 

more sustainable company. 

The second thing manufacturing SMEs referred to was related to two main matters: 1) the concept 

of sustainability per se, given that they still need to delve deeper into the topic and, hence, 

understand the topic better and be more informed about it, and 2) the transmission of the concept 

of sustainability to the rest of the company, for the promotion has been mostly done through other 

environmental actions, but the concept as such has not really been mentioned. These matters can 

be exemplified by the following quotes: 

“Sometimes some of us are a little naïve and I do believe that we still need to delve deeper 

into what sustainability is about.” (Plant Director, SME2) 

“There is not a policy to promote sustainability, I mean, it exists as an impulse through the 
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fulfillment of a program, but education, culture generation, organic-inorganic waste 

separation, all that part, we do not push it through a policy, there isn’t. That it could be an 

evolution, yes. Now what we want is, with the fact of having a treatment plant, well, the 

level will be different, given that we would practically be complying with most of the 

important things asked for by an environmental system. […] 

[…] for example, the topic of waste, [employees] relate it to the health part, to the 

profitability part and in one way or another they also relate it to the sustainability part […].” 

(Quality Assurance Manager, SME2)  

“The company does try [to learn about sustainability]. However, it is not one of the priorities 

it has had due to the efficiency they have asked from us in production. However, in these 

last two years, we have made progress compared to five, ten years ago that everything was 

thrown away to the trash, the point was to not have it here. We are aware and we are looking 

into it. Also, well, apart from the advisors we have, we need to do a little more research, 

because we leave it in the background and that is where we lose information.” (Plant 

Manager, SME8b) 

Therefore, manufacturing SMEs need to delve deeper into the topic of sustainability in order to 

understand it better and, subsequently, be able to share it with their employees. This will help 

employees to have the whole concept clear and what it entails, instead of only learning about 

sustainability actions the company aims to carry out. As such, sharing the concept of sustainability 

and what does sustainability per se entail might be considered a challenge for some manufacturing 

SMEs. However, it can be the case that while adopting more sustainability practices, such as 

‘having a treatment plant’, employees might start learning more about the topic of sustainability.  

Now, regarding the challenges related to employees, it could be observed that those challenges 

were mostly related to communication issues. In this sense, the matter of culture could be regarded 

as a possible obstacle for communication between leaders and employees, as it is shown in the 

following example: 
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“[Communication] is difficult because they are from another state, they are men and they are 

very hardened people, but hardened in the sense that they are people who are used to the 

fields or to work the fields, and it is very difficult for a man like that to obey a woman who 

tells him what to do […]. At first, they did not listen to me, then it was like ‘why do I have 

to obey you’, and, even if they did not tell me, you realize it. Later, when they realized that 

I was the one who managed the money, they calmed down, but look how, very rude […].” 

(Supervisor Manager, SME4) 

In accordance with the previous quote, coming from a different background with different 

situations, makes it quite hard to lead someone. Even if communication starts improving 

afterwards, it can represent an initial challenge for manufacturing SMEs to implement 

sustainability. This is because a lack of communication can hinder the transmission of knowledge 

related to sustainability from leaders to employees and, hence, manufacturing SMEs would firstly 

need to modify their employees’ culture and change their ways of thinking in order to improve 

that communication and then be able to transmit that knowledge. 

10.1 Challenges identified by companies and SDGs 

Based on the challenges mentioned by some manufacturing SMEs, and most importantly on the 

information provided by the SDG Compass and its respective Business Themes, it was possible to 

make a relationship between this aggregate dimension and SDG 12 on ‘responsible production and 

consumption’, which belongs to the 2030 Agenda’s planet dimension, and some SDG Targets: 

Table 17. 

Challenges identified by companies and SDG 12 

2030 

Agenda 

dimension 

SDG 

Target 

Description Business Theme it 

is related to 

Example 

Planet 

 

12.5 “By 2030, substantially 

reduce waste generation 

through prevention, 

reduction, recycling and 

reuse”. 

Materials recycling; 

waste management. 

Need to work more on the topic of waste separation: 

“What happens is that everything goes one way, we have 

not worked much on the topic of [inorganic waste] 

separation and, honestly, we have not handled it as such. I 

understand that we would not have any difficulty in 

handling it, but as one more policy, raise the level, as an 

internal policy of the plant […]. What also happens is that 

separation of plastics and all that, we have to take them to 
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Colima and we have the restriction that they cannot 

remain here for a long time. Why? Well, because it fills 

with rodents. If we leave all the soda containers here, 

there are going to be ants and flies, and that goes against 

the food security system that we need to have for being a 

food processing plant. So we have to get it out […].” 

(Quality Assurance Manager, SME2) 

12.8 “By 2030, ensure that people 

everywhere have the relevant 

information and awareness 

for sustainable development 

and lifestyles in harmony 

with nature”. 

Communication and 

promotion. 

Considering communication as the most difficult thing for 

organizations: “The nice thing about the business is to see 

construction works finished. I mean, when you see a 

finished stadium, a pretty building or a pretty park, it 

motivates you. Part of what the Commercial Manager has 

done, there is a chat where everyone is sending pictures of 

their works and everyone congratulates them, and so that 

creates a good environment, it motivates them internally 

[…]. For instance, when we finished the stadium in M 

three or four years ago, we bought a ticket to all the ones 

who participated in order to go to the inauguration, so 

they were able to live what they did […]. Yes, well that is 

more or less how we work motivating people. Sometimes 

it is complicated because I think that communication is 

the most difficult thing for organizations.” (General 

Director, SME7) 

* Table based on information provided by the 2030 Agenda and the SDG Compass. 

Thus, in accordance with SDG Target 12.5, even if manufacturing SMEs have carried out 

environmental activities, such as waste separation, probably for some it can be considered as 

important to delve deeper into the topic. In this sense, some matters might be difficult for 

manufacturing SMEs given that with the means they have, they cannot solve a certain situation in 

a limited amount of time, and it transforms into a challenge. Likewise, it can be the case that 

regulations might ask for requirements like, a ‘food security system’, that can oppose to other 

sustainability practices, such as separating inorganic waste, as it is the case with the first example 

in Table 17. In this sense, challenges can also arise from matters that are beyond the control of 

manufacturing SMEs.  

On the other hand, there can be challenges that arise from within manufacturing SMEs, such as 

communication as a difficulty, which is exemplified by the second example in Table 17. In this 

case, even if manufacturing SMEs carry out activities to promote communication and through 

those activities motivate employees, communication can still be considered as something difficult 
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for organizations. It can be observed that companies also need to constantly work on that so there 

can be a good communication between leaders and employees. Hence, it can be noted that 

challenges that arise in manufacturing SMEs can be generated by external situations that are in 

many cases beyond their control, but also by internal situations that manufacturing SMEs need to 

be constantly working on in order to be able to manage them. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

 

The aim of the study was to know about the sustainability practices carried out by manufacturing 

SMEs located in Mexico, how they started to adopt sustainability practices, and how have they 

been implementing those practices. The aim was, in addition, to make a relationship between those 

issues and the SDGs included in the 2030 Agenda approved by the Member States of the United 

Nations, and which has been setting the pace of sustainable development worldwide since 2015 

and which will keep setting it up until 2030. 

Considering that governments cannot meet the SDGs by themselves, and also considering what 

the 2030 Agenda suggested, they also need the support of other actors, such as the private sector 

which, for the purposes of this research, focuses on manufacturing SMEs. That is why it was 

pertinent to orient the research question towards that subject, and it is the following: “How does 

sustainability practices in Mexican manufacturing SMEs relate to the Sustainability Development 

Goals of the 2030 Agenda of the United Nations for Sustainable Development?”  

Taking into account that this is a qualitative study, it is worth noting that there is more freedom to 

interpret the obtained information. Likewise, the information was analyzed using the Gioia et al.’s 

(2012) template. In this sense, the procedure followed to get to the present chapter can be 

summarized by the following steps. First, from the interviews carried out in Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs, it was possible to find 321 topics or ‘first order concepts’ that were 

addressed by those companies. The great number of first order concepts was actually mentioned 

by Gioia et al. (2012), who even stated, and rightly so, that “the sheer number of categories initially 

becomes overwhelming” (p. 20). Second, from the 321 first order concepts, it was possible to 
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observe 33 common themes or ‘second order themes’ in which the first order concepts could be 

grouped, becoming “a more manageable number” (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 20). And third, 10 

dimensions or ‘aggregate dimensions’, to which the 33 second order themes belong, were 

identified.  

After identifying those aggregate dimensions, it was possible to assign them to certain SDGs 

presented in the 2030 Agenda: SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 8 (decent work and economic 

growth), SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), SDG 12 

(responsible production and consumption), SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions), and 

SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals). This was possible through two main ways: 1) by observing 

the definitions of those SDGs’ respective SDG Targets presented in the 2030 Agenda, and 2) based 

on the indicators presented in the SDG Compass, i.e., Business Themes. This information is 

presented in a table (see Appendix VI) based on Eisenhardt (1989) with its respective examples. 

The definitions of each Busines Theme are also presented in a table (see Appendix VII). 

Now, based on the 10 aggregate dimensions and their relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its 

SDGs, I discerned five main actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs regarding the topic of 

sustainability, which can be classified into two main groups. The first group includes sustainability 

related actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs towards the outside of the company, whether 

to help others or carry out alliances with others, which can also bring them an economic benefit. 

And the second group includes sustainability related actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs 

for their own people and their own benefit. These actions can be of help to understand what kind 

of sustainability practices manufacturing SMEs have been carrying out and, thus, can also be 

utilized to study practices carried out by other manufacturing SMEs.  

Both groups, with their respective actions, are presented below. It is worth mentioning, however, 
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that sustainability actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs are not limited to those five actions, 

for they were determined based on the aggregate dimensions obtained from the interviews and, 

therefore, other types of actions may also be found in other manufacturing SMEs. Also, given that 

sustainability is a dynamic topic, actions are not limited to the ones carried out both in current 

times and by the interviewed manufacturing SMEs. 

 

1. GROUP 1. ACTIONS TOWARDS THE OUTSIDE OF THE COMPANY 

1.1 Proactive actions for the benefit of society and the environment 

These types of actions include the ones manufacturing SMEs carry out voluntarily in order to help 

people with less resources to improve their situation by providing them with the means and the 

tools for that improvement. They also include actions that may have started as an obligation in 

order to follow legislation regarding environmental topics, but that after becoming more aware of 

those topics, manufacturing SMEs now carry out more voluntarily and with the aim to improve 

their production processes and diminish their negative impacts on society and the environment. 

These types of actions include helping society and the environment: 

Table 18 

Examples of actions 

Type of action Examples 

Proactive 

actions for the 

benefit of 

society and the 

environment 

Donate materials that might help other people to produce something they can sell while at the same time companies 

becomes known.  

Change processes and the way they do things in order to reduce impacts. 

Improve utilized technology and innovate whenever possible.  

Protect the environment and society by adapting to their respective geographical areas and to the resources those areas 

can provide or not. 

 

These types of actions could be identified through the aggregate dimensions of “actions to benefit 

society”, “measures taken for socio-environmental protection” and “activities to reduce production 

impacts”, and their respective SDGs, namely, SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), SDGs 9 (industry, 

innovation and infrastructure) and 12 (responsible production and consumption), and SDG 12 (see 
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Figure 11). 

 

Proactive actions carried out by SMEs in order to benefit the environment and society have been 

observed by the literature. For example, in relation to society, SMEs consider CSR as a matter of 

giving back something to society or to their communities after receiving something from, for 

instance, their customers, employees, community and suppliers, thus looking at CSR as an 

exchange where they receive something from society and then give them something back even 

with their limited capabilities (Amaeshi, et al., 2016). SMEs can also have moral and legal 

responsibilities towards their local communities and help local families in need with matters such 

as health expenses while at the same time they have profits (Awan, Khattak, & Kraslawski, 2019), 

and they can also be altruistic when identifying the environment and their communities as relevant 

stakeholders, which can also help them keep a good corporate image (Muñoz-Torres, Fernández-

Izquierdo, Nieto-Soria, Rivera-Lirio, & Escrig-Olmedo, 2009).  

In the case of Mexican manufacturing SMEs, it was possible to observe that the ones that carried 

out actions to benefit society had the idea to give something to society in order to benefit from that 

in exchange. In this regard, those Mexican manufacturing SMEs aimed to include people in the 
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development of the region, such as making agriculture an activity that benefits all, to help people 

become self-sufficient by, for instance, teaching them art techniques so they can set up their own 

business, and to help people with less resources when donating materials that can be of use for 

them to sell their own products, while at the same time those companies become known and even 

gain new customers, which can help them expand their own products. This can be related to Porter 

& Kramer’s (2002) idea that “corporations can use their charitable efforts to improve their 

competitive context – the quality of the business environment in the location or locations where 

they operate”, which can bring “social and economic goals into alignment and [improve] a 

company’s long-term business prospects” (p. 2). 

Now, in relation to the environment, actions carried out by SMEs have also been observed by the 

literature. For instance, SMEs have the potential to carry out proactive environmental actions, and 

not only reactive ones, which is related to their specific characteristics, namely, “shorter lines of 

communication and shorter interaction, the presence of a founder’s vision, flexibility in managing 

external relationships, and an entrepreneurial orientation” (Aragón-Correa et al., 2008, p. 98). 

Even if there is a “lack of understanding of the concept of sustainable development”, which can 

result in a limited vision from their part (Muñoz-Torres et al., 2009, p. 279), and even if SMEs still 

need to understand and integrate proactive environmental practices more, they have increasingly 

developed a proactive environmental orientation (Rasi, Abdekhodaee, & Nagarajah, 2012). This 

could also be noted in Mexican manufacturing SMEs. Even if they have been carrying out 

proactive sustainability practices, and not only reactive ones, they still need to better understand 

the term of ‘sustainability’, a matter that was observed throughout the interviews.  

On the other hand, it was observed that Mexican manufacturing SMEs have also encountered 

certain difficulties that have been either related to their production impacts or to other matters. For 
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instance, needing to change their production processes in order to reduce pollution and even move 

their factories out of certain areas, having initial costs when implementing things asked for by the 

authorities despite having benefits afterwards, or having costs without any kind of benefit. In 

relation to this, Lawrence et al. (2006) found that one of the barriers to adopt proactive 

environmental measures was the concern over the cost of those environmental measures.  

Therefore, sometimes for manufacturing SMEs sustainability practices can bring benefits, but 

other times they not only do not bring benefits, but also represent a cost, a cost they have to assume 

in order to comply with the authorities’ requirements. This shows that, while the adoption of 

sustainability practices can be beneficial for manufacturing SMEs, it is not always easy for them 

to adopt those practices and, hence, they are able to be proactive with some sustainability practices, 

but they have to be reactive with others that they have to adopt in order to comply with the law. A 

similar matter was mentioned by Aragón-Correa et al. (2008), who found that SMEs not only carry 

out reactive environmental practices related to regulatory compliance, but also proactive ones 

related to, for instance, pollution prevention, meaning that both can be present, as it was observed 

in Mexican manufacturing SMEs. 

1.1.1 Sustainable Development Goals and Mexican manufacturing SMEs’ proactive actions for 

the benefit of society and the environment 

As mentioned previously, the importance of the 2030 Agenda resides in that it defines the term of 

‘sustainable development’ from the present until 2030. This is why it is relevant to carry out a 

relationship between the different actions done by companies, in this case manufacturing SMEs, 

and the Agenda. As such, and as it was said before, it was possible to make a relationship between 

these types of actions, i.e., proactive actions for the benefit of society and the environment, and 

three main SDGs. Those SDGs are SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), SDG 10 
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(reduced inequalities), and SDG 12 (responsible production and consumption). 

However, it could be observed that just a small amount of manufacturing SMEs have carried out 

proactive actions for the benefit of society, the majority have carried out proactive actions for the 

benefit of the environment. In this sense, Mexican manufacturing SMEs do not carry out, in their 

majority, voluntary actions that can help people with less resources to improve their conditions 

and that can, therefore, help with the reduction of inequalities (SDG 10), which according to the 

2030 Agenda is important in order to get people out of poverty (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018).  

Even if this is not something that only SMEs should take responsibility for, it is important for them 

to develop a way of thinking oriented towards genuine social responsibility for two main reasons. 

The first is that, taken together, SMEs can have a high social impact when carrying out their 

production processes (Lawrence et al., 2006), like for instance polluting the land that people might 

use to produce food for their own consumption, and thus they also have certain responsibility. And 

second, the spirit of ‘sustainable development’ does not only refer to economic growth and 

environmental protection, but also to a genuine social responsibility with the purpose of leaving 

no one behind, as established by the 2030 Agenda.  

Additionally, it is worth remembering that in order to attain the SDGs established in the Agenda, 

there needs to be collaboration between the government, civil society, the United Nations system 

itself, and the private sector (United Nations, 2015b). It is relevant to remember that according to 

the definition of ‘sustainable development’ given by the Burndtland Report in 1987, the needs of 

the present generations should be met “without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, “Chapter 2: Towards Sustainable Development”, para. 1), 

and the way of doing this is by meeting the three responsibilities of sustainability, namely, social 

responsibility, environmental protection and economic growth. In order to meet those three 
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responsibilities, the 2030 Agenda established the SDGs with their respective targets as a guide for 

governments, the civil society and private businesses for countries to become sustainable or more 

sustainable and, in this sense, manufacturing SMEs, by being part of the private sector, also have 

a responsibility towards society, and not only towards the environment and the economy.  

On the other hand, the majority of the interviewed manufacturing SMEs carry out proactive actions 

for the benefit of the environment. Those actions involve:  

Table 19 

Examples of actions 

Type of action Examples 

Proactive actions for 

the benefit of the 

environment 

Change of processes to reduce polluting emissions.  

Responsible use of resources.  

Adaptation to the requirements of their geographical area.  

Improvement of technologies.  

Process of innovation to adapt to present circumstances.  

Adequate management of waste, as well as its reutilization and recycling.  

 

In this sense, the focus of Mexican manufacturing SMEs regarding proactive actions carried out 

for the benefit of society and the environment is more related to SDGs 9 (industry, innovation and 

infrastructure) and 12 (responsible production and consumption), rather than to SDG 10 (reduced 

inequalities). Hence, Mexican manufacturing SMEs have made greater progress in relation to 

environmental matters than in relation to social matters, meaning by these social matters the ones 

directed towards the outside of those companies. 

Now, it was also possible to observe that the social actions carried out by Mexican manufacturing 

SMEs are related to the improvement of the income of less favored people, as well as to the 

inclusion of those people in the economic development. This, based on the Business Themes of 

‘economic development in areas of high poverty’, ‘training and education’, and ‘inclusive 

business’ was shown in the SDG Compass in relation to SDG 10. However, two important aspects 

could be observed in this regard. The first aspect is that the manufacturing SMEs that carry out 

these actions also aim to obtain a benefit in exchange for helping those less favored people. This 
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is understandable because we are talking about businesses, but two questions may arise from this: 

1) is the help genuine or conditioned?, and 2) is there a real change of mentality happening within 

those manufacturing SMEs directed towards a more sustainable one or are those actions only 

carried out for the sake of those companies?  

If Mexican manufacturing SMEs aim to become more sustainable, they must ask themselves these 

questions, given that a real change of mentality is needed for a more sustainable business to 

happen, which brings us to the second important aspect. That is, if the approach is merely 

economic, then where do they leave sustainability’s social and environmental aspects? This 

question is connected to the previous ones because even if social actions are being carried out by 

some Mexican manufacturing SMEs, the approach is mostly economic. What is important here is 

manufacturing SMEs’ way of thinking and, hence, the manner in which they approach less favored 

people. Once again, it is understood that they are companies and, therefore, they aim to obtain an 

economic benefit in exchange, but it is also necessary for them to change the approach to help less 

favored people towards a more genuine one.  

As it was indicated in previous chapters, an organizational culture can be influenced by individual 

attitudes, beliefs, values and behaviors developed in a social environment (Kartolo & Kwantes, 

2019), as well as by other aspects such as strategies (Sarros et al., 2005) and company structures 

and systems (Rovithis, et al., 2017). In this regard, only by really changing their way of thinking 

and, through this, rethinking their business plan (Smith, 2012), manufacturing SMEs will be able 

to actually integrate sustainability, and by using that sustainability “as the foundation of [their] 

business operating system” (Blackburn, 2005, p. 1), they will be able to modify their organizational 

culture accordingly and orient their whole company towards more sustainable practices. This also 

brings us to the matter of ethics and personal values of manufacturing SMEs’ leaders, where their 
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personal values can also influence the behavior of their respective company and, hence, their 

environmental and social activities (Lawrence et al., 2006), making it important for those leaders 

to start changing their approach in order for their company to also change its approach. 

On the other hand, it could be noted that environmental actions carried out by Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs are mainly related to: the reduction of emissions towards the environment, 

changes of technology and improvement of machines and the production process, a more 

responsible use of natural resources, a more responsible waste management, recycling and reusing, 

and innovations done in order to adapt to the current circumstances of their external context. 

Hence, it is observed that Mexican manufacturing SMEs have been carrying out more proactive 

actions related to the benefit of the environment than to the benefit of society. Nevertheless, 

improvements are still needed in this regard.  

Despite the fact that manufacturing SMEs do not have the capacity to comply with all the targets 

of SDGs 9 and 12, given that they are not related to what they do, or they do not have the necessary 

resources (Verboven & Vanherck, 2016) and the time (Arena & Azzone, 2012) to do so, it could 

be observed, however, that they have not yet fully involved their employees in the issue of 

environmental impacts nor in the topic of sustainability per se.  

In order to actually include their employees and help them change their behaviors to orient them 

towards more sustainable ones and, thus, be able to carry out proactive actions effectively, it is 

necessary that all members of manufacturing SMEs are clear about the path their respective 

company wants to follow and, for that, it is essential to clarify the terms in the first place. In this 

sense, Mexican manufacturing SMEs must carry out a comprehensive sustainability program that 

considers environmental and social impacts, which can be generated by their own production and 

consumption practices, in order for all the company to move towards the same goal.  
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Likewise, it was noted that Mexican manufacturing SMEs are mainly focused on their internal 

production and the impacts that production might have on the environment. However, following 

SDG 12, it is also important to involve the whole supply chain, from the producer to the final 

consumer (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018), so that the whole network moves towards sustainable 

development. Even if this could be seen as something complicated given manufacturing SMEs’ 

current conditions related to time and limited resources, it is important, nonetheless, that they take 

this into consideration to gradually implement it and, hence, not only internalize sustainability, but 

also externalize it, which is, after all, the aim of the 2030 Agenda that prompts all actors to 

collaborate in the implementation of sustainability (United Nations, 2015b). 

 

1.2 Actions for the company’s benefit and its positioning in the market 

These types of actions include the ones carried out by manufacturing SMEs in order to be 

recognized in their market and in their respective industries as companies that are at the forefront 

of the production processes and of the products they make, hence taking into account external 

actors or stakeholders. As such, these types of actions include:  

Table 20 

Examples of actions 

Type of action Examples 

Actions for the 

company’s 

benefit and its 

positioning in 

the market 

Produce with quality to be at the forefront of the market and meet their customers’ expectations. 

Produce with the aim to improve.  

Be competitive to be at the forefront by looking at and implement what is new.  

Take into account their relationship with clients and suppliers, who can also act as changing forces 

towards a more sustainable vision.  

Have relationships with external groups in order to help others, provide a service, apply 

recommendations to adopt sustainability matters and, at the same time, position the brand. 

 

In this sense, these types of actions could be identified through the aggregate dimensions of 

“actions for the company to be recognized” and “relationships of companies with their external 

context”, and their respective SDGs, namely, SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), and 

SDG 17 (partnerships for the goal) (see Figure 12). 
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In this regard, the literature has suggested that SMEs adopt quality as “the main strategy to raise 

their competitive advantage”, for “they are usually embedded with weak competition as opposed 

to big enterprises” (Yang, 2018, p. 1). The literature has also identified five quality stages an SME 

can go through (Sukwadi, 2015; Yang, 2018): 1) ‘product quality’ stage where they only inspect 

the quality of the product or the service they offer, 2) ‘process quality’ stage where they also 

include the “control of incoming materials, operation and process standardization, process quality 

control, and so on” but “lack the quality assurance to customers” (Yang, 2018, p. 4), 3) ‘system 

quality’ stage where they can adopt systems such as the ISO 9000 to ensure their customers that 

their products and services have quality, 4) ‘total quality’ stage where they adopt total quality 

management (TQM) systems that can raise their customers’ satisfaction and loyalty, reduce costs 

and increase profits, and 5) ‘business quality’ stage where they implement TQM systems, but also 

emphasize their business performance, which includes market shares, the loyalty from customers, 

the development of new products, and the excellence of their business, aiming “to build 

competitive advantage, pursue rapid development and raise profits” (Sukwadi, 2015, p. 210).  

As noted in Mexican manufacturing SMEs, many of them mentioned their interest to produce with 

quality in order to be at the forefront of their market, and also expressed their interest in meeting 

their customers’ expectations, and some of them have already adopted the ISO 9000 system. In 
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addition, it was noted that quality can help manufacturing SMEs integrate sustainability into their 

processes and, hence, when producing with quality, manufacturing SMEs can also produce more 

sustainably. However, it is pertinent to mention that it is not possible to really discern from the 

interviews if they have already started to adopt TQM systems to finally emphasize their business 

performance and get to the final business quality stage, as indicated by the literature.  

Now, producing with quality and adopting quality systems such as the ISO 9000 are not the only 

matters considered by Mexican manufacturing SMEs to be at the forefront of their market and 

obtain benefits. They also consider their competition and being competitive themselves in order to 

be recognized by their market -something that can be related to producing with quality-. In this 

sense, even if the literature has stated that competition can act as a threat to SMEs and it can 

actually become harder when they are competing against multinational companies (Masroor & 

Asmi, 2019), it has also been indicated by the literature that competition can drive SMEs “to attain 

a greater degree of specialization and to improve their efficiency”, for it can encourage them to 

optimally allocate their scarce resources and innovate (Galdeano-Gómez, Pérez-Meza, & Aznar-

Sánchez, 2016, p. 1115).  

This also brings us to the matter of partnerships or alliances with outside actors. In this manner, 

some Mexican manufacturing SMEs have carried them out in order to become more sustainable 

when, for instance, taking recommendations from other companies to recycle materials, working 

with clients to find out what they want the company to offer to them, and working with indigenous 

communities to help them develop while, at the same time, opening business opportunities.  

The matter of partnerships has also been addressed by the literature when mentioning that 

sustainability needs collaboration, with collaboration being “central to partnerships” and 

partnerships driving “industrial innovation in terms of life cycle analyses and environmental 
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management” (Hartman, Hofman, & Stafford, 1999, p. 256), or when studying public-private 

partnerships between local governments and SMEs where the former work along with the latter in 

order for the latter to have a higher level of eco-efficiency (Neamţu, 2011). Thus, on the one hand, 

manufacturing SMEs can consider competition as a driver to become more efficient, innovate and 

produce with more quality to be at the forefront of their market and, on the other hand, they can 

collaborate with other actors by establishing partnerships to become more sustainable. 

1.2.1 Sustainable Development Goals and Mexican manufacturing SMEs’ actions for their 

benefit and their positioning in the market 

Given that manufacturing SMEs are not isolated entities and their external environment can exert 

pressures over them in order to carry out certain practices, as mentioned in previous chapters, it 

was possible to make a relationship between these types of actions, namely, actions for the 

company’s benefit and its positioning in the market, and two main SDGs. Those SDGs are SDG 9 

(industry, innovation and infrastructure), and SDG 17 (partnerships for the goal), which by 

themselves denote a relationship between manufacturing SMEs and their external context.  

It was noted, however, that Mexican manufacturing SMEs considered the relevance of their 

external context differently. While some of them only took their external context into account to 

sell their products and to see how their market has been changing in order to innovate with respect 

to those products, others went beyond that and considered the changes happening in their external 

context and the pressures that their external context exerted over them in order to become more 

sustainable and carry out innovations that would allow them to become more sustainable, or at 

least they were trying whatever they could in order to follow that path. This although some of them 

admitted that they still need to be more informed about the topic and about what others are doing 

in that regard.  
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Thus, on the one hand, manufacturing SMEs are applying sustainability measures while 

considering the pressures exerted by their clients and their environment, which includes their 

particular industry, but, on the other hand, they still need to delve deeper into the topic to actually 

integrate sustainability. In this sense, what they have been doing is necessary in order for them to 

be recognized by their industry and their clients, for they aim to consider their clients’ needs and 

carry out innovations to not be left behind in their market, but some of them recognize that they 

can actually do more about sustainability. As such, they have invested in their internal 

infrastructure by, for instance, making their machinery more efficient and investing in new 

technology, and they have been in communication with their clients to meet their expectations.  

According to the 2030 Agenda, investments in infrastructure are fundamental to attain sustainable 

development, and to increase productivity and profits (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018) and, 

hence, according to SDG 9 it is important to “develop quality, reliable, sustainable and resilient 

infrastructure” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 20). In relation to manufacturing SMEs, this is important 

because if they invest in their own infrastructure to, for instance, improve their machinery 

efficiency, they can improve their production processes and reduce their emissions into the 

atmosphere, and if they want to offer quality products to their clients, they might also need to meet 

certain sustainability standards like, for example, the LEED certification. 

Nonetheless, it is still important for manufacturing SMEs to observe the matter of sustainability as 

such and what can they do about it. This, even if their clients do not ask that from them, so that 

they can actually contribute positively with the making of a more sustainable society. That is not 

to say that there are no Mexican manufacturing SMEs that think beyond what is asked of them, for 

there were at least three manufacturing SMEs that started their business with an activity that could 

contribute positively to the care of the environment: SME3 started to make non-toxic paintings 
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thinking about their customers’ health, SME4 started the collection and transformation of trash 

into fuel to help clean the country, and SME5 started to recover polyethylene bags not only because 

the business was good, but also because they could help clean cities, lakes and the sea. However, 

it is important for manufacturing SMEs to consider that there is always room for improvement, 

and that they do not have to do this by themselves, which brings us to the topic of partnerships. 

In accordance with the 2030 Agenda, partnerships need to exist between governments, civil society 

and the private sector for them to be successful (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). Nonetheless, in 

the specific case of the private sector, manufacturing SMEs can also carry out partnerships with 

other actors, such as their clients and suppliers (Davey, Lowe, & Duff, 2001). In this regard, and 

as it was mentioned previously, it could be noted that Mexican manufacturing SMEs take their 

clients and, even in some cases, their suppliers into account to adopt sustainability practices. It was 

also observed that some Mexican manufacturing SMEs formed alliances with indigenous 

communities or with national institutions and NGOs to deliver products to people with scarce 

resources in order for them to be able to do something with those products and improve their 

situation, which was the case of SME3 and SME6. Thus, in this sense, Mexican manufacturing 

SMEs that established partnerships with external actors were able to help others, and also to be 

helped by others.  

Therefore, partnerships are about being influenced by others to adopt sustainability practices, but 

are also about influencing others, and influencing others does not only refer to helping people with 

scarce resources, but also to encourage others, such as other SMEs, to become sustainable. In this 

regard, the 2030 Agenda’s SDG 17 established that multi-stakeholders partnerships can help 

“mobilize and share knowledge, expertise, technology and financial resources, to support the 

achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 27). Hence, in 
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order to be able to achieve the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs, partnerships should also function as a means 

to exchange ideas and through collaboration become more sustainable. Thus, Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs need not only to consider sustainability in terms of their internal processes, 

but also in terms of the processes of their partners. 

 

2. GROUP 2. ACTIONS RELATED TO THE INSIDE OF THE COMPANY 

2.1 Actions directed towards employees and in relation to them 

These types of actions include the ones carried out by manufacturing SMEs to improve their 

employees’ safety when carrying out their activities by showing them how it must be done, and to 

transmit the company’s knowledge related to environmental matters in order to generate 

awareness. They also include actions manufacturing SMEs carry out to offer their employees a 

good place to work and a decent treatment. Thus, these types of actions include: 

Table 21 

Examples of actions 

Type of action Examples 

Actions directed 

towards 

employees and 

in relation to 

them 

Provide training programs to employees to both know how to work and to take care of the 

environment and their own person.  

Offer and help employees to improve their academic preparation, which can help reduce the 

inequality gap between less and more prepared employees.  

Offer their employees good working conditions and motivate them.  

Give them security when doing their jobs.  

Improving installations in order to offer a good and a decent place to work.  

Keeping an open and respectful communication between leaders and employees.  

Carrying out formal meetings and allowing informal employee participation regarding 

matters of the production process.  

Participate in topics related to employees.  

Encourage employees to work as a team towards the same objective. 

 

These actions could be identified through the aggregate dimensions of “employees’ education 

programs”, “company actions to offer good working conditions” and “leaders and employees 

relationship”, and their respective SDGs, i.e., SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 8 (decent work and 

economic growth), and SDGs 8 and 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions) (see Figure 13). 
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In relation to the above, the literature has underlined the importance of an SME’s context when 

giving training. This is because if the context of an SME and the context of the one who provides 

the information are compatible, it is then possible to transfer knowledge towards that SME 

(Alastair, 2009). This, whether the training is being provided by the SME itself or by an external 

actor, both of which were observed in Mexican manufacturing SMEs. Thus, if external actors, for 

instance, “offer ‘big Company’ solutions to ‘small Company’ problems” (Alastair, 2009, p. 739), 

not much learning will be happening within SMEs. This matter was noted in Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs, given that external actors, such as authorities or clients, have asked some of 

them to comply with certain regulations or certifications that can be quite costly for them at the 

beginning and, hence, difficult for them to implement immediately.  

On the other hand, training provided by Mexican manufacturing SMEs themselves, both regarding 

the environment and safety measures, has been mostly guided by the information provided by the 

authorities, even if some of them have also tried to learn more about those topics. In this sense, 

Mexican manufacturing SMEs have trained their employees regarding specific topics related to 

sustainability, such as waste management and a more responsible use of resources, but not 
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regarding the inclusive topic of sustainability. Hence, it was possible to observe a disconnection 

between sustainability knowledge as a whole and the training provided within those manufacturing 

SMEs, which was mostly focused on certain matters of sustainability, but not on the whole topic.  

Given that training is what gives employees “the knowledge, attitudes, and skills to help 

organizations implement their missions and visions” (Jabbour, 2013, p. 147), it is through this 

training that manufacturing SMEs must communicate to their employees the topic of sustainability. 

Thus, if manufacturing SMEs do not give sustainability training as a whole, but only in parts, only 

those parts will be implemented, while leaving behind other sustainability matters.  

In relation to the matter of communication, SMEs’ characteristics were evidenced for they were 

less hierarchical, bureaucratic and formal than larger companies would be, and thus showed their 

flexibility (Sukwadi, 2015) when arguing an open door policy. Thus, Mexican manufacturing 

SMEs’ leaders were closer to their employees than they would be in a larger company given that 

their structure is more dynamic, decentralized and less rigid (Steinheider & Al-Hawamdeh, 2004). 

This allowed, although not necessarily encouraged, employee participation in company matters, 

specifically related to the production process, making it possible for manufacturing SMEs’ 

employees to share their knowledge about the production process they carry out every day, which 

can become essential for the “success of product development and business processes” 

(Steinheider & Al-Hawamdeh, 2004, p. 230). 

In this sense, it was observed that communication in Mexican manufacturing SMEs goes both 

ways, that is, from leaders to employees and from employees to leaders. However, regarding the 

specific topic of sustainability, it could be noted that manufacturing SMEs still need to take 

advantage of those communication channels, as well as of the closeness between employees and 

leaders that characterize SMEs, to effectively integrate sustainability as a whole. 
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2.1.1 Sustainable Development Goals and Mexican manufacturing SMEs’ actions directed 

towards employees and in relation to them 

As noted in the previous section, Mexican manufacturing SMEs have carried out actions related 

to their external environment and their own business, and also related to their employees and the 

relationships between leaders and employees. As such, it was possible to make a relationship 

between these type of actions, i.e., actions directed towards employees and in relation to them, and 

three main SDGs. Those SDGs are SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 8 (decent work and economic 

growth), and SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions), which make reference to actions that 

can be carried out by manufacturing SMEs for the benefit of their employees and, hence, of their 

business itself. 

Thus, regarding SDG 4, it could be observed that Mexican manufacturing SMEs carry out three 

different types of education that can be related to sustainability’s environmental and social 

dimensions. The first type is both oriented towards the environment and their employees, for it 

refers to the employees’ security training and environmental training. The type of training related 

to employees’ security includes training for accident prevention, health courses related to diseases, 

talks about ergonomics, first aid and firefighting training, and fire and earthquake drills. The type 

of training related to the environment includes training on waste management and on emissions 

improvement, training to know about what is a special handling waste, training to use the 

production equipment and raw materials better, and talks about taking care of the planet, the city 

and being cleaner.  

The second type of education is oriented towards the employees’ academic preparation. In this 

sense, two Mexican manufacturing SMEs - SME1 and SME7- mentioned helping their employees 

to get a better academic preparation, whether by bringing an organization into the company to give 
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them courses or by helping them economically to study a course or attend a congress. This can, in 

turn, help companies with the matter of communication, given that it is easier to train people with 

a higher academic level, as it was observed by SME1.  

The final and third type of education that could be observed in some Mexican manufacturing SMEs 

is related to a learning process within the company through an internal staff rotation and growth. 

In this regard, two Mexican manufacturing SMEs -SME2 and SME3- carry out internal staff 

rotations that allow their employees to learn from different areas within the company and, hence, 

to grow both educationally and professionally speaking.  

According to the 2030 Agenda regarding SDG 4, a quality education is the basis for improving 

people’s lives and sustainable development (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). That is why 

manufacturing SMEs, in order to contribute with that sustainable development, and particularly 

with the social responsibility aspect that includes the improvement of their employees’ lives, 

should also ensure access to a technical and professional education (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 

2018), which can also help them communicate ideas better, including sustainability ideas and ideas 

with more technical terms, as noted by SME8b, thus benefiting employees and the company itself.  

Now, regarding SDG 16, there should not only be a promotion of peaceful societies for sustainable 

development, but also of inclusive societies, where people have access to justice and there are 

responsible, effective and transparent institutions (Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). That is why 

manufacturing SMEs should also be of help to develop those types of institutions within their own 

organization, and to “ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-

making”, as well as access to information (United Nations, 2015b, p. 25).  

In this regard, and as it was previously mentioned, it could be noted that Mexican manufacturing 
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SMEs have established open communication channels and have allowed employee participation 

regarding the production process. It was also stated by some Mexican manufacturing SMEs that 

they use technology systems, such as the intranet, to share with their employees any type of 

relevant information and, at the same time, to receive feedback from those employees. 

Nonetheless, two main improvements can be done regarding these issues.  

The first one is that, in order to promote inclusive societies as established by the 2030 Agenda’s 

SDG 16, participation should be also encouraged, and not merely allowed, hence guaranteeing 

participatory decision-making (United Nations, 2015b) that can also impact employees. This does 

not mean that the ultimate decision should be made by employees, but rather it means that leaders 

can also take into account other ideas, opinions and needs that could benefit the company and that 

maybe they would not notice if participation were not encouraged. And the second one is that 

manufacturing SMEs should also use these communication channels to teach their employees 

about sustainability as a whole in order for them to understand the term and what does the term 

imply. In this manner, manufacturing SMEs would not only be integrating sustainability 

throughout the organization, but would also be including their employees in the development of 

the company. 

Finally, it was observed that Mexican manufacturing SMEs also carry out other types of actions 

in order to offer good working conditions to their employees. Some of those actions include: 

Table 22 

Examples of actions 

Type of action Examples 

Actions directed 

towards 

employees and 

in relation to 

them to offer 

good working 

conditions 

Pay their workers on time and appropriately, and give them benefits above the law. 

Not discriminating and not hiring minors.  

Listening to employees if they have a personal issue, which can also impact their work negatively. 

Help employees with transportation.  

Carry out medical studies.  

Encourage employees’ creativity and innovation.  

Motivate them by offering a good place to work and by making them feel that what they do is important.  

Have cleaner and improved facilities.  

Give employees protection equipment to prevent accidents. 
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Lastly, regarding SDG 8, a lack of decent work opportunities can lead to the erosion of the social 

contract basic for democratic societies and, hence, in order to attain a sustainable economic 

development, societies need to create necessary conditions for people to access quality jobs 

(Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). In this regard, it could be noted that some Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs consider offering decent working conditions as a way to motivate their 

employees and ensure their employees’ commitment towards the company so that they can work 

better, generating a win-win scenario where employees are treated with respect and, at the same 

time, they can become more productive (Abdul-Rashid et al., 2003) while helping their companies 

to be financially rewarded.  

 

2.2 Actions for public policy 

These types of actions include the ones carried out by manufacturing SMEs as a consequence of 

what legislation, authorities and certifications ask from them in order to reduce their socio-

environmental impacts. Hence, they include following norms that regulate aspects related to the 

environment and the treatment of employees, adapting production processes to what 

environmental and quality certifications request, and having a good relationship with authorities, 

which do not only audit companies, but also give them advice. As such, these types of actions 

could be identified through the aggregate dimension of “guidelines followed by companies” and 

its respective SDG, i.e., SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions) (see Figure 14). 

 

Legislation has been considered by the literature as one of the key drivers in order for SMEs to 
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adopt sustainability practices (Zhang et al., 2009). In accordance with the literature, legislation can 

help bridge the gap between SMEs’ self-interests and society’s interests (Williamson et al., 2006). 

However, Agan, Acar, & Borodin (2013) also found that legislation by itself is not effective “to 

deal with environmental pollution and climate change” (p. 23), but it tends to act as a “low-level 

driver” instead (p. 31), which triggers reactive actions in SMEs, such as waste treatment and 

recycling, and rather SMEs that have adopted environmental management systems, such as the 

ISO 14001 certification, “are likely to perform better on environmental processes” (p. 23). Thus, 

they recommended to design government regulation in relation to processes such as environmental 

management systems for it to be effective and relevant.  

Nonetheless, Muñoz-Torres et al. (2009) found that SMEs are more likely to adopt quality 

management systems, such as ISO 9001, as a “requirement imposed by clients for quality standard 

certificates, namely the incorporation of quality in the value chain” (p. 280) -although they 

observed the same phenomenon in SMEs certified with ISO 14001-, and also indicated that 

because those companies do not have enough tools to manage sustainability appropriately, they 

carry out activities that “generate value for their stakeholders” (p. 281). In like manner, Studer, 

Tsang, Welford, & Hills (2008) found that in the case of SMEs in Hong Kong the majority of them 

are not expected “to take an active interest in environmental and CSR issues unless it is mandatory” 

(p. 298).  

In this regard, it was also observed that the majority of interviewed Mexican manufacturing SMEs 

started to adopt sustainability practices after the respective environmental authorities and 

stakeholders exerted some pressure. Actually, from the interviewed manufacturing SMEs, only 

three of them started a business related to sustainability matters, either social or environmental, 

voluntarily -SME3, SME4, and SME5-, while the rest started to implement reactive sustainability 
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practices by following both legislation and their stakeholders recommendations in order to move 

afterwards to more proactive ones.  

Interestingly, just like Agan et al. (2013), Rasi, Abdekhodaee, & Nagarajah (2014) found that the 

government does not have a strong influence on SMEs in order to implement environmental 

practices, although they stated that its authority should not be disregarded, but they rather found 

that stakeholders are the ones who have had a greater impact. In the case of Mexican manufacturing 

SMEs, however, it was noted that both the authorities and stakeholders have exerted important 

pressures on them to adopt sustainability practices, and even authorities carry out audits throughout 

the year to observe if they have actually implemented what is required by legislation. Therefore, 

given the disparity in the literature regarding the topic of legislation, it can be said that its influence 

rather depends on both SMEs themselves, and on how closely they are working with the 

authorities, as well as on the authorities themselves, and on how closely do they observe what 

SMEs are doing. 

2.2.1 Sustainable Development Goals and Mexican manufacturing SMEs’ actions for public 

policy 

Legislation and certifications have helped most Mexican manufacturing SMEs to know about 

sustainability topics, e.g., waste management and reduction, recycling and reusing, carrying out 

medical studies, water treatment, improving working conditions, complying with security and 

hygiene guidelines, and establishing security brigades. As such, and given the influence 

institutions, such as authorities, as well as stakeholders, such as customers and suppliers, have 

exerted over Mexican manufacturing SMEs in order for them to comply with legislation and 

certifications, it was possible to make a relationship between these types of actions, namely, 

actions for public policy, and one of the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs. This SDG is SDG 16 (peace, justice 
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and strong institutions), which also makes reference to the promotion of the rule of law (United 

Nations, 2015b). 

In accordance with the 2030 Agenda regarding SDG 16, and as it was previously mentioned, there 

should be a promotion of responsible, effective and transparent institutions (Naciones 

Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). However, those institutions do not only refer to the internal organization 

of manufacturing SMEs as it was proposed before, but they might also make reference to 

government institutions that make effective the rule of law, in this case related to the adoption of 

sustainability practices by those type of companies. And, in turn, to the compliance of the law by 

manufacturing SMEs. In this regard, two types of regulations could be observed within interviewed 

manufacturing SMEs.  

The first one is related to the environmental and labor legislation established by the authorities. 

Here, manufacturing SMEs start to orient their practices towards sustainability by the authorities’ 

request. This means that they start implementing sustainability practices out of obligation, 

therefore being reactive practices, while not necessarily agreeing to it at the beginning, but when 

they see the benefits, they start collaborating with the authorities more willingly and some even 

more proactively.  

The second type of regulations refer to socio-environmental certifications asked for by 

manufacturing SMEs’ clients. Here, some manufacturing SMEs’ clients have asked for 

certifications that endorse their commitment to society, including their own employees, and the 

natural environment. In this case, manufacturing SMEs start adopting sustainability practices in 

order to satisfy their clients’ needs, starting once again as a reactive action, but also with the 

recognition that those practices can be good for them. Therefore, in general, Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs have started to implement sustainability practices as a requirement of 
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legislation and certifications, thus acting reactively, and then they start willingly investigating 

more and implementing more proactive practices.  

However, it could be noted that Mexican manufacturing SMEs mostly rely on what legislation and 

certifications establish, hence limiting their knowledge to what authorities or their stakeholders 

exclusively request, which can be very specific and mainly reactive actions, just as Agan et al. 

(2013) indicate. Even though some manufacturing SMEs have aimed to expand their knowledge 

about the topic of sustainability and have started to carry out more proactive actions, their main 

sources of information to act in this regard continue to be legislation and certifications. Hence, 

only by actually knowing the term of sustainability and that it includes three parallel dimensions, 

namely, economic growth, social responsibility and environmental protection, they will be able to 

really carry out the goals established by the 2030 Agenda, which are fundamental to direct society 

towards a more sustainable and responsible world. 

 

2.3 Actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to reflect on their sustainability practices 

These types of actions are the recognition by manufacturing SMEs that challenges arose for them 

while adopting sustainability. These actions include recognizing the lack of a water treatment 

plant, the need to address the topic of ‘sustainability’ more deeply, not being able to find enough 

material to recover and recycle to make plastic bags, lacking knowledge, and the difficulty to 

change people’s culture. As such, these types of actions could be identified through the aggregate 

dimension of “challenges identified by companies” and its respective SDG, namely, SDG 12 

(responsible production and consumption) (see Figure 15). 
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In relation to sustainability implementation in SMEs, one of the topics that literature has addressed 

is the topic of barriers, which has been referred in terms of sustainability implementation. In this 

regard, the literature has found several barriers for SMEs to implement sustainability: not having 

adequate skills and enough resources and expertise, which can limit SMEs’ capacity to make an 

adequate assessment of the required time and resources to implement sustainability (Arena & 

Azzone, 2012), the lack of knowledge and technical capabilities that can also make it difficult for 

them to deal with negative environmental impacts (Parker et al., 2009), and SMEs’ 

owners/managers acting as barriers, together with SMEs’ employees and the cost to implement 

sustainability (Salimzadeh & Courvisanos, 2015) or, more specifically, the high initial capital cost 

to implement sustainability measures (Álvarez-Jaramillo, Zartha-Sossa, & Orozco-Mendoza, 

2019). Additionally, although they are not specifically focused on SMEs, but are relevant for their 

focus on the industry sector, Cagno, Neri, & Trianni (2018) indicated that some barriers to 

industrial sustainability are a lack of communication between managers and workers or among 

workers, a resistance to change the manner of working and habits, the company’s culture and 

values that do not allow sustainability implementation, a lack of awareness among employees in 

relation to sustainability, and high investment costs.  

Two types of challenges could be identified in Mexican manufacturing SMEs. The first type 

includes challenges related to the environment, such as the lack of a water treatment plant, the lack 

of a direct promotion of sustainability and of delving deeper into the topic, a matter that was 
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addressed previously, the topic of recycling during the production process, needing to work more 

on the separation of inorganic waste, and the high costs that adopting environmental certifications 

can have for the company. And the second type of challenges includes the ones related to their 

employees and to the company itself, such as the difficulty of communicating matters to their 

employees, their employees’ culture as an obstacle to change procedures and acquire new habits, 

lack of knowledge, their employees working without constant supervision, the time needed to 

analyze changes, and cost barriers in general.  

However, it can be observed that those types of challenges can be actually overcome if 

manufacturing SMEs work a little harder on the topic. Hence, instead of focusing on them as 

barriers, it is more appropriate to focus on them as challenges, given that they make reference to 

something that can be overcome, even if it needs a certain effort (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 

This is the reason why the aggregate dimension from which these types of actions part talks about 

challenges instead of barriers as the literature does, because manufacturing SMEs have recognized 

that they are lacking on those areas but, at the same time, they can be overcome by working 

constantly on them. Additionally, by changing the perspective from barriers towards challenges, 

manufacturing SMEs could start thinking more positively about the topic of sustainability and, in 

turn, keep looking for possibilities to improve. 

2.3.1 Sustainable Development Goals and actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to reflect 

on their sustainability practices 

As it could be observed, Mexican manufacturing SMEs are also capable of recognizing that there 

are still things to do within their companies in relation to sustainability. The identification of those 

things, or rather challenges, is fundamental to know how to proceed in this regard, for only by 

recognizing something, solutions can be proposed. Given that the challenges identified by the 
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interviewed manufacturing SMEs are related to the integration of sustainability in their processes, 

it was possible to make a relationship between these types of actions, that is, actions carried out 

by manufacturing SMEs to reflect on their sustainability practices, and the 2030 Agenda’s SDG 

12 towards a responsible production and consumption.  

SDG 12 establishes that both responsible production and consumption are about promoting the 

efficient use of resources, including energy efficiency, as well as sustainable infrastructures, 

facilitating access to basic services, green and decent jobs, and a better quality of life for everyone 

(Naciones Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). That is why, according to the United Nations, the application 

of this goal can help attain general development plans, reduce the future economic, environmental 

and social costs, increase economic competitiveness, and reduce poverty (Naciones 

Unidas/CEPAL, 2018). In this sense, it is important for manufacturing SMEs, as part of the private 

sector, to also help make this possible.  

SDG 12 also proposes to “substantially reduce waste generation through prevention, reduction, 

recycling and reuse”, as well as to encourage companies “to adopt sustainable practices and to 

integrate sustainability information into their reporting cycle” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 22). 

Here, there are two important aspects to note in relation to Mexican manufacturing SMEs and the 

specific case of this goal regarding some challenges mentioned by those companies. The first one 

is that SDG 12 proposes to substantially reduce waste generation by carrying out certain actions. 

Nonetheless, regarding waste reduction as such, it was noted that only one interviewed 

manufacturing SME -SME6- expressed that they had to reduce the amount of waste generated and 

present their advances to the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources. The rest of the 

manufacturing SMEs instead addressed the topic of waste management, which mainly included 

the separation of organic and inorganic waste, and the separation of inorganic waste that then was 
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taken away by other companies, but they did not make reference to the particular topic of waste 

reduction, something that they might need to address in the future in order to determine if it is 

possible and how possible is it depending on their production processes.  

It is also worth noting that what for some is a given practice, for others it can be a challenge and, 

hence, the type of challenges might also depend on each company and what does that company do 

or produce. For instance, regarding the issue of separating inorganic waste, for some 

manufacturing SMEs it was a given practice, but it represented a challenge for SME2. This is 

because they are food producers and they had to take solid waste away every day in order to comply 

with hygiene measures.  

Now, the second important aspect to note is that SDG 12 proposes the adoption of sustainability 

practices by companies and the integration of sustainability information in those companies’ 

reporting cycles. This is an interesting point because it refers to carrying out an analysis of what 

they have been doing or not regarding the matter of sustainability and communicating it publicly. 

This might represent a challenge in itself because manufacturing SMEs would have to make an 

analysis about the challenges they have had about the implementation of sustainability practices 

to be able to propose possible solutions, and keep record of what have they done and what remains 

to be done.  

In this sense, manufacturing SMEs would need to observe more deeply what have they done and 

what they still need to do regarding sustainability’s environmental, social and economic 

dimensions, and subsequently write an internal report, and not just a report to present to the 

authorities. Even if it is something that manufacturing SMEs still need to do, it can nonetheless 

represent an opportunity for them to improve their sustainability practices and move forward on 

the path of sustainable development to have positive impacts on the planet. Therefore, despite the 
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fact that Mexican manufacturing SMEs have adopted various sustainability practices, regardless 

of what drove them to, it is important to recognize that there are still things to be done in that 

regard, something that they have also recognized. 

In accordance with what has been presented above, manufacturing SMEs can carry out at least five 

types of actions related to sustainability that were identified from 10 aggregate dimensions, which 

include the sustainability practices adopted and implemented by those companies, and their 

relationship with the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs. In this regard, from the study carried out for the thesis, 

three main matters could be noted. The first one is that even if SMEs are considered the motor of 

global economic growth (Ebrahim et al., 2010) and that taken together they can be very polluting 

(Lawrence et al., 2006), there is still not much information about SMEs and the 2030 Agenda, 

which is the one that has been setting the pace for sustainability since 2015 and will do it up to 

2030. In this sense, the present research contributes with the literature on sustainability and the 

2030 Agenda in SMEs and increases the knowledge in that area. The second matter is that Gioia 

et al.’s (2012) template can be used by other researchers to identify sustainability practices in 

SMEs and their subsequent relationship with the 2030 Agenda in order to study the implementation 

of that Agenda in those types of companies and to contribute, at the same time, with sustainability 

literature, but now taking into account the current reality of sustainable development and how it is 

understood by SMEs in present times. And lastly, the third matter is that the five identified actions 

carried out by manufacturing SMEs in relation to sustainability and their relationship with the 2030 

Agenda’s SDGs can serve as a guide to study sustainability practices adopted by other SMEs and 

relate them to the pertinent SDGs. This allows us to observe, in turn, what other SMEs have done 

and what remains to be done in order to attain the objectives proposed for the year 2030. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION, CONTRIBUTIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH GUIDELINES 

 

This chapter presents the general conclusion of the thesis, both empirical and practical 

contributions, and the research guidelines that arose from the study. As such, it is divided in four 

main parts. The first part presents the general conclusion of the thesis. The second part presents 

the empirical contribution of the study to the literature. The third part presents the practical 

contribution of the study. And the fourth part are the future research guidelines that derive from 

the study presented in the thesis. 

 

1. CONCLUSION 

Environmental policy has been constantly evolving throughout the years given the concern of 

responsible authorities about socio-environmental impacts generated by the means of production 

used in order to satisfy human needs. This evolution has passed through different historical events 

such as the Great Smog in England and the subsequent establishment of various Clean Air Acts, 

the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment or Stockholm Conference, the Report 

of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future or Brundtland 

Report, and the United Nations Millennium Declaration, in order to culminate in the year 2015 

with the United Nations Sustainable Development Summit and the consequent creation of a 

document named Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. This 

Agenda was considered by Member States as one of “unprecedented scope and significance” 

(United Nations, 2015b, p. 3), and it presents Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with specific 

targets to attain by the year 2030. The Agenda takes into account both developed and developing 
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countries and promotes the collaboration between governments, civil society organizations, the 

private sector and the United Nations System, therefore making it an inclusive and practical 

agenda. It is in this sense that the 2030 Agenda also contemplates its implementation in SMEs, 

which are part of the private sector and whose importance resides in that they are considered as 

the motor of global economic growth (Ebrahim et al., 2010), but that also taken together they can 

be very polluting (Lawrence et al., 2006) and, as mentioned by Verboven & Vanherck (2016), not 

including SMEs in the SDG approach would be a lost opportunity due to the enormous impact 

they generate together. 

Thus, the present thesis studies the sustainability practices adopted and implemented by Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs and their relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs. It is pertinent to 

remember that the research question is how do sustainability practices in Mexican manufacturing 

SMEs relate to the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda of the United Nations for Sustainable Development?, 

having therefore as an objective to know and analyze the sustainability practices that have been 

carried out by manufacturing SMEs, and how those sustainability practices can be related to the 

2030 Agenda and its SDGs. This, in order to understand how can manufacturing SMEs adapt their 

own practices to the 2030 Agenda without the need to start from the beginning, considering that 

the 2030 Agenda has been setting the pace for sustainability since 2015 and will be doing it up to 

2030. In this sense, and given that the research objective aims to understand how are sustainability 

practices adopted and implemented by manufacturing SMEs related to the 2030 Agenda and its 

SDGs, as well as how can manufacturing SMEs adapt their sustainability practices to the Agenda, 

a qualitative inductive study was carried out, for it is based on present observations from which 

knowledge is generated (Locke, 2007), and in-depth interviews were applied to eight Mexican 

manufacturing SMEs. These SMEs were identified by taking into account characteristics named 
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by the literature such as their flexibility to adapt to changes in their environment (Gélinas & Bigras, 

2004; Aragón-Sánchez & Sánchez-Marín, 2005), the close contact between owners/managers and 

employees and shorter lines of communication (Aragón-Correa et al., 2008; Gélinas & Bigras, 

2004; Martínez de Miguel, 2017), the manner in which leaders delegate tasks (Harnish, 2014), and 

less bureaucratic procedures (Martínez de Miguel, 2017). Thus, the characteristics considered were 

based more on how those companies work and less on how many employees do they have and 

how is their balance sheet (INEGI, 2009; United Nations, 2017b), and hence they were more 

qualitative and less quantitative. Likewise, the interviews were applied to Mexican SMEs 

belonging to the manufacturing sector, given that they are the ones that transform raw materials or 

goods into products they either sell to other companies or to the final consumer (INEGI, n.d.), and 

the process to transform those raw materials can be sometimes polluting and can impact the 

environment and society negatively. 

After the interviews of managers in Mexican manufacturing SMEs were carried out and 

transcribed, the results were analyzed based on Gioia et al.’s (2012) template. The template 

identifies first order concepts based on the interviews and respondents’ terms, second order themes 

that result from distilling first order concepts, and aggregate dimensions obtained from 

synthesizing second order themes. As such, it was possible to identify 321 first order concepts 

directly from the interviews, 33 second order themes from the first order concepts, and 10 

aggregate dimensions from the second order themes, which showed the type of practices related 

to sustainability that manufacturing SMEs can carry out (see Appendix III). After identifying the 

10 aggregate dimensions, it was possible to assign them to certain SDGs and some of their 

respective targets presented in the 2030 Agenda, which also belong to the five dimensions named 

by the Agenda, i.e., people, planet, prosperity, peace and partnerships. The SDGs that could be 
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related to the 10 aggregate dimensions are SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 8 (decent work and 

economic growth), SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), SDG 10 (reduced 

inequalities), SDG 12 (responsible production and consumption), SDG 16 (peace, justice and 

strong institutions), and SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals). This was done based on what the 

Agenda itself establishes, in addition to the indicators or Business Themes presented and defined 

by the SDG Compass’s Inventory of Business Indicators. Based on Eisenhardt’s (1989) tables, the 

relationship between the 10 aggregate dimensions and the 2030 Agenda was presented in a table 

(see Appendix VI), which also includes some representative examples in the form of quotes stated 

by the Mexican manufacturing SMEs’ respondents.  

During the analysis, it was observed that the information presented tends towards the positive 

rather than the negative side of the interviews. This was done for two main reasons. The first one 

is that the research objective was to know what have manufacturing SMEs been doing in relation 

to sustainability, as well as the practices they have been adopting and implementing in order to 

establish a relationship with the 2030 Agenda, and not to make an assessment to see if those 

companies are, in fact, sustainable or not, or if they are doing things right or not. And the second 

one is that the indicators or Business Themes presented by the SDG Compass are more directed 

towards what companies have actually done regarding the 2030 Agenda, its SDGs and SDG 

Targets, rather than towards what they have not done. 

Subsequently, once the 10 aggregate dimensions were identified and a relationship established 

with the 2030 Agenda, it was possible to discern five main actions carried out by the interviewed 

manufacturing SMEs in relation to the topic of sustainability. Those five actions were classified 

into two main groups, namely, a group that includes sustainability related actions carried out by 

manufacturing SMEs towards the outside of the company to help others, carry out alliances and 
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even obtain economic benefits (Group 1), and a second group that includes sustainability related 

actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs for their own people and their own benefit (Group 2). 

The actions that belong to Group 1 are proactive actions for the benefit of society and the 

environment, and actions for the company’s benefit and its positioning in the market. The actions 

that belong to Group 2, for their part, are actions directed towards employees and in relation to 

them, legislation follow-up actions, and self-reflection actions.  

In accordance with the research question which aimed to know how sustainability practices carried 

out by Mexican manufacturing SMEs can be related to the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs, it was possible 

to make a relationship between the 10 aggregate dimensions found and the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs 

and SDG Targets, and it was consequently possible to make a relationship between the five actions 

that belong to both groups and the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs and SDG Targets, given that those five 

actions could be obtained by observing the 10 aggregate dimensions. Now, although during the 

analysis the information presented tends towards the positive rather than the negative side of the 

interviews for the reasons expressed above, those obtained five actions also include aspects that 

can be improved by manufacturing SMEs. This was done by taking the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs 

as basis. The five actions are summarized below: 

1. Proactive actions for the benefit of society and the environment 

These actions were identified through the aggregate dimensions of “actions to benefit society”, 

“measures taken for socio-environmental protection”, and “activities to reduce production 

impacts”. They include the actions carried out voluntarily by manufacturing SMEs to help people 

with fewer resources to improve their situation by donating materials, and actions carried out by 

those companies to improve their production processes and reduce their negative impacts on 

society and the environment. These actions are related to the 2030 Agenda’s SDG 9 (industry, 
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innovation and infrastructure), SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), and SDG 12 (responsible 

production and consumption).  

It was noted that manufacturing SMEs’ sustainability practices are more oriented towards the 

environmental aspect rather than towards the social aspect, which only a small number of 

companies considered and, hence, they have carried out more actions, either reactive or proactive, 

for the benefit of the environment. Thus, although they are not the only ones responsible, 

manufacturing SMEs should also give more importance to sustainability’s social aspect, given that 

not only the 2030 Agenda considers important to get people out of poverty (Naciones 

Unidas/CEPAL, 2018) so that they can also be included in sustainable development and not be left 

behind, but also manufacturing SMEs can impact society with their production processes, and, 

hence, it is likewise relevant to consider those impacts and what can they do in that regard. 

Additionally, it was observed that manufacturing SMEs need to fully involve their own employees 

with sustainability in order for them to move along with their respective companies towards a more 

sustainable reality and towards the compliance of the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs. 

2. Actions for the company’s benefit and its positioning in the market 

It was possible to identify these actions from the aggregate dimensions of “actions for the company 

to be recognized”, and “relationships of companies with their external context”. They include 

actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to be recognized by the market and their industry as 

companies that are at the forefront of the processes of production and the products they offer to 

their customers. In this sense, manufacturing SMEs need to take external actors or stakeholders 

into account to be able to position themselves in the market. Hence, these actions are related to the 

2030 Agenda’s SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), and SDG 17 (partnerships for the 

goal).  
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With these types of actions, manufacturing SMEs are adopting and implementing sustainability 

practices by also responding to the pressures exerted by their clients and their environment to do 

so. They have likewise invested in infrastructure and technology in order to reduce their emissions 

and produce with more quality and offer their clients good products. Nonetheless, it was noted that 

they also need to consider the topic of sustainability as such in order to be able to move forward 

and not only limit themselves to what their own stakeholders ask from them. In this regard, the 

2030 Agenda considers the matter of partnerships (SDG 17) in order to attain the SDGs and, hence, 

manufacturing SMEs do not need to do this by themselves, for they can also expand their 

knowledge about sustainability by observing other actors. Thus, with these partnerships, 

manufacturing SMEs can be positively influenced by others and helped by others in order to 

become more sustainable and reduce their impacts, but they can also have a positive impact on 

others and influence others positively, thus becoming a network of partnerships in which everyone 

collaborates with everyone. And, therefore, manufacturing SMEs can be better positioned in their 

market, and benefit from sustainability. 

3. Actions directed towards employees and in relation to them 

These types of actions were identified through the aggregate dimensions of “employees’ education 

programs”, “company actions to offer good working conditions”, and “leaders and employees 

relationship”. They include actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to improve their 

employees’ safety when working by teaching them how it must be done, actions to teach their 

employees about environmental matters to generate awareness, and actions to offer their 

employees good working conditions. These actions are related to the 2030 Agenda’s SDG 4 

(quality education), SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth), and SDG 16 (peace, justice and 

strong institutions).  
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Three main matters could be noted regarding these actions directed towards manufacturing SMEs’ 

employees. The first one is that manufacturing SMEs give education in the form of academic 

preparation, learning through internal staff rotation, training regarding accident prevention, safety 

measures, health matters, and fire and earthquake drills, and training regarding environmental 

topics such as waste management and emissions improvement. The second matter is the 

establishment of open communication channels between owners/managers and employees, which 

helps to attain the aim proposed by the 2030 Agenda to ensure an access to information (United 

Nations, 2015b). This, although participation should be more encouraged and not merely allowed 

in order for manufacturing SMEs to make decisions by also considering other ideas suggested by 

their employees, which can also be good ideas that can benefit the company, and in that way 

“ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making”, as suggested by 

the 2030 Agenda (United Nations, 2015b, p. 25). And the third matter is that manufacturing SMEs 

have carried out actions to offer quality and dignified jobs by, for example, paying their employees 

appropriately and on time, not discriminating anyone, giving them benefits above the law, carrying 

out medical studies, encouraging their creativity and innovation, and offering them a good place 

to work. All of these matters can motivate their employees to work better and, hence, bring benefits 

to the company. 

4. Actions for public policy  

These actions were identified from the aggregate dimension of “guidelines followed by 

companies”. They include the ones carried out by manufacturing SMEs in order to comply with 

what legislation, authorities and certifications ask from them to reduce their socio-environmental 

impacts. These actions are related to the 2030 Agenda’s SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong 

institutions). 
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For most manufacturing SMEs, legislation, authorities and certifications have been key to start 

putting thing in order and to start carrying out actions for the protection of the environment and 

their employees’ wellbeing, such as waste management, waste reduction, recycling and reusing, 

water treatment and recycling, improving working conditions, and applying medical studies. In 

addition, manufacturing SMEs mostly start adopting reactive sustainability practices to then move 

towards more proactive practices when they start further investigating the topic of sustainability. 

However, Mexican manufacturing SMEs mostly rely on what legislation and certifications 

establish, and hence limit what they know about sustainability to what legislation and certifications 

tell them, and therefore even if some manufacturing SMEs have tried to be more proactive 

regarding sustainability matters, their knowledge is still limited. As such, manufacturing SMEs 

also need to expand their knowledge beyond what legislation and certifications establish, even by 

looking at what other companies, even international and not only national companies, have done 

on the matter. 

5. Actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs to reflect on their sustainability practices  

It was possible to identify these actions from the aggregate dimension of “challenges identified by 

companies”. They are the recognition by manufacturing SMEs that they also had challenges when 

adopting and implementing sustainability practices. These types of actions are related to the 2030 

Agenda’s SDG 12 (responsible production and consumption). 

It was noted that manufacturing SMEs carry out two types of actions related to the challenges they 

had when adopting and implementing sustainability practices. The first one is the recognition that 

they had challenges related to the environment like, for instance, not having a water treatment 

plant, and not promoting sustainability directly within the organization and among their 

employees. And the second one is the recognition that they had challenges related to their 
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employees and the company itself, such as the difficulty of communicating some matters to their 

employees, their employees’ culture as an obstacle to change, and cost barriers in general. 

Nonetheless, given that they are challenges, they can eventually be overcome by manufacturing 

SMEs. Thus, in relation to the 2030 Agenda’s SDG 12, manufacturing SMEs can start by carrying 

out an analysis towards the inside of their organization related to what they have been doing or not 

regarding the matter of sustainability, as well as to what can they improve once they identify what 

they are still missing. This can be registered through internal reporting cycles. Consequently, by 

keeping record of their improvements and their challenges, manufacturing SMEs will have clearer 

ideas and objectives regarding sustainability, and they will be able to improve constantly.  

 

Thus, in conclusion, although each manufacturing SME has unique characteristics, common 

characteristics between several manufacturing SMEs were observed, and that is why it was 

possible to find the five actions previously exposed. In this sense, the common characteristics were 

grouped into 10 aggregate dimensions, and once those dimensions were obtained, it was possible 

to carry out a relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs, thereby answering the research 

question and objective. Therefore, the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs can relate to the sustainability 

practices adopted and implemented in Mexican manufacturing SMEs by: 

1. Identifying first order concepts through an interview whose questions are related to the 

adoption and implementation of sustainability practices by manufacturing SMEs, to the role 

their owners/managers have in that adoption and implementation, considering the influence 

they have over their respective companies and employees (Franco & Matos, 2015), and to the 

integration of those practices within their respective organizational cultures, being this 

important given that only by really orienting manufacturing SMEs’ culture towards 
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sustainability, they will be able to actually change and improve. In this sense, it is pertinent to 

remember that organizational culture “constitutes an integral intangible resource that defines 

the organizational fabric of these enterprises” (ElKhouly & Marwan, 2016, p. 38) and that it is 

“a way of thinking and behaving that creates, develops, and establishes values and attitudes 

within a firm that may require rising, accepting, and supporting new ideas involving an 

improvement in the functioning and management of the firm” (Çakar & Ertürk, 2010, p. 345) 

(p. 345) and, hence, if an SME wants to successfully adopt and implement sustainability 

practices, its organizational culture needs to be oriented towards that sustainability. 

2. Identifying second order themes by distilling those first order concepts. Here, similarities and 

differences between first order concepts are observed in order to reduce the amount of 

categories, thus including in the same second order theme similar concepts, separating them 

from other concepts that will belong to other second order themes (Gioia et al., 2012). 

3. Identifying aggregate dimensions by distilling second order themes. These aggregate 

dimensions represent more general groups that contain both first order concepts and second 

order themes. This is also done by identifying similarities and differences among second order 

themes to determine which themes could be grouped into one aggregate dimension and which 

could be grouped in other aggregate dimensions. 

4. Establishing a relationship between the obtained aggregate dimensions and the 2030 Agenda’s 

SDGs. Given that the aggregate dimensions contain the sustainability practices adopted and 

implemented by manufacturing SMEs, it was possible to make a relationship between those 

aggregate dimensions and the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs that better represent them. This was done 

based not only on the information contained in the 2030 Agenda itself and the manner in which 

it describes each SDG, but also on the business indicators or Business Themes presented and 
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described by the SDG Compass. 

5. And, lastly, identifying five types of actions carried out by manufacturing SMEs. These 

actions, which were presented above, were identified based on the obtained aggregate 

dimensions and their relationship with the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs. 

Therefore, by making use of Gioia et al.’s (2012) template, it is possible to observe the 

sustainability practices adopted and implemented by manufacturing SMEs and get to aggregate 

dimensions that can be related to the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs and, consequently, identify actions 

carried out by manufacturing SMEs in relation to sustainability. In this regard, the observed 

aggregate dimensions allow us to classify the types of sustainability practices carried out by 

manufacturing SMEs and, hence, have the possibility to make a relationship with the 2030 

Agenda’s SDGs to observe which goals have been met and which other goals they have the 

possibility to fulfill in order to progressively implement the 2030 Agenda. This in order to move 

towards a sustainable development by eradicating poverty and leaving no one behind, as proposed 

by the 2030 Agenda, while at the same time protecting the natural environment and growing 

economically. And, finally, the actions identified from the aggregate dimensions and their 

relationship with the 2030 Agenda summarize the main sustainability practices adopted and 

implemented by manufacturing SMEs. As a result, they allow us to study those practices to not 

only observe what those companies have been doing, but also to observe what they should do in 

order to attain the SDGs proposed by the 2030 Agenda. 

 

2. EMPIRICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

After studying the topic of sustainability in manufacturing SMEs, three main empirical 

contributions to the literature could be made. The first one is that, even though many authors 
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having studied the topic of sustainability in SMEs, the subject of the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs 

in SMEs has not yet been studied much. This situation, even if the 2030 Agenda is what today 

defines the term of sustainable development and what will define it up to the year 2030, 

considering that the term is a dynamic one as it is being complemented by what is observed from 

reality and with respect to the improvements made on the matter as the ideas of sustainability are 

implemented over the years and throughout the countries, whether they are developed or 

developing. In this regard, the Member States of the United Nations themselves recognized that 

the 2030 Agenda is one of “unprecedented scope and significance” (United Nations, 2015b, p. 3) 

for it not only considers both developed and developing countries, but also brings together 

“Governments, the private sector, civil society, the United Nations System and other actors” 

(United Nations, 2015b, p. 10). Hence, by studying the topic of sustainability in SMEs through the 

2030 Agenda perspective, the current reality is also taken into consideration, for only taking into 

account the definition proposed by the Brundtland Report in 1987 does not consider the years of 

progress and the knowledge generated on the matter during these past few years.  

The second contribution to the literature is that by making use of Gioia et al.’s (2012) template, it 

was possible to determine, from in-depth interviews, first order concepts that led us to second order 

themes and, in turn, to aggregate dimensions that summarized the sustainability practices adopted 

and implemented by manufacturing SMEs. From those aggregate dimensions, considering that 

they contain the sustainability practices carried out by manufacturing SMEs, it was possible to 

make a relationship with the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs. Thus, once determining the main 

sustainability practices through Gioia et al.’s (2012) template, it was possible to make a 

relationship between those practices and the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs and SDG Targets. In this sense, 

it was possible to find that manufacturing SMEs can perfectly adapt to the 2030 Agenda without 
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the need to start from the beginning and, therefore, it proves that, indeed, the 2030 Agenda serves 

as a practical guide based on real observations and solutions to which manufacturing SMEs can 

adapt and orient their respective organizational cultures, for as Lozano (2015) expressed, changes 

regarding sustainability within organizations require changes in those organizations’ culture and, 

hence, by orienting their culture towards the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs, manufacturing SMEs will be 

able to actually move towards sustainable development. 

Finally, the third empirical contribution to the literature is that I found that manufacturing SMEs 

can carry out at least five actions related to sustainability, which include the observed aggregate 

dimensions with their respective SDGs, namely, proactive actions for the benefit of society and 

the environment, actions for the company’s benefit and its positioning in the market, actions 

directed towards employees and in relation to them, legislation follow-up action, and self-

reflection actions. Through those actions, which have also been addressed by the literature 

separately as it was observed in the Discussion chapter, and based on the 2030 Agenda and its 

SDGs, it is possible to determine which sustainability practices are manufacturing SMEs actually 

implementing and which practices can they implement in the future. Thus, depending on the 

aggregate dimensions that are comprised in those actions and on the SDGs that are related to those 

dimensions, it is possible to determine for each action what sustainability practices are 

manufacturing SMEs already implementing and what still needs to be implemented in order to 

meet the goals proposed by the 2030 Agenda. 

 

3. PRACTICAL CONTRIBUTION 

The practical contribution of the thesis is that the procedure followed by using Gioia et al.’s (2012) 

template, can also be individually followed by each manufacturing SMEs. By following the same 
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procedure, manufacturing SMEs can identify and classify their sustainability practices. It is worth 

remembering that the interview applied to the manufacturing SMEs studied in the present thesis 

was obtained based on the literature and it is an interview that manufacturing SMEs can use 

internally by applying it to their own leaders -not only owners- to identify more precisely what 

they are doing regarding sustainability matters, the challenges they have had, if owners/managers 

have positively influenced the adoption and implementation of sustainability practices, and if their 

organizational culture has been moving towards sustainability.  

Once manufacturing SMEs’ managers apply the interview, they can also classify the information 

and look for first order concepts that can help them obtain second order themes by looking for 

similarities and differences among those first order concepts in order to finally identify aggregate 

dimensions. Given that aggregate dimensions include the sustainability practices manufacturing 

SMEs carry out, with the aggregate dimensions manufacturing SMEs can have a better 

classification in relation to the practices they adopt and implement. After identifying these 

aggregate dimensions, manufacturing SMEs can make a relationship with the 2030 Agenda’s 

SDGs and SDG Targets by both using the Agenda itself and the SDG Compass’s Inventory of 

Business Indicators to determine which aggregate dimensions belong to each of the five 2030 

Agenda’s dimensions, namely, people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnerships, and from those 

five dimensions, to which SDGs and SDG Targets they belong to.  

Once they make that relationship, they can observe what kind of sustainability practices they have 

been mainly carrying out, to which SDGs they belong to and from those SDGs which SDG Targets 

they are complying with, and thus determine what sustainability practices they still need to adopt 

and implement. Finally, once this is done, by making use of the aggregate dimensions and their 

respective SDGs and SDG Targets, they can also identify the main sustainability related actions 
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towards which they have been oriented, the actions they can still implement depending on the 

sustainability practices they still need to carry out, and report on those matters. In this regard, by 

making an internal report, manufacturing SMEs will be able to monitor what they have been doing, 

what they can improve, and what they have been improving. This process can be better appreciated 

with the following diagram (Figure 16): 

 

Figure 16. Process manufacturing SMEs can follow by using Gioia et al.’s (2012) template 

 

4. FUTURE RESEARCH  

After carrying out the study for the thesis, several avenues for future research were identified. 

These directions for future research may help expand the research on the adoption and 

implementation of sustainability practices by manufacturing SMEs and their relationship with the 

2030 Agenda and its SDGs. Thus, the proposed future research guidelines are the following:  

• Given that it was a qualitative study where in-depth interviews were carried out, it would also 

be relevant to study more manufacturing SMEs to observe what they have been doing, if they 

have also applied similar sustainability practices, and if their practices can be related to other 
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SDGs and SDG Targets that could not be considered for the present thesis. In this sense, the 

same procedure that was followed for this thesis would also be followed, but considering that, 

by increasing the number of interviewed manufacturing SMEs, their responses might be also 

related to additional SDGs and SDG Targets that were not considered for the thesis. 

• The interviewed manufacturing SMEs were located in Mexico, so it would also be interesting 

to know what happens within manufacturing SMEs from other countries, what sustainability 

practices they have adopted and implemented, if they started to adopt those practices for the 

same reasons, if they are more proactive than in Mexico, if leaders are more informed about 

the topic of sustainability, even if their companies are not part of the Global Compact, if their 

employees are also more proactive, and if their respective organizational cultures are more 

oriented towards sustainability and to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs. This is 

because organizational culture can be affected by individual attitudes and beliefs developed 

within different societal cultures (Kartolo & Kwantes, 2019) and, hence, the culture of each 

country may vary. Thus, it might be the case that different results are reached due to different 

ways of thinking and behaving. For instance, when conducting studies related to sustainability 

in SMEs, Lawrence et al. (2006) found that SMEs in New Zealand did not consider having 

much environmental and social impacts in relation to large companies, while Williams & 

Schaefer (2012) found that SMEs’ managers in the east of England have a sense of personal 

responsibility, derived from personal values, to react in a certain way towards the topic of 

climate change. 

• The study was carried out specifically in SMEs belonging to the manufacturing industry sector. 

Thus, it would also be relevant to study SMEs from other sectors to determine if what was 

found in manufacturing SMEs can also be found in those types other SMEs or if other results 
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can be attained in order to complement the results that were reached in this thesis. The reason 

is that an SME that belongs to the manufacturing industry sector carries out different activities 

than SMEs that belong to other types of sectors, such as, for instance, the service sector. In this 

manner, an SME that belongs to the service sector carries out activities that provide comfort 

or well-being to people (INEGI, n.d.), while an SME that belongs to the manufacturing industry 

sector carries out activities that transform raw materials into goods and articles (INEGI, n.d.). 

Hence, sustainability practices adopted and implemented by SMEs from different sectors and 

their subsequent relationship with the 2030 Agenda’s SDGs might also vary. 

• Given that only manufacturing SMEs’ owners/managers were interviewed, it would also be 

relevant to expand the research by also including manufacturing SMEs’ employees in order to 

know how they think about the adoption and implementation of sustainability practices and 

observe if the company’s culture is actually moving towards sustainability, not only by 

considering owners’/managers’ behaviors, but also their employees’ behaviors.  

• Finally, the thesis presents a qualitative study and the results obtained from in-depth 

interviews. Therefore, it would also be pertinent to carry out a quantitative study that can 

complement the qualitative study and, at the same time, expand the research by including more 

manufacturing SMEs and, hence, being able to obtain more accurate results that can lead us to 

a better implementation of the 2030 Agenda. To carry out this quantitative study, a 

questionnaire with more specific statements can be built based on the results obtained from the 

qualitative study carried out in this thesis. Those statements would make reference to the 

identified sustainability practices adopted and implemented by manufacturing SMEs and their 

relationship with the 2030 Agenda. The questionnaire can reach more manufacturing SMEs 

and can, therefore, help determine what is the stance of those SMEs in relation to the topic of 
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sustainable development by considering the content established by the 2030 Agenda. This in 

order to know what kind of policies can be created to help SMEs become more acquainted with 

the current characteristics of sustainable development, which are the ones included in the 2030 

Agenda, and help with the making of more sustainable societies. 
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Knowledge Birkin et al. (2009); Hörisch et al. (2015); Lee et al. (2008); Zhang, Bi, & Liu (2009) 

Leadership Cramer (1999); Franco & Matos (2015); Garavan, Watson, Carbery, & O'Brien (2015); Koryak et 

al. (2015); Jung & Takeuchi (2010); Kantabutra & Suriyankietkaew (2012); Klettner et al. (2014); 

Lee et al. (2008); Maladzhi (2015); Maladzhi & Yan (2014); Mesu, Sanders, & Van Riemsdijk 

(2015); Strand (2014); Suriyankietkaew (2013); Tajasom et al. (2015); Tomšič et al. (2015); 

Suriyankietkaew & Avery (2016); Yan et al. (2012)  

Local communities Salimzadeh & Courvisanos (2015) 

Organizational culture Jung & Takeuchi (2010); Lee et al. (2008) 

Performance Aragón-Correa, Hurtado-Torres, Sharma, & García-Morales (2008); Fening, Pesakovic, & Pesi 

(2008); Hilson & Murck (2000); Jung & Takeuchi (2010); Kantabutra (2014); Kantabutra & 

Suriyankietkaew (2012); Krechovská & Procházková (2014); Lee et al. (2008); Maladzhi (2015); 

Nicolăescu et al. (2015); Orth & Kohl (2013); Saunila (2016); Suriyankietkaew (2013); 

Suriyankietkaew & Avery (2016); Tajasom et al. (2015); Tomšič et al. (2015); Torugsa et al. 

(2012) 

Planning Meppem & Gill (1998); Hilson & Murck (2000) 

Reporting Arena & Azzone (2012); Krechovská & Procházková (2014); Lawrence et al. (2006); Medel et al. 

(2011) 

Reputation Sarbutts (2003) 

Research and development Brockhoff, Chakrabarti, & Kirchgeorg (1999) 
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Strategy, environmental strategy, and 

responsible business strategy 

Aragón-Correa et al. (2008); Garavan et al. (2015); Klettner et al. (2014); Lee et al. (2008); 

Sharma & Vredenburg (1998) 

Supply chain (Pedersen, 2009) 

Sustainability barriers or constraints Birkin et al. (2009); Inyang (2013); Nicolăescu et al. (2015); Zhang, Bi, & Liu (2009) 

Sustainability drivers Cagno & Trianni (2013); Ciasullo & Troisi (2013); Inyang (2013); Lozano (2015); Madsen, 

Sinding, & Ulhøi (1997); Salimzadeh & Courvisanos (2015); Sutton (1998); Williamson, Lynch-

Wood, & Ramsay (2006); Zhang et al. (2009) 

Sustainability indicators Arena & Azzone (2012); Kinderyté (2010) 

Sustainability management Hörisch et al. (2015); Johnson (2015); Johnson & Schaltegger (2016); Nicolăescu et al. (2015); 

Orth & Kohl (2013); Schaltegger et al. (2016) 

Sustainable and socially responsible 

business practices 

Hammann et al. (2009); Lawrence et al. (2006); Nicolăescu et al. (2015) 

Sustainable development Baumgartner (2014); Birkin et al. (2009); Halme & Korpela (2014); Hilson & Murck (2000); Orth 

& Kohl (2013); Salimzadeh & Courvisanos (2015); Wells & Galbraith (1999); Wielgórka (2015) 

Sustainable management Madsen et al. (1997) 

Technology Brockhoff et al. (1999); Peck & Gibson (2000) 

Values and managers’ values Baumgartner (2014); Hammann et al. (2009); Lawrence  et al. (2006); Nicolăescu et al. (2015); 

Williams & Schaefer (2012) 
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APPENDIX II 

Appendix II 

The 2030 Agenda, Relevant Authors, and their Contributions 

Date Authors Title Contribution 

2016 Ferrero y de Loma-

Osorio 

The 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development: 

Bringing Climate Justice to 

Climate Action 

The author argued that the Paris Agreement on Climate Change and the 

2030 Agenda can together advance on eradicating poverty and on climate 

justice. 

Gupta & Vegelin Sustainable development goals 

and inclusive development 

The authors found that SDGs favor the social inclusiveness over 

ecological and relational inclusiveness, when it is fundamental to give the 

same amount of weight to all. 

Verboven & 

Vanherck 

Sustainability management of 

SMEs and the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals 

The authors concluded that the SDG Compass should translate high-level 

goals into low-level activities for SMEs, include support to implement 

actions, add a measurement and reporting system, and centralize 

information distribution. 

2017 Biermann, Kanie & 

Kim 

Global governance by goal-

setting: the novel approach of 

the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals 

They analyzed the "evolution, rational and future prospects of the SDGs" 

(p. 26). They indicated that governance through goals is a fundamental 

aspect of the 2030 Agenda. 

Fleming, Wise, 

Hansen & Sams 

The sustainable development 

goals: A case study 

The authors found that businesses can, in fact, engage with the SDGs, 

even if it is not required by the government or society. They also found 

that both corporate and personal values are important for responding 

positively to the SDGs. 

2018 Caiado, Leal-Filho, 

Gonçalves-Quelhas, 

Nascimiento & 

Veigas-Ávila 

A literature-based review on 

potentials and constraints in the 

implementation of the 

sustainable development goals 

Based on the contributions of SDGs they found in the literature, they 

proposed a model to implement, monitor and continuously improve the 

17 SDGs globally. 

Schleicher, 

Schaafsma & Vira 

Will the Sustainable 

Development Goals address the 

links between poverty and the 

natural environment? 

They proposed that in order to achieve SDGs, there needs to be a change 

in the current statu quo, which require greater transformations. 

Leal-Filho, 

Azeiteiro, Alves, 

Pace, Mifsud, 

Brandli, Caeiro & 

Disterheft 

Reinvigorating the sustainable 

development research agenda: 

role of sustainable development 

goals 

They studied the implementation of SDGs and argued that they need to 

be given a greater priority when doing research related to sustainable 

development. 

Pineda-Escobar Moving the 2030 agenda 

forward: SDG implementation 

in Colombia 

The author found that Colombian companies are interested in 

incorporating SDGs in their corporate sustainability reporting, but even if 

they showed interest, very few of them would deeply analyze or reflect 

on the SDG Targets. 

Schroeder, 

Anggraeni, & 

Weber 

The Relevance of Circular 

Economy Practices to the 

Sustainable Development 

Goals 

They studied the relevance of circular economy practices in the 

implementation of SDGs and found that circular economy practices can 

actually help achieve several SDG Targets. 

Xia, Olanipekun, 

Chen, Xie & Liu 

Conceptualising the state of the 

art of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) in the 

construction industry and its 

nexus to sustainable 

development 

When studying CSR and SDGs in SMEs from the construction industry, 

they proposed to encourage social enterprise in the industry, implement 

all dimensions of CSR in an integrated manner, and increase the 

implementation of CSR in SMEs. 

2019 Barbier & Burgess Sustainable development goal 

indicators: Analyzing trade-offs 

and complementarities 

They developed an analytical model to estimate welfare effects after 

arguing that even if it can be possible to advance on the 17 SDGs, it is 

more likely that while advancing on one SDG, it can be at the expense of 

other SDGs. 

Grover, Kar & 

Ilavarasan 

Impact of corporate social 

responsibility on reputation - 

Insights from tweets on 

Taking SDGs into account and considering them as the social 

responsibilities of CEOs, they analyzed the manner in which messages 

published in social media by CEOs regarding corporate social 
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sustainable development goals 

by CEOs 

responsibility had an impact on corporate reputation. 

Guandalini, Sun & 

Zhou 

Assessing the implementation 

of Sustainable Development 

Goals through switching cost 

They proposed a Switching Cost analysis to help companies create or 

improvise a strategy to successfully implement projects related to the 

SDGs without compromising those companies' financial performance. 

McArthur & 

Rasmussen 

Classifying Sustainable 

Development Goal trajectories: 

A country-level methodology 

for identifying which issues 

and people are getting left 

behind 

They developed a methodological framework to answer how useful 

SDGs are for conducting empirical analysis at the country level across 

economic, social and environmental indicators. They applied the 

framework to Canada. 

Miola & Schiltz Measuring sustainable 

development goals 

performance: How to monitor 

policy action in the 2030 

Agenda implementation? 

They studied and compared three methods to measure SDGs performance 

at country level and found that there is a strong discrepancy between 

them and, hence, depending on which method countries use, they can 

receive very different relative evaluations. 

Moyer & Bohl Alternative pathways to human 

development: Assessing trade-

offs and synergies in achieving 

the Sustainable Development 

Goals 

They modeled three pathways to achieve SDG targets at a country level: 

technology, lifestyle change, and decentralized governance. 

Wong What makes a good coordinator 

for implementing the 

sustainable development goals? 

The author found that coordinators designated by the Member States of 

the United Nations that approved the 2030 Agenda to promote a 

meaningful participation of those States' Ministries controlled matters 

that were more procedural and temporal rather than those that were more 

substantive and permanent. 

Auemsuvarn How brand personality can 

assist in achieving the 

sustainable development goals 

(SDGs) for small and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs) in 

developing countries 

The author studied brand personality in SMEs and how it plays a central 

role in attaining SDGs by "enhancing sustainability and lessening 

inequality" (p. 68) among SMEs, which can benefit economic productivity 

and growth in developing countries. 

Ruiz-Coupeau, 

Rodas-Monge, 

Florez-Lopez, & 

Ramon-Jeronimo 

Impact of Regional Public 

Agencies on Firms' 

Internationalization Processes: 

Evidence from Case Studies 

They studied the relationship between the achievement of SDGs and the 

internationalization of MSMEs for inclusive and sustainable growth, and 

concluded that the support for internationalization needs improvement, 

and more financial measures to support companies during the first stages 

of their internationalization processes. 

Zhivkova The Companies' Behavior in 

the Context of Sustainable 

Development 

The author presented the main characteristics of modern trends related to 

sustainable development and the green economy, such as the 2030 

Agenda, in relation to SMEs and found that SMEs contribute importantly 

to the sustainable development agenda and participate actively in the 

green economy. 

Žigienė, 

Rybakovas, & 

Alzbutas 

Artificial Intelligence Based 

Commercial Risk Management 

Framework for SMEs 

Regarding the topic of commercial risk assessment and management in 

SMEs involving elements of artificial intelligence by considering the 

2030 Agenda's SDGs, they found that commercial risk can affect SMEs' 

performance and international competitiveness and not allow them "to 

achieve SDG defined state of the business" (p. 19). 

2020 D'Amato, 

Veijonaho & 

Toppinen 

Towards sustainability? Forest-

based circular bioeconomy 

business models in Finnish 

SMEs 

They studied circular bioeconomy business models in SMEs by taking 

into account the 2030 Agenda's SDGs and identified six business model 

archetypes: "dealing with material and energy efficiency, waste 

valorization, use of renewable materials, environmental and social 

stewardship, sufficiency and frugality, and the scaling-up of sustainable 

solutions" (p. 7). 

Šebestová & Sroka Sustainable Development 

Goals and SME Decisions: The 

Czech Republic vs. Poland 

They indicated that if consumers observe that SMEs are engaged in the 

SDGs, they would be motivated to offer their support.  
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APPENDIX III 

Appendix III 

Sustainability Categories based on Gioia et al.’s (2012) Template 

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes Aggregate 

Dimensions 

From hobbie and therapy to self-employment handcrafts. 

Helping people with less resources while expanding the product. 

Donations of materials to social aid institutions. 

Delivery of school supplies to workers. 

Social positive impacts 

1. Actions to benefit 

society 

Common benefit: company and employees. 

Social gap reduction goal: make agriculture a good activity for everyone. 

Encourage and guide people to do things. 

Social inclusion 

Educational service for customers. 

Free art courses to certify university students. 

Give art classes and certifications for self-employment. 

Service innovation related to education and techniques. 

Teaching mission policy, which also keeps business alive. 

“Everyone has the right to learn”: teaching in prisons. 

Education as benefit for people and 

business 

Sustainable production that is good for everyone. 

Adoption of sustainability practices as a necessity. 

Taking care of the environment and moving away from the traditional 

construction industry. 

Use more efficient raw materials to produce more with the same amount of 

water and land resources. 

Sustainable use of agrochemicals and fertilizers: low impact chemicals. 

Responsible water usage with precision agriculture. 

No emissions and no use of water in the production process. 

No solvents or toxic chemicals used for paint manufacturing. 

Manufacturing of water based paints. 

Use of non-polluting materials during the production process that can be 

recycled later. 

Transform trash into fuel. 

Use of recovered materials to produce polyethylene bags. 

Use of natural light during the day. 

Stop polluting to keep working during environmental contingencies. 

Constant process evaluation and improvement to reduce operating costs and 

pollution. 

Zero emissions by not using boilers and chemicals. 

Use of vacant land for cultivation by using rainwater. 

Internal rules that require clean and sustainable processes. 

Environmental protection through 

responsible production 

2. Measures taken for 

socio-environmental 

protection 

Comply with requisites and guidelines asked for by the respective 

geographical area.  

If there is no water in the region, do not use water during production. 

Not damaging the environment to not damage people. 

Comply with emission parameters to not affect residential areas. 

Be clean and collaborate with the community. 

“Social benefit with populations where we are located”: no polluting. 

Adaptation to geographical areas 

Improvement of equipment and processes by observing the external context 

and taking ideas. 

Technology improvement to make processes more efficient and safer. 

Stop producing polluting materials. 

Modify machines for environmental reasons. 

From boilers to vaporizers for the production process. 

Boiler with a gas emission control system. 

Modifications done to the boiler to protect workers. 

Make production machines safer to prevent accidents. 

Develop technology to produce auto parts for electric vehicles. 

Technology development for socio-

environmental protection 



252 

 

Conveyor belt to put things inside the boiler rather than manually to prevent 

accidents. 

Through trial and error design technology to shred trash that is very 

expensive somewhere else. 

Look for a more adequate technology to process more trash faster. 

Difficult to innovate water-based paint products, but not impossible. 

It is difficult for employees to like innovating, but still the company works 

on new products. 

Generate new products and take part on more aesthetic constructions in 

urban areas. 

Constant innovation: very changing automotive market. 

New ideas result from a necessity. 

Risk taking to innovate and help the company grow. 

If you do not risk, you will never know the benefits. 

Take ideas from the outside and implement them, e.g. sustainability topic. 

People know changes, related to sustainability or not, are coming for being 

part of a dynamic company. 

Sustainability to produce with quality, be innovative and have variety. 

Online sales innovation: respect their regular clients, who supply their 

products, or be left behind? 

Innovation, sustainability and 

business 

Project to establish a water and biological treatment plant. 

Research to replace electrical energy with solar energy and diminish 

electricity consumption and costs. 

Thinking on establishing solar panels in production plants. 

Shift from boiler to vaporizer. 

Development of new projects to make processes more efficient: inclusion of 

sustainable energies. 

Thinking on using alternative energies for a part of the production process. 

Solar heaters in personal hygiene areas to reduce gas usage. 

Renewing plantations to be more productive and efficient. 

Infrastructure investment and 

innovation 

Taking care of the environment. 

Recovering material helps with the cleaning of seas, rivers, beaches and 

cities. 

Having a positive impact on the outside of the company through employees, 

e.g. waste separation. 

Environmental positive impacts 

3. Activities to reduce 

production impacts 

Disposal of materials in accordance with legislation. 

Waste separation as a practice. 

Waste separation as a policy. 

Separate waste from dining areas. 

Cleaner and more ordered areas to confine waste. 

Special areas to store different waste materials. 

Special areas for toxic waste. 

Try to correct oil spills. 

Special handling of toxic waste. 

Special handling to avoid emissions and spills. 

Special handling of hazardous biological waste. 

Sale of organic waste. 

Individual trash collectors clean and take away the waste they need. 

External companies take waste away. 

Shift from throwing everything away as trash to waste separation. 

Better waste management to avoid cross contamination with the product. 

Daily waste processing to avoid negative impacts from accumulation. 

Employees relate waste management with health and profitability. 

Employees take part on waste separation, some even at home. 

Employees are aware of why waste separation needs to be done. 

Waste management by companies 

and employees 

Reuse of raw materials to reduce polluting emissions. 

Reusable paint containers. 

Deeply learn about recycling and what does it imply. 

Process urban trash to make fuel. 

Reusing, recycling and recovering 

material 
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Try to recycle as much as possible, sell materials, and reuse what might be 

useful. 

Important for employees to understand the relevance of recovering material. 

Employees take part in material recovery. 

Recycling ideas from each boss. 

Why are we going to be a sustainable company? 

Training on waste management. 

Training to know about what a special handling waste is. 

Training on emissions improvement. 

Training for a better use of the production equipment and raw materials. 

Videos to show the positive impacts on the planet by carrying out 

environmental actions. 

Changes noted on employees after talks on how to take care of the planet, 

the city, and being cleaner. 

Training for positive environmental 

changes 

4. Employees’ 

education programs 

Training programs for accident prevention. 

Brigadista training. 

Specific courses for specific job positions certified by the Ministry of Labor 

(STPS). 

Courses to teach about diseases. 

Health week conferences. 

Ergonomics talks. 

First aid and firefighting courses. 

Fire and earthquake drills. 

New employees trained on company values. 

Human formation strategies, not only formal training for production. 

More difficult to train people with less academic preparation: give them that 

preparation through the National Institute for Adult Education (INEA). 

Training programs and courses 

Improving employees’ academic preparation. 

Opportunity to grow within the company. 

Internal personnel rotation to prepare employees better and raise their 

salaries. 

Support for employees if they want to study something or if they want to 

attend a congress or course. 

Personal development 

Pay workers on time and appropriately. 

Personnel data registered in the Mexican Social Security Institute (IMSS). 

Employment throughout the year with all social benefits: stable jobs. 

No discrimination, no minors working, no coercion to vote, and individual 

employment contracts. 

Listen to employees about personal issues and give them recommendations 

and help. 

Give employees money for food. 

Activities to encourage collaboration. 

Employees’ birthday celebration as an integration activity. 

Benefits above the law. 

Personnel wellbeing to do a good job. 

Help employees with transportation. 

Listening to and analyzing requests for salary increases. 

No occupational diseases. 

Personnel wellbeing to avoid stressful situations and therefore prevent 

accidents. 

Lighting and noise studies for safety reasons.  

Ear studies to employees. 

Medical studies on muscle problems, chronic diseases, drug use, 

communicable diseases. 

Encourage innovation and creativity by avoiding scolding employees. 

The company worries more for its employees’ health than before. 

People like what they are doing. 

Never make a change to affect people, only to benefit them. 

Good working conditions and 

humane treatment 
5. Company actions to 

offer good working 

conditions 

Employee motivation through commission besides their salaries: more 

interest from people, less turnover. 
Employee motivation 
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Providing stability to employees as a way of motivation. 

No work on weekends as motivation. 

A workplace in optimal conditions motivates employees. 

Making people feel that what they do is important: more careful of what 

they do, greater motivation. 

Company’s chat to send finished construction works and be congratulated 

and motivated by others. 

Productivity bonuses motivate employees to improve the production 

process. 

Give recognition to employees with good ideas. 

Have cleaner and improved facilities to offer a better place to work. 

Showers for employees. 

Adapt lighting to a level suitable for workers. 

Decent facilities 

Protection equipment provided for workers to prevent accidents. 

Signed permission from the company’s doctor before doing risky jobs. 

Focus on accident prevention. 

Specific safety equipment for each operation. 

Specific type of clothing to avoid accidents. 

Modification of activities to avoid muscle contractures. 

Even if they still lack equipment to stimulate people during drills, people 

answer correctly. 

Security measures for employees 

If employees leave, they ask to be rehired. 

Personnel turnover greatly depends on a regional cultural situation despite 

having social benefits. 

Personnel turnover changes among different areas of the company. 

Many employees have been working since the company’s foundation: they 

are happy. 

People leave only when they have no choice and personal issues. 

Less personnel turnover when salaries increased. 

Older generations are more stable than younger generations. 

Personnel turnover 

Open and frequent communication. 

Formal and informal communication. 

Daily short meetings where topics are discussed. 

Daily production meetings: feedback, motivation and communication. 

Weekly meetings among managers. 

Weekly meetings, quarterly meetings, and annual meetings. 

Annual motivation interview to know what can be improved. 

Open door policy to talk about any issue. 

Feedback between all areas of the company. 

Monthly review of employees’ opinion. 

Annual questionnaire about communication with leaders, salaries, and 

leadership. 

Leaders communicate everything to employees through meetings, 

blackboards, televisions, and a software. 

Use of intranet to publish company rules and manuals, operating procedures 

and working methodologies. 

Close communication with the Union. 

Staggered communication: first with the immediate boss and so on. 

Trust as important to have a good communication. 

Small company, easier communication? 

Administration in constant communication with production and vice versa. 

Direct communication with the plant Director. 

Direct communication with the plant workers. 

Sometimes difficult to communicate advanced concepts or terms related to 

the production process. 

Top managers observe new market opportunities and then communicate to 

managers how to do things. 

Freedom to talk to managers. 

When there is conflict, Human Resources talks to both managers and 

employees. 

Open and continuous 

communication 

6. Leaders and 

employees 

relationship 
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Speak with honesty and listen to others with humility. 

Employees talk to managers about what they think of competing products. 

Communication between everyone to give ideas. 

Discuss decisions and opinions with direct people who report to the top 

management before making a final decision. 

Top management discusses ideas to work better and in a more sustainable 

manner. 

Even if ideas come from top to bottom, they are also discussed and tested, 

then feedback can be given. 

Open communication between managers and employees is useful for the 

latter to accept changes. 

It is easier to see results when things are explained to employees. 

Employees improve production processes while working. 

Employees detect production issues, possible solutions are discussed, and 

decisions are made to change and improve processes. 

Office decoration during festivities, every employee participates. 

Meetings where people make suggestions.  

Some people participate more than others. 

Younger people are more proactive than older people. 

Employees are trained and participate in the improvement of procedures. 

Even if leaders make the main decisions, employee participation is 

encouraged. 

In some cases, leaders make decisions together with employees. 

People are getting more involved in keeping their workplace clean and 

ordered. 

Employee participation and 

decision making 

Encourage employees to give ideas. 

Employees propose topics for health courses. 

Some art teachers like to share their knowledge, some teachers do not. 

Paint palette colors modified depending on what art teachers say. 

Employees give ideas for new product designs. 

Some ideas are implemented, others are not. 

New products can come out from mistakes done by employees. 

Once people know about sustainability, they start collaborating and giving 

ideas. 

Share ideas with people to get them involved. 

Knowledge sharing and new ideas 

Cordial relationship between leaders and employees. 

Leaders listen to any comment or situation employees have during everyday 

meetings. 

Active Human Resources participation in employee meetings. 

Area managers must respond to their staff. 

Influence people to achieve aims, not force them. 

Daily meetings of the Human Resources area to address particular topics. 

Joint decision to adopt sustainability. 

Leadership and decision making 

Work with values that allow employees to work together and have the same 

vision. 

Working as a team to modify things if necessary. 

Everyone hand in hand towards certain guidelines, certain values and 

certain policies.  

Everyone working as in a Viking ship as a goal: everyone is responsible for 

something. 

Working as a united, prosper and generous family. 

Companionship when delivering work, loyalty and service as values. 

Teamwork and collaboration 

Adaptation to new sustainability regulations and certifications. 

Following legislation helped to put things in order. 

Comply with labor conditions stated by the law. 

Changes in the use of raw materials due to changes in regulation. 

Follow regulation to make products with quality. 

Regulation has helped improve the way things are done. 

Temperature, noise and lighting control considered in regulations. 

Environmental license. 

Following legislation and 

regulations 

7. Guidelines followed 

by companies 
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Compliance of municipal, state and federal laws. 

Safety sheets for each product. 

Water recycling asked for by the authorities. 

Authorities ask for waste reduction. 

Some regulations bring benefits, others only costs with no benefits. 

The amount of norms are increasing. 

Change of processes due to legislation. 

Increasingly rigorous government controls. 

Security and hygiene guidelines. 

Audits guide sustainability decisions. 

Irrigation water norm for agricultural use. 

An adequate growth cannot happen if it is not sustainable and if 

sustainability principles are not followed. 

Abide by the FDA even if products are not for export. 

Comply with specific requisites from the geographical area, e.g. land use, 

operating license, not using water in production processes. 

Things started with regulations, the government sets goals and you have to 

fulfill them. 

Change of culture and ways of thinking when applying regulation. 

Abide by norms established by the government depending on the 

geographical area: emission parameters. 

Counseling given by the authorities to understand terms and procedures. 

Good relationship with the Ministries of Labor (STPS) and of Environment 

and Natural Resources (SEMARNAT). 

Waste management audits from the Federal Attorney for Environmental 

Protection (PROFEPA). 

SEMARNAT checks companies regarding environmental matters a lot. 

Delivery of semiannual and annual advances to SEMARNAT. 

Notification to the authorities about training within the company. 

STPS checks companies for periods, e.g. salaries, social security (IMSS), 

profit sharing, waste management, security and hygiene of the plant and 

employees. 

Audits from the State Attorney for Environmental Protection (PROESPA) 

to comply with the state environmental license. 

Compliance to receive the Annual State Operating Certificate, if not, 

authorities send PROESPA. 

Company compliance through authority audits, e.g storage of toxic waste, 

environmental emissions. 

Civil Protection asks for firefighter, evacuation, search and rescue, and first 

aid brigades. 

Show SEMARNAT what happens with generated waste. 

Collaboration with authorities 

Social responsibility certification. 

Certification to prove that paints have no toxic chemicals. 

Looking into the Clean and Safe Company certification. 

Registration to ISO standards and FSSC 22000, which combines ISO 22000 

and ISO 22002. 

Registration to ISO 9000. 

Establish a methodology related to order, cleaning and adequate procedures 

to obtain ISO 9000. 

ISO 9000 constantly induces process improvements. 

Changes done to the company policy, mission and vision by the ISO 9000. 

ISO 9000 has generated several controls to keep working and improving. 

Areas of opportunity appear with each certification. 

LEED certification for a construction product produced under a controlled 

environment. 

Certifications and constant 

improvement 

Giving high quality solutions to clients by using cutting-edge technology. 

Comply with norms to reach quality levels that meet quality standards 

required by clients. 

Continuous quality and profitability improvements. 

Quality products and being recognized without polluting: doing things 

right. 

Business quality 

8. Actions for the 

company to be 

recognized 



257 

 

Be at the forefront in quality certifications. 

Quality as a company policy. 

Quality services and automotive products with a continuous improvement 

focus. 

Quality policy oriented towards families’ wellbeing. 

Suppliers with quality certifications. 

Clients ask for high quality standards. 

Good planning to offer good products and remain in the market. 

Enter new markets to be at the forefront. 

Every time something new comes out, be there to be at the forefront. 

Competition 

Always working to know what are clients doing. 

Work with clients to determine new solutions for their needs. 

Clients ask to comply with certain policies: a push to improve. 

Transnational clients ask for social responsibility certifications. 

Some countries ask for no toxic chemicals to be able to sell paints. 

Meet certain characteristics to supply fuel generated from trash to a larger 

company that needs it for its processes. 

Sustainability as a must-be and as something that clients ask for. 

Clients as a force that drives the adoption of sustainability practices. 

Chemical suppliers can detonate changes in a company’s production 

process: they can only sell what is allowed. 

Customer and supplier needs as a 

driving force 

9. Relationship of 

companies with their 

external context 

Implementation of policies established by foreign partners. 

Encouragement by a larger company to obtain the LEED certification for a 

product. 

Suggestions done by other companies to become more sustainable, e.g. 

recycling companies. 

An alliance with a teacher in Oaxaca to help develop indigenous 

communities through handcrafts. 

Alliance with a foreigner university to give courses to certify art students in 

the company’s brand. 

Alliances with national institutions and NGOs to give away threads that will 

not be used to people with scarce resources rather than throwing them 

away. 

Relationship and alliances with 

external actors 

Lack of water treatment and recycling during the production process. 

Lack of direct sustainability promotion policy: promotion through other 

topics. 

A deeper understanding of the word ‘sustainability’ is needed. 

Need to work more on the topic of waste separation. 

Shift from “almost pure recovered material” to produce polyethylene bags 

to a lack of material to recover. 

Environmental certifications can be costly for some. 

Company challenges related to the 

environment 

10. Challenges 

identified by 

companies 

Training people in matters related to sustainability. 

Culture as an obstacle to communication. 

Personal culture and customs as obstacles to change procedures and acquire 

new habits. 

Lack of knowledge. 

Communication as the most difficult thing for organizations. 

Aim for employees to work without constant supervision. 

A lot of time needed to analyze change. 

Cost barriers. 

Company challenges related to 

employees and the company itself 
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* Figure based on Gioia et al. (2012) 
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APPENDIX V 

Appendix V 

Aggregate Dimensions and Examples 

Aggregate 

dimensions 

2nd Order Themes: Representative 1st Order Concepts 

1. Actions to 

benefit society 

Social positive impacts: Helping people with less resources while expanding the product. 

“There we have two pathways [when giving away threads the company does not use]: we help people with less resources 

and new addicts [to the product] are created. Why? Because there are a lot of people who do not know the product, so 

there, people start knowing the product and they know it exists. So there are to pathways: you help and you expand the 

product. It is like you promote your product through people.” (Plant Manager, SME6) 

Social positive impacts: Donations of materials to social aid institutions. 

“SEMARNATa also ensures that everything you discard, so to speak, has a use so that you do not pollute. In this case, our 

patchwork goes to institutions, for example, of women, the DIFb, the Presidency, schools. They do handcrafts, that is, they 

give them a use so that it is reused and not thrown away.” (Administrative Assistant, SME6) 

Social inclusion: Common benefit - company and employees. 

“The parameter to decide yes or no [to adopt sustainability ideas] is, in the first place, if there is a cost. In the second 

place, if it is a change asked for by the competent authority, which makes us do it and if there is a cost, well, we see the 

cost-benefit. I mean, ‘we are going to change this, this is going to cost us, but it will produce a profit in some other area’. 

That part or if it causes us a common benefit, to employees, to drivers, to some part of the company. Those are the points 

that we evaluate.” (General Director, SME6) 

Social inclusion: Social gap reduction goal - make agriculture a good activity for everyone. 

“Something that also happens here, a part of the phenomenon of migration from the countryside to the city, is that people 

from the countryside have low expectations, little desire, and the vision we have is for, mainly, agriculture to be an 

activity more than good for everyone. Not a very rich landowner and a very poor worker or vice versa. There are also 

certifications for that, one of those is the Global Gap, but we just started to study it, just to understand the subject well and 

for it not to fall only on good intentions.” (Plant Director, SME2) 

Education as benefit for people and business: Teaching mission policy, which also keeps business alive. 

“The other [example of sustainability policies and practices] is the teaching mission policy. We believe that this business 

is still alive for the educational service we provide, because products and low prices, there are many.” (Exports Director, 

SME3) 

Education as benefit for people and business: “Everyone has the right to learn” - teaching in prisons. 

“Another example of service are prisons. Here we have the case of a teacher, who is no longer here, who gave classes at 

the female prison in Chalco, it is called El Bordo prison, but it was for women and to convince her we had to tell her what 

is the company’s mission, what is the culture, it is to teach the teaching, that is, the individual development of each one in 

handcrafts. Everyone has the right to learn what we are producing, whether they are prisoners, and women lived from 

that.” (Exports Director, SME3) 

2. Measures 

taken for socio-

environmental 

protection 

Environmental protection through responsible production: Use more efficient raw materials to produce more with the 

same amount of water and land resources. 

“What we are doing is bringing high performance seeds. So what we want is to have the highest amount of coconuts 

produced per hectare. Right now, if I compare a 60-year-old orchard, I already have half of the palms I originally had, and 

production decreases each year. Thus, now from producing 8,000-9,000 coconuts per hectare per year, we can reach levels 

of 60,000-90,000 coconuts per hectare per year with these plant renovations and using the same amount of land and water 

resources.” (Agricultural Supplier Development leader, SME2) 

Environmental protection through responsible production: Constant process evaluation and improvement to reduce 

operating costs and pollution. 

“[…] be in constant preparation or constant improvement of some of our own process with the aim of reducing pollution, 

and to see what can be reused to reduce all the emissions we have. We are constantly evaluating our processes, looking at 

what can be improved during the process and with the aim of firstly reducing our operating costs and also reducing 

emissions towards the environment.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

Adaptation to geographical areas: Not damaging the environment to not damage people. 

“[…] you have to raise awareness to actually not pollute, that is, if you affect third parties, you affect the environment, 

because you are damaging at least the people surrounding you.” (General Director, SME7) 

Adaptation to geographical areas: Be clean and collaborate with the community. 

“[…] the commitment our company also has with our society and with the environment, obligate us to be careful, to be 
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careful with our processes, to be clean and to try to collaborate with our community. Basically, many people who work 

here in our company lives nearby and it would not be very pleasant or appropriate for the company to throw waste into the 

drain or into the atmosphere, when many people who collaborate with us live around here, and not only people who work 

here, but also people from the whole country, it would not be right for us to pollute.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

Technology development for socio-environmental protection: Technology improvement to make processes more 

efficient and safer. 

“Yes, we have improved. I understand that for the packaging process that is in the production area, certain improvements 

have been implemented so that people have, at the same time, better efficiency, that better batches are made, also for them 

no to get hurt […]” (HR Manager, SME1) 

Technology development for socio-environmental protection: From boilers to vaporizers for the production process. 

“[…] in some plants we need to steam-cure in some places. Before, everything was steam-cured everywhere to reach a 

concrete resistance. We have 24-hour production cycles and to achieve this we used boilers before, so we eliminated 

boilers and, with the advances in additives, only one plant uses boilers. However, the plus in that plant is that instead of 

using a boiler, we bought a vaporizer, which reaches the temperature we need to inject to the concrete, but it works with 

gas and does not pollute the process […] we have greatly reduced what we polluted before.” (General Director, SME7) 

Innovation, sustainability and business: New ideas result from a necessity. 

“Each boss knows about their problems to be able to produce more. There have been cases when some boss tells me, ‘you 

know what? I can paste, I don’t know, five strips a day of some process’, he says, ‘no, I do not have enough time’, he 

says, ‘if we make a press with material from other areas that is no longer used, we can make a press where we can pass 

from five to thirty strips’ […] to be able to innovate you need to have a necessity. Thus, when you have the necessity, but 

you cannot fulfill it, that is when [employees] start having ideas, and I will tell you that some of them are very good, some 

that stay in the middle are complemented by the idea of another, and that is how more is done with less.” (Plant Manager, 

SME8b) 

Innovation, sustainability and business: Take ideas from the outside and implement them, e.g. sustainability topic. 

“[…] I mean, from what you see is happening outside, take ideas and implement them, and I think that the part of 

sustainability is one of them. In equipment too, although it was a strong investment for this equipment [the vaporizer] that 

the competition does not have, it has a benefit for the process and at the end it is an equipment that does not pollute. So, 

yes, what you see outside, try to implement it in the company.” (General Director, SME7) 

Infrastructure investment and innovation: Thinking on using alternative energies for a part of the production process. 

“We are great consumers of electricity. The second most expensive input we have after the raw material is electricity, 

even higher than several expenses and workforce. It is very costly for the company […]. I am in a process of investigation 

to replace electric energy with solar energy, because there is a lot of sun here in Yucatán, but from what I have seen, 

investment is quite high […]. We are in that part of checking whether it can be done or not. At least a part, maybe we will 

do it in some part. Even if it is not my whole energy consumption, half of my energy consumption could be renewable.” 

(Company’s owner, SME5) 

Infrastructure investment and innovation: Development of new projects to make processes more efficient - inclusion of 

sustainable energies. 

“The company is developing new projects with the aim to carry out our processes more efficiently, and that also includes 

sustainable energy aspects. For instance, the utilization of some solar heaters in personal hygiene areas, and also for some 

areas where it is possible to reduce the use of electric energy by using other types of equipment, and hence reduce the 

burden on the environment.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

3. Activities to 

reduce 

production 

impacts 

Environmental positive impacts: Recovering material help with the cleaning of seas, rivers, beaches and cities. 

“If we could get more material, if people cooperated and tried to collect their waste of polyethylene or plastic bags and 

take them to places where they collect them, many problems would be solved, including getting the material and cleaning 

of seas, rivers, beaches and cities.” (Company’s owner, SME5) 

Environmental positive impacts: Having a positive impact on the outside of the company through employees, e.g. solar 

heaters and waste management. 

“[…] The majority of people is looking for ways to use technologies that allow them to save money. For instance, many 

of them are installing solar heaters at home for the water they use to clean, wash, things like that, also the savings we have 

for not using plastic bags they give you when you go to the mall, or not using the plastic bag. All this, people already have 

it in some way present, they know that the situation will go towards that path and we have to participate. 

“[…] the company through work methodologies like the 9S’sc, of establishing certain cleaning programs, of reusing 

certain products or materials, well, people start taking this knowledge home. So we are not only improving here, but we 

also improve the personal aspect. Thus, we improve the conditions we have in the plant, because surely people will be 

satisfied and will also want to have those conditions at home, seeing that they cannot throw oil into water, things like that, 

toxic waste, separate waste, we separate waste, we separate cardboard, plastic, I mean, we do not mix it.” (Plant Manager, 

SME8a) 
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Waste management by companies and employees: Special areas to store different waste materials. 

“[…] We also have sections according to the materials we use or specific safe places […]” (HR Manager, SME1) 

“The waste, we have a storage place […] we have it specifically [for the waste] and we have a record where we register 

our waste so that we, at the end of the semester, make the report and deliver it to SEMARNAT.” (Management Assistant, 

SME6) 

“[…] in reality, we generate very little [waste], it is separated, we have an area in each plant where it is stored and a 

certified company collects it and takes it away.” (General Director, SME7) 

“[…] we have containers, we have deposits that are well identified to avoid mixing several products, and when the 

external company in charge of collecting them comes, they are well identified and can be taken away.” (Plant Manager, 

SME8a) 

Waste management by companies and employees: Special handling to avoid emissions and spills. 

“[…] we have confinement areas for our waste products that are well established, we try to have a good control with the 

aim of preventing emissions or spills towards the environment, in this case towards the drain, towards the air, that we are 

not polluting.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

Reusing, recycling and recovering material: Deeply learn about recycling and what does it imply. 

“[…] we observe the trends a lot […]. We found out about recycling, we started doing works with recycling materials, but 

we did investigate deeply about what is recycling, because many times we only see that it is about not throwing away 

cardboard or painting it and no, it is not true, there are many things, from the bottle paint you use, all of that.” (Exports 

Director, SME3) 

Reusing, recycling and recovering material: Important for employees to understand the relevance of recovering 

material. 

“There is a campaign inside the company in which [employees] get involved in recovering material. It is not so much 

about what they bring, but for cultural reasons, because I am interested in people understanding that materials must be 

recovered.” (Company’s owner, SME5) 

4. Employees’ 

education 

programs 

Training for positive environmental changes: Why are we going to be a sustainable company? 

“When a new worker enters training, we give them this kind of values. I mean, we are going to be sustainable, we are 

going to be like that because that is what the norm dictates and what is convenient for us to do.” (General Director, SME6) 

Training for positive environmental changes: Training on waste management. 

“We give training on waste and, more than anything, it is focused on avoiding that that waste creates a problem for the 

product’s safety, and also take advantage of it in the sense that it benefits us as a company because we take more 

advantage of the coconut’s profitability.” (Quality Assurance Manager, SME2) 

Training programs and courses: Training programs for accident prevention. 

“Human Resources has different training programs or it is forming training programs, from what are trainings ordered by 

the doctor to prevent accidents, improve the health of workers or comply with the requirements of the Federal Labor Law 

regarding training and education of people […]” (Corporate HR Manager, SME2) 

Training programs and courses: First aid and firefighting courses. 

“[…] Every company needs to have as a requisite of the Ministry of Labor trainings on security in relation to first aid, 

rescue, evacuation and fires, and those are done once a year.” (Plant Doctor, SME2) 

“They have had first aid courses, fire courses, civil protection came to give firefighting courses, first aid courses, 

recharging fire extinguishers courses, fire and earthquake drills […]” (Administrative Assistant, SME6) 

“The first aid brigade has taken courses, for instance, in the Red Cross, they take courses on minor injuries, firefighters are 

sent to Civil Protection, firefighters courses where they do practices, house fires, things like that, what type of 

extinguisher to use, chemical powder, AFFFd, dioxide, what are we going to use. Thus, Security and Hygiene trains in the 

basics, but there are times when the company sends them every year to more specific and special places.” (Plant Manager, 

SME8b) 

Personal development: Improving employees’ academic preparation. 

“It is more difficult for me to train people who have, for example people from the production area, who have a lower 

academic level. Right now we are trying, I registered them in an INEAe program, the people who want to keep improving, 

because I have seen that the more the people are prepared, the easier it is for them to understand the information.” (HR 

Manager, SME1) 

Personal development: Opportunity to grow within the company. 

“What we do here is, first, it is rare for us to hire people who come from the outside, we give a lot of opportunities to our 

own people first. Here we have one who became the best salesperson in the company, she started as a secretary twenty 

something years ago and then she worked her way up to sales and she covers almost all of the north. We keep promoting 

job positions.” (Exports Director, SME3) 
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5. Company 

actions to offer 

good working 

conditions 

Good working conditions and humane treatment: Employment throughout the year with all social benefits: stable jobs. 

“We take care of the aspect regarding to workers. That we offer them a working environment that can be for them a 

regular livelihood, that we generally keep workers practically the whole year, there is always work for employees and we 

also procure to have all their social benefits. So, we are one of the few agricultural companies that can do that, give 

employment for many years and with all social benefits.” (Agricultural Supplier Development leader, SME2) 

“The company as such gives a lot of social benefits. This company gives benefits above the law […]” (Plant Manager, 

SME8b) 

Good working conditions and humane treatment: Personnel wellbeing to avoid stressful situations and therefore 

prevent accidents.  

“[…] there are no accidents because people works safely. Look, we are not perfect, there are people for whom it is hard to 

use their safety equipment, but the majority… Right now, the Norm 35 will come into effect, it is related to psychosocial 

factors that have an incidence on accidents, and many of them are stress or not being happy or an imbalance between 

family and work. Well not here, here they have permission […].” (Plant Manager, SME6) 

Employee motivation: A workplace in optimal conditions motivates employees. 

“[…] we know that a plant that is in optimal conditions is a workplace that animates you to come, something that is dirty, 

ugly, well you do not feel animated.” (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

Employee motivation: Making people feel that what they do is important: more careful of what they do, greater 

motivation. 

“I definitely believe that people’s behavior, that they see that their work is important, that is an important point for me as 

Human Resources, because maybe before they did not see the impact their work had on the final product and on the 

service given to the client. When they become aware through certain meetings, certain training and all, they are more 

careful with the work they carry out. Also, I believe that they must feel a greater motivation to see that their work, from 

the maintenance people to a higher level, all of them with the grain of sand they provide, together they give better results 

at the end.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

Decent facilities: Have cleaner and improved facilities to offer a better place to work. 

“We have also tried to improve our facilities day after day, both in the office area and the plant, that people feel 

comfortable, that they have a pretty place to eat, and if it cannot be luxurious, at least it can be clean, that people hired for 

maintenance are aware of that cleanliness and that it is a nice place to work for everyone so that people do not say ‘oh, I 

have to go to work’.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

Security measures for employees: Protection equipment provided for workers to prevent accidents. 

“We also have [accident] prevention in relation to work at heights. Every time a person have work at heights, they have to 

ask me for permission: that every security measure is considered and that the person is capable to do it […]. We have 

something similar with permissions related to welding: everything has to be in optimal conditions so the person can work, 

I cancel it immediately if the protection equipment is not adequate, the same in heights, they have come down if they are 

not using protection equipment.” (Plant Doctor, SME2) 

“There are sanctions. Everyone uses their protection equipment, if they do not, there are sanctions and there are training 

courses that, actually, the Ministry of Labor and Social Security asks you for evidence […] you have to prove that you 

have given courses where people use their protection equipment.” (Plant Manager, SME6) 

“For example, for all our processes we have the safety sheet, we base ourselves on that to be able to determine to whom 

we need to give protection equipment. The basic equipment we give here are, for instance, glasses, ear plugs, masks if 

they are going to handle chemicals, if they are going to inhale them, so we give them masks and depending on the material 

we buy the necessary cartridge. For protecting hands we have gloves and we have the gown or the uniform, depending if it 

is a man or a woman.” (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

Security measures for employees: Modification of activities to avoid muscle contractures. 

“We carried out a Sue Rogers. In that study we measure frequency, duration and force. So, if you make a movement, for 

instance, coconut peelers, we observe for how long they do that movement, the force they apply and the duration that 

movement has. We then make a statistic related to what ergonomic risk it has. We classify the risk by working area, 

department, job position, and we grade it. We modify people’s activities so they do not have contractures and it has given 

us results.” (Plant Doctor, SME2) 

Personnel turnover: Personnel turnover greatly depends on a regional cultural situation despite having social benefits. 

“It is still high. We have a difficult cultural situation in the area. The information that I gather and have is that most of the 

workforce is what they call the patio and the majority of people who peels coconuts are women. For cultural reasons, there 

are many peeling patios in the area, but in those peeling patios they are not insured in a health prevention program and 

they do not have a formal working program, where they have social insurance, a fixed schedule, etcetera. So, many 

women of the area go to different patios to work in very flexible hours, where they peel and charge, even directly, while 

we have a formal work structure, where there is a working schedule, where there is a social responsibility payment, social 
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insurance, Infonavit, etcetera.” (Corporate HR Manager, SME2) 

Personnel turnover: People leave only when they have no choice and personal issues. 

“[…] we have people who are about to turn 16 year, there are people with 12 years, with 10, with 8, so if they were not 

happy, they would have already left. We have four who have left, but for situations related to illness, pregnancy, 

pregnancy because they cannot keep working, there is no one to help them take care of their kids, most of them are 

women, so due to external situations they have to retire, and look another proof that they are happy is that they ask to be 

rehired. We have now four people who have been rehired […].” (Plant Manager, SME6) 

6. Leaders and 

employees 

relationship 

Open and continuous communication: Open door policy to talk about any issue. 

“Some have a lot of trust in me, they tell me about their problems y and we try to help them, advice, orientation and all 

that.” (Plant Doctor, SME2) 

“I have an open door policy and basically any worker can come ask to speak to me and I attend them almost immediately. 

Only if there is someone else in my office at that moment or another person who asked to speak to me first. I do not set up 

barriers, any person who wants to talk to me, and machine operators do it frequently, even maintenance personnel or 

anyone who wants to sit down with me at my desk to talk, they do it with absolute freedom. There are no barriers to 

communication in the factory.” (Company’s owner, SME5) 

Open and continuous communication: It is easier to see results when things are explained to employees. 

“Communication has helped me a lot with people and at the beginning it is a bit difficult trying to get people to adapt to 

changes, but definitively when you talk to people, you make them know what are their objectives, that it is for their own 

good and, thus, for the company, and we need to be in the same page so we can all grow together, for me communication 

has been basic. Besides, it is easier to see results because they understand and work together with you to reach those 

sustainability aims.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

Employee participation and decision making: Employees detect production issues, possible solutions are discussed, and 

decisions are made to change and improve processes. 

“In every production processes the operators themselves because of the work they are doing and in meetings that take 

place once every fifteen days or every month between them to evaluate the performance of the work group during that 

period of time, they talk about existing problems and new ways of doing things are proposed. But it is done in a very 

empirical manner: they detect existing problems, possible solutions are discussed and decisions are made in how to 

change and improve processes, but it is a continuous work, it is not done through formal monthly meetings where we sit 

down to discuss better ways of doing things […].” (Company’s owner, SME5) 

Employee participation and decision making: Meetings where people make suggestions. 

“Especially in plants, there are work meetings where people are allowed to make suggestions and there is where decisions 

are made. I mean, we have changed the processes a lot and they also give us their support when saying how to simplify 

processes. So yes, people participate.” (General Director, SME7) 

Knowledge sharing and new ideas: Employees give ideas for new product designs. 

“[…] operators gave ideas to develop products, and this one came out, this product did not exist, operators innovated it, 

and several products have come out from mistakes, this model came out from an operator. I mean, we do not scold them.” 

(Plant Manager, SME6) 

Knowledge sharing and new ideas: Once people know about sustainability, they start collaborating and giving ideas. 

“We note a difference and the difference is positive regarding the person. When they join the company, they do not know 

about sustainability practices, how to be more aware of taking care of the company’s environment, and once we tell them 

how are we going to take care of the planet, how are we going to take care of the city, how are we going to be cleaner, 

how are we going to be more ecological, how are we going to be more profitable, people start becoming more conscious 

once they have the information and they start to collaborate, they even start to give ideas, they participate in how to 

achieve that […].” (Production Manager, SME2) 

Leadership and decision making: Leaders listen to any comment or situation employees have during everyday 

meetings. 

“We actively participate during everyday meetings before each shift, where we listen to any comment, any situation and 

we are very attentive. […] we aim for a harmonious environment, with a lot of communication and a lot if integration 

[…].” (Corporate HR Manager, SME2) 

Leadership and decision making: Influence people to achieve aims, not force them. 

“I understand that leadership is, first of all, influencing people to achieve aims together. Influencing, not forcing, but 

influencing people to achieve together what we have here.” (Exports Director, SME3) 

Teamwork and collaboration: Everyone hand in hand towards certain guidelines, certain values and certain policies. 

“It is a way of operating. For me, organizational culture is first of all that everyone goes hand in hand towards certain 

guidelines, certain values and policies, that we base ourselves on those values and that the company acts accordingly, that 

it goes from top to bottom. According to what? There is a mission, there is a vision and there are some values, that we all 
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act in that regard, that is organizational culture.” (Exports Director, SME3) 

Teamwork and collaboration: Companionship when delivering work, loyalty and service as values. 

“[…] here we work a lot, or try to, that companionship when delivering work, loyalty, we pay a lot of attention to loyalty, 

and service, service needs to be there because we are a company that provides service, our main added value is the service 

we provide, how we teach, looking at the client as the final aim.” (Exports Director, SME3) 

7. Guidelines 

followed by 

companies 

Following legislation and regulations: Adaptation to new sustainability regulations and certifications. 

“I think it is about adapting to new regulations. We have tried to adapt as soon as possible to new certifications or new 

challenges. Also, to be at the forefront and one of them is, for example, […] quality. Quality needs to be at the forefront in 

certifications and all so it guides us towards such high standards.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

Following legislation and regulations: Regulation has helped improve the way things are done. 

“We are working with certifications a lot or rather regularizations of the Ministry of Labor. It is a topic that I think has 

been difficult for us because we did things, but not quite right, or we did them because of the experience we had, but now 

we are following certain regulations and we see that we are not complying with all of them. I think that I can contribute in 

that part, for example, medical studies that were not carried out before, I did a health campaign and invited the IMSS to 

come, details such as that one.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

Collaboration with authorities: Counseling given by the authorities to understand terms and procedures. 

“[The relationship with SEMARNATa] has been good so far. Look, it cost us because we did not know many terms, we 

did not know the procedure. At the beginning, when they came, it bothered us like everyone else because it was something 

unknown. When someone does not know something, the first thing is rejection, but in the long run we were benefited 

because we put many things in order that we did not have in the company, too many things we did not have. For example, 

SEMARNATa…the counseling, we fortunately found people who advised us well and it has been a good relationship so 

far, I mean, we have not had any rejection, any non-conformity with them.” (Plant Manager, SME6) 

Collaboration with authorities: Company compliance through authority audits, e.g. storage of toxic waste, 

environmental emissions. 

“We try to comply with the norm established by the Ministry of Environment that rules us, environmental norms that rule 

us, and what we do is comply with those norms through audits they carry out during the year. Normally, they carry out 

several visits throughout the year and verify that our conditions for storing toxic waste and environmental emissions are 

within the norm.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

Certifications and constant improvement: Areas of opportunity appear with each certification. 

“In each certification there are areas of opportunity […]. There are some things that you say this is very expensive and it 

is not viable, but you have to bite the bullet and do it.” (Plant Director, SME2) 

Certifications and constant improvement: LEED certification for a construction product produced under a controlled 

environment. 

“As a production process, we make precast concrete elements to form structures, so we do it under a controlled 

environment in plants. […] As a special product through B, which is a big company, they carried out a study to the one 

who supplies us with concrete and they invited us, by having the certified concrete, to certify a product used for 

structures’ mezzanine slabs, which is the extruded hollow-core slab. So we did the whole process to certify this product 

with a LEED certification […].” (General Director, SME7) 

8. Actions for 

the company to 

be recognized 

Business quality: Comply with norms to reach quality levels that meet quality standards required by clients. 

“The mission is to have a company that generates adequate jobs, that generates satisfaction in customers who buy our 

products, and that complies with necessary standards so that the managed quality level meets the quality levels that the 

customer requires.” (General Director, SME6) 

Business quality: Quality products and being recognized without polluting: doing things right. 

“Our mission is remaining in the market, having quality products, be recognized. With sustainability, well yes, obviously 

we know that given how the world is going, they are asking us to do everything right, that we do not emit pollution. So, 

quality is going to give us that, the discipline we have and the quality in products will help us integrate sustainability.” 

(Plant Manager, SME8b) 

Competition: Good planning to offer good products and remain in the market. 

“[…] have a good planning to keep a stable financing or to offer good products to our clients and to have at a good level 

in the market, now national and later international.” (Administrative Assistant, SME6) 

Competition: Every time something new comes out, be there to be at the forefront. 

“[…] every time something new comes out, every time we observe opportunities or solution, as it is stated by our mission, 

it is about regarding opportunities to be there, enter and position ourselves in the market.” (HR Manager, SME1) 

9. Relationship 

of companies 

with their 

Customer and supplier needs as a driving force: Work with clients to determine new solutions for their needs. 

“[…] we are always trying to work with [clients] to see what new solutions can we give to their needs.” (HR Manager, 

SME1) 
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external context Customer and supplier needs as a driving force: Sustainability as a must-be and as something that clients ask for. 

“Let’s say that we see sustainability as a must-be and as something clients ask us for and something we want to aspire to.” 

(Plant Director, SME2) 

Relationship and alliances with external actors: Suggestions done by other companies to become more sustainable, e.g. 

recycling companies. 

“Normally as a company and because the line of business is manufacturing, I mean, we are focused on producing, 

producing, producing. When externals come and start talking to us about that, that [sustainability] practice, it helps us 

because we see things that we do not see in our daily activities, so they have made us some suggestions, recycling 

companies and all that, ‘you cannot do it like this, you have to separate it like this’, so it does help us because knowledge, 

well, it keeps moving more and more, so sometimes we only stick to what the norms tell us and we no longer see…”. 

(Plant Manager, SME8b) 

Relationship and alliances with external actors: An alliance with a teacher in Oaxaca to help develop indigenous 

communities through handcrafts. 

“[…] There is an area in Oaxaca called Pinotepa Nacional, it is in the mountains. There people live in poverty. There was 

a teacher, who already passed away, teacher A, and what he did was to get artisans together to give them a job and make a 

project. It was his idea, he called two companies, one of them was us with a product called TC which is a paint for fabrics 

[…], and C to donate tennis, to paint those tennis. At the beginning it was a donation, it is a project I have. So it was 

chosen as a donation, we donated the painting and C donated the tennis, and they started painting those tennis, which had 

national motifs, a snake, a jaguar, a hummingbird and they wrote the name of the artisan, very pretty, and it worked. The 

started to sell them, they sold them in Europe, in Europe first. Then, he told them himself, now we are going to charge 

them, we have already generated a self-employment, and we are still there […]”. (Exports Manager, SME3) 

10. Challenges 

identified by 

companies 

Company challenges related to the environment: Lack of direct sustainability promotion policy - promotion through 

other topics. 

“There is not a policy to promote sustainability, I mean, it exists as an impulse through the fulfillment of a program, but 

education, culture generation, organic-inorganic waste separation, all that part, we do not push it through a policy, there 

isn’t. That it could be an evolution, yes. Now what we want is, with the fact of having a treatment plant, well, the level 

will be different, given that we would practically be complying with most of the important things asked for by an 

environmental system. […] 

[…] for example, the topic of waste, [employees] relate it to the health part, to the profitability part and in some way or 

the other they also relate it to the sustainability part […].” (Quality Assurance Manager, SME2) 

Company challenges related to the environment: Shift from “almost pure recovered material” to produce polyethylene 

bags to a lack of material to recover. 

“At the beginning we used almost pure recovered material, practically only recovered material, that is how the factory 

started, but we did not do it, we bought it. We had a small machine with which we only recovered our own material, what 

we produced, but the producers or the ones who sold us the PELET, which is the recovered material, which is the material 

we used to make our product at the beginning, started to make their own bags with that material, so we could not obtain 

the recovered material anymore, we had to start recovering our own material. Also, the capacity of the plant was way 

larger than the amount of recovered material we could obtain. Thus, we used those machines to make other type of 

materials, virgin materials with mixtures that do not have recovered material in order to complete the production.” 

(Company’s owner, SME5) 

Company challenges related to employees: Culture as an obstacle to communication. 

“[Communication] is difficult because they are from another state, they are men and they are very hardened people, but 

hardened in the sense that they are people who are sued to the fields or to work the fields, and it is very difficult for a man 

like that to obey a women who tells him what to do […]. At first, they did not listen to you, then it was like ‘why do I 

have to obey you’, and, even if they did not tell me, you realize it. Later, when they realized that I was the one who 

managed the money, they calmed down, but look how, very rude […].” (Supervisor Manager, SME4) 

Company challenges related to employees: Aim for employees to work without constant supervision. 

“For me, training is basic. We have formats where we grade new staff. As they progress we train them again o rather 

evaluate them. We expect that for the starting date to, I don’t know, three, four months, they have a progress and possibly 

in another six months, they should already perfectly master their position. So, for me, that helps me that so people give 

results, because the idea is that the day of tomorrow they can do their job without a constant supervision.” (HR Manager, 

SME1) 

a SEMARNAT = Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources. 
b DIF = National System for the Integral Development of the Family. 
c 9S’s = Discipline with nine sections that requests the company to have order and cleanliness and to keep that order and that cleanliness (Plant 

Manager, SME8a). 
d AFFF = Aqueous Film Forming Foam. 
e INEA = National Institute for Adult Education 
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f Infonavit = National Fund Institute of Housing for Workers. 
g IMSS = Mexican Social Security Institute. 
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APPENDIX VI 

Appendix VI 

Summary of Aggregate Dimensions and their relationship with SDGs and Business Themes from the SDG Compass 

Aggregate 

dimension 

2030 Agenda 

dimension 

SDG SDG 

Target 

Business Theme Example 

1. Actions to 

benefit society 

Prosperity 10. Reduced 

inequalities 

10.1 Economic 

development in areas 

of high poverty 

Donating materials to social aid institutions: 

“…the [General Director] authorizes to deliver 

[patchwork] to Hidalgo’s Institute for Women, 

there are people with scarce resources who use 

it there. We deliver it to the ICATIa, to 

clothing workshops, to the DIFb. To whom 

else? To NGOs that help people with scarce 

resources. So all of them take advantage of the 

product.” (Plant Manager, SME6) 

10.2 N/A Thinking of a common benefit: “I mean, ‘we 

are going to change this, this is going to cost 

us, but it will produce a profit in some other 

area’. That part or if it causes us a common 

benefit, to employees, to drivers, to some part 

of the company. Those are the points that we 

evaluate [to adopt sustainability ideas].” 

(General Director, SME6)  

10.3 Training and 

education; inclusive 

business 

Teaching as a company’s policy that keeps 

business alive: “There are [courses] open to the 

public, but that is not the main aim. Rather, 

they are for our clients, so they can come and 

train. Those are free. That is the social work 

we have.” (Exports Director, SME3) 

2. Measures 

taken for socio-

environmental 

protection 

Prosperity 9. Industry, 

innovation and 

infrastructure 

9.1 Infrastructure 

investments 

Project to establish a water and biological 

treatment plant: “We only have one trap for 

solids and grease, but we do not meet all 

necessary parameters to discharge water to the 

municipal drain. Neither DBO, nor DQO, nor 

grease, nor solids, I mean we do not meet 

them, but well, we already have a project and 

we expect to have a biological treatment plant 

for March-April [2019].” (Quality Assurance 

Manager, SME2) 

9.4 Infrastructure 

investments; air 

pollution 

Switching from boilers that pollute towards 

vaporizers for the production process: “[…] 

we eliminated boilers […] only one plant uses 

boilers, but the plus in this plant is that instead 

of using a boiler, we bought a vaporizer […] 

and it works with gas, so it does not pollute the 

process, it is German technology, so also in 

part of the process, we have greatly reduced 

what we polluted before.” (General Director, 

SME7) 

9.5 Research and 

development; 

economic value; 

expenditure and 

investment 

The need to innovate when a necessity arises: 

“[…] to be able to innovate you need to have a 

necessity, thus when you have the necessity, 

but you cannot fulfill it, es when [employees] 

start having ideas […].” (Plant Manager, 

SME8b) 

Planet 12. Responsible 

production and 

consumption 

12.2 Energy efficiency; 

water efficiency; 

resource efficiency of 

Recover material in order to produce 

polyethylene bags: “In the line of products that 

we have, we use a certain percentage of 

recovered material that we obtain from what 
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products and services; 

materials efficiency 

we produce inside the company, we recover it 

and be use it again, as well as from what we 

can obtain from the outside of the company 

through a campaign we have in the company in 

which we buy to our staff the material they can 

bring to recover or through the contact we 

have with some trash collectors who dedicate 

themselves precisely to collect used bags so we 

can recover them, we buy them from them and 

we recover them and use them in our 

processes.” (Company’s owner, SME5) 

12.4 Air quality; chemical 

management; 

environmental 

investments; land 

remediation; water 

quality 

Sustainable use of agrochemicals and 

fertilizers - low impact chemicals: “Look, 

coconut plantation are organic by nature. We 

do very little fertilization activities or 

application of agrochemicals […]. 

“We generally look for the chemical product 

with the least impact and, our product itself is 

not for export, but we do try to adhere to 

products that are allowed by the FDA […].” 

(Agricultural Supplier Development leader, 

SME2) 

3. Activities to 

reduce 

production 

impacts 

Planet 12. Responsible 

production and 

consumption 

12.4 Spills; waste; waste 

management  

Special handling of hazardous biological 

waste: “We also control hazardous biological 

waste. It has to be thrown into a special 

container where a company comes and takes it 

away, and it takes care of the handling given to 

that waste. We divide it into sharp and papers, 

gauze, etcetera.” (Plant Doctor, SME2) 

12.5 Materials recycling; 

waste management; 

environmental 

expenditure 

Process urban trash to make fuel: “[…] 

companies like W throw their trash with us. 

We know that that trash is composed of a 70% 

of organic waste. What we do is, through a 

mill made with our technology, we clean the 

trash, we remove metal, we remove wood and 

glass and we pulverize the rest in the mill to an 

inch in size, we get it wet, we compact it and it 

is carried in bales to C’s ovens. What does C 

do with this? It is a calorific input for the 

ovens […].” (Supervisor Manager, SME4) 

4. Employees’ 

education 

programs 

People 4. Quality 

education 

4.3 Employee training and 

education 

Supporting for employees if they want to study 

something or if they want to attend a congress 

or course: “If we see that someone has 

capacity, we support them when there is a 

special course, congress or if they want to 

study a masters or anything, we support them 

with part of the cost […].” (General Director, 

SME7) 

4.4 Employee training and 

education 

Giving specific courses for specific job 

positions with a certification given by the 

Ministry of Labor (STPS): “[…] we send 

[employees] to specific courses so that 

tomorrow the can do some evaluations with the 

Ministry of Labor and they give us a 

certification saying that certain person is 

suitable for specific job positions. Some of 

them are very basic like, for example, 

maintenance and quality, which are the ones 

we are working with right now.” (HR 

Manager, SME1) 
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4.7 Education for 

sustainable 

development 

Videos to show the positive impacts on the 

planet when carrying out environmental 

actions: “We look with each boss…we have 

talks, we aim for them to give us ideas and 

improve, what can we recycle in each 

department. At the same time, bosses start 

talking to their staff, they tell them the pros 

and cons of not doing those type of activities. 

After that, with Human Resources we are 

trying to carry out talks were we show videos, 

where they can see what impacts those small 

actions have on the whole planet and on the 

company.” (Plant Manager, SME8b) 

5. Company 

actions to offer 

good working 

conditions 

Prosperity 8. Decent work 

and economic 

growth 

8.5 Earning, wages and 

benefits; employment; 

employment and 

workforce; 

remuneration and 

benefit 

Pay workers on time and appropriately: “[…] 

taking care of the ABC, which means taking 

care of the working security environment, 

paying on time and paying correctly, generally 

you do not generate any kind of problem that 

requires the Union, and also taking care in 

supervising production bosses.” (Corporate HR 

Manager, SME2) 

8.8 Labor/management 

relations; occupational 

health and safety 

Listen to employees about personal issues and 

give them recommendations and help: “We 

also brought a psychologist who started 

treating self-esteem problems, family problems 

with their partner, their mom, etcetera, and that 

was useful for me to get information and give 

it to the people. If employees’ kids have any 

health problem, the company helps them. 

Many times we support them to lift their spirits 

because they already have all the help. We 

explain collaborators about the diseases their 

kids or family have. We also talk about 

addictions […].” (Plant Doctor, SME2) 

6. Leaders and 

employees 

relationship 

Prosperity 8. Decent work 

and economic 

growth 

8.8 Freedom of 

association and 

collective bargaining 

Close communication with the Union: “[…] 

There is of course a Union delegate, who is 

like the most formal communication but only 

aimed to address situations that can generate a 

conflict or that must be institutionally 

coordinated with the Union. Generally, we aim 

for a harmonious environment, with a lot of 

communication and a lot of integration, so that 

workers do not need to go to their Union 

delegate to get to the company, but rather the 

company goes to the employee to keep a 

healthy communication and a constructive 

communication […].” (Corporate HR 

Manager, SME2) 

Peace 16. Peace, 

justice and 

strong 

institutions 

16.6 Effective, accountable 

and transparent 

governance 

Leaders communicate everything to employees 

through meetings, blackboards, televisions, 

and a software: “When there is a generic 

statement, we can use three particular 

mechanisms. One, we have a communication 

blackboard where organizational 

announcements are posted. Two, at the start of 

operations meeting, the area of Human 

Resources gives specific announcements. And 

three, if it is something that requires special 

administrative or operative attention, the 

Union is also informed that there will be a 
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particular change, which does not happen 

much. Those are basically the mechanisms. 

And also with workers, what we also do is: 

there is an organizational e-mail that is sent 

when someone starts working, when someone 

leaves, or some situation that needs to be 

formally communicated.” (Corporate HR 

Manager, SME2) 

16.7 Inclusive decision 

making 

Even if leaders make the main decisions, 

employee participation is encouraged: “[…] as 

the company’s General Director I make the 

main decisions, but I do like people to 

participate […].” (General Director, SME6) 

16.10 Freedom of 

expression; public 

access to information 

Use of intranet to publish company rules and 

manuals, operating procedures and working 

methodologies: “We have an internal system, 

we have intranet here in the company and here 

we have, basically, our norms and our manuals 

[…]. For example, here we have our manuals 

of, for example, every machine, we already 

have them here. I mean, people who already 

have an equipment can enter and view both 

operating procedures and all work 

methodologies.” (Plant Manager, SME8a) 

7. Guidelines 

followed by 

companies 

Peace 16. Peace, 

justice and 

strong 

institutions 

16.3 Compliance with laws 

and regulations; 

ethical and lawful 

behavior 

Comply with specific requisites from the 

geographical area, e.g. land use, operating 

license, not using water in production 

processes: “Let’s first talk about employees, 

give them adequate conditions so they can 

carry out their job. Second, that the company 

complies with all the requirements requested 

by the geographical area where it is located 

[…], for example, they ask you for the land 

use, the operating license, to comply with all 

these things and, for example, they asked us 

that, in this area there is no water, so that the 

processes we carry out do not use water.” 

(General Director, SME6) 

8. Actions for 

the company to 

be recognized 

Prosperity 9. Industry, 

innovation and 

infrastructure 

9.1 Infrastructure 

investments 

Giving high quality solutions to clients by 

using cutting-edge technology: “Our mission is 

to make proposals so that thermoset material 

products can be made. We give solutions to 

our clients with a high level of quality by using 

cutting-edge technology.” (HR Manager, 

SME1) 

9. Relationship 

of companies 

with their 

external context 

Partnerships 17. Partnerships 

for the goals 

17.16 Partnerships Being encouraged by a larger company to 

obtain the LEED certification for a product: 

“[…] we want to at the front of more 

sustainable products made for the construction 

industry. I mean, we already set a foot inside, 

we were very interested, and I think company 

B, which are the ones who sell additives to 

concrete producers, are making a lot of 

progress, they give talks. […] I think they are 

leaders and they are encouraging companies 

that are their clients to enter that system. They 

were the ones who told us ‘well, if your 

supplier has already been certified, why don’t 

you certify a product’ and they led us by the 

hand. They did all the work, we got all the 
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documentation together, we gave them all the 

information, and they have a person who sends 

all the process, because [LEED] certification is 

in the United States […]. So, that was what 

opened our eyes. Obviously, if we already saw 

a product there, then why don’t we continue 

with other products, right? We are going to 

start checking the other processes.” (General 

Director, SME7) 

10. Challenges 

identified by 

companies 

Planet 12. Responsible 

production and 

consumption 

12.5 Materials recycling; 

waste management 

Need to work more on the topic of waste 

separation: “What happens is that everything 

goes one way, we have not worked much on 

the topic of [inorganic waste] separation and, 

honestly, we have not handled it as such. I 

understand that we would not have any 

difficulty in handling it, but as one more 

policy, raise the level, as an internal policy of 

the plant […]. What also happens is that 

separation of plastics and all that, we have to 

take them to Colima and we have the 

restriction that they cannot remain here for a 

long time. Why? Well, because it fills with 

rodents. If we leave all the soda containers 

here, there are going to be ants and flies, and 

that goes against the food security system that 

we need to have for being a food processing 

plant. So we have to get it out […].” (Quality 

Assurance Manager, SME2) 

12.8 Communication and 

promotion 

Considering communication as the most 

difficult thing for organizations: “The nice 

thing about the business is to see construction 

works finished. I mean, when you see a 

finished stadium, a pretty building or a pretty 

park, it motivates you. Part of what the 

Commercial Manager has done, there is a chat 

where everyone is sending pictures of their 

works and everyone congratulates them, and so 

that creates a good environment, it motivates 

them internally […]. For instance, when we 

finished the stadium in M three or four years 

ago, we bought a ticket to all the ones who 

participated in order to go to the inauguration, 

so they were able to live what they did […]. 

Yes, well that is more or less how we work 

motivating people. Sometimes it is 

complicated because I think that 

communication is the most difficult thing for 

organizations.” (General Director, SME7) 
a ICATI = Training Institute for Industrial Work. 
b DIF = National System for the Integral Development of the Family. 
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APPENDIX VII 

Appendix VIIa 

Description of SDG Targets and Business Themes 

Dimension SDG SDG Target Business Theme 

based on the SDG 

Compass 

Indicator Description based on the SDG 

Compass 

People 4. Quality 

education 

4.3 By 2030, ensure equal access 

for all women and men to 

affordable and quality technical, 

vocational and tertiary education, 

including university. 

Employee training 

and education 

Total estimated number of individuals 

receiving training from the company as a 

result of the initiative (e.g. employees, 

suppliers, distributors). 

Average hours of training per year per 

employee, with breakdown by employment 

category. 

4.4 By 2030, substantially 

increase the number of youth and 

adults who have relevant skills, 

including technical and 

vocational skills, for employment, 

decent jobs and entrepreneurship. 

Employee training 

and education 

Programs and processes to ensure the 

availability of a skilled workforce. 

4.7 By 2030, ensure that all 

learners acquire knowledge and 

skills needed to promote 

sustainable development, 

including, among others, through 

education for sustainable 

development and sustainable 

lifestyles, human rights, gender 

equality, promotion of a culture 

of peace and non-violence, global 

citizenship and appreciation of 

cultural diversity and of culture’s 

contribution to sustainable 

development. 

Education for 

sustainable 

development 

Number, type and impact of sustainability 

initiatives designed to raise awareness, share 

knowledge and impact behavior change, and 

results achieved. 

Planet 12. Responsible 

production and 

consumption 

12.2 By 2030, achieve the 

sustainable management and 

efficient use of natural resources. 

Energy efficiency Energy consumption within the organization 

Reduction of energy consumption. 

Water efficiency Location-specific data: Water consumption 

Resource efficiency 

of products and 

services 

Extent of impact mitigation of environmental 

impacts of products and services. 

Materials efficiency Percentage of materials used that are 

recycled input materials 

Percentage of recycled input materials used 

to manufacture the organization’s primary 

products and services. 

12.4 By 2020, achieve the 

environmentally sound 

management of chemicals and all 

wastes throughout their life cycle, 

in accordance with agreed 

international frameworks, and 

significantly reduce their release 

to air, water and soil in order to 

minimize their adverse impacts 

on human health and the 

environment. 

Air quality 

 

Direct greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. 

Volume of flared and vented hydrocarbon. 

Chemical 

management 

Chemicals, including pesticides and ozone-

depleting substances. 

Environmental 

investments 

Total environmental protection expenditures 

and investments by type. 

Land remediation Amount of land (owned or leased, and 

managed for production activities or 

extractive use) disturbed or rehabilitated. 

Water quality Total water discharge by quality and 

destination. 

Volume and disposal of formation or 

produced water. 
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Spills Total number and volume of significant 

spills. 

Waste Extent of impact mitigation of environmental 

impacts of products and services. 

Total weight of waste by type and disposal 

method. 

Waste management Total weight of hazardous and non-

hazardous waste, with a breakdown by the 

following disposal methods where 

applicable: Reuse, recycling, composting, 

recovery (including energy recovery), 

incineration (mass burn), deep well injection, 

landfill, on-site storage, other (to be 

specified by the organization). 

12.5 By 2030, substantially 

reduce waste generation through 

prevention, reduction, recycling 

and reuse. 

Materials recycling Percentage of materials used that are 

recycled input materials. 

Percentage of recycled input materials used 

to manufacture the organization’s primary 

products and services. 

Environmental 

expenditure 

Environmental protection expenditure 

including costs of waste disposal, emissions 

treatment… 

Waste management Estimated amount of waste reductions 

achieved by the company as a result of the 

initiative. For example, through programs for 

substitution, recycling or recovery etc. 

12.8 By 2030, ensure that people 

everywhere have the relevant 

information and awareness for 

sustainable development and 

lifestyles in harmony with nature. 

Communication and 

promotion 

Trends in communication programs and 

actions promoting social corporate 

responsibility. 

Prosperity 8. Decent work 

and economic 

growth 

8.5 By 2030, achieve full and 

productive employment and 

decent work for all women and 

men, including for young people 

and persons with disabilities, and 

equal pay for work of equal 

value. 

Earning, wages and 

benefits 

Benefits provided to full-time employees 

that are not provided to temporary or part-

time employees, by significant locations of 

operation. 

Employment Total number and rates of new employee 

hires and employee turnover by age group, 

gender, and region. 

Employment and 

workforce 

Explicitly recognize job security and 

permanent contracts for precarious work. 

Remuneration and 

benefit 

Explicitly recognize payment of living wage. 

Benefits which are standard for full-time 

employees of the organization but are not 

provided to temporary or part-time 

employees, by significant locations of 

operation. These include, as a minimum: 

Life insurance, health care, disability and 

invalidity coverage, parental leave, 

retirement provision, stock ownership, 

others. 

8.8 Protect labor rights and 

promote safe and secure working 

environments for all workers, 

including migrant workers, in 

particular women migrants, and 

those in precarious employment. 

Freedom of 

association and 

collective 

bargaining 

Violation in law and practice of civil 

liberties, rights to establish or join unions, 

trade union activities, right to collective 

bargaining, and right to strike. 

Percentage of employees covered by 

collective agreements. 

Labor/management 

relations 

Does the Company system have a 

policy/code that addresses rights’ awareness 

(including employment conditions) among 

its workforce? 
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Occupational health 

and safety 

Does the Company system and all major 

employers along the value chain provide 

education, training, counselling, prevention 

and risk-control programs to assist 

workforce, MSMEs, and/or smallholders and 

their families regarding serious diseases or 

other health-related risks? If no, where are 

the gaps? 

Do medical and health services, education 

programs and products reflect the different 

needs and concerns of women and men? 

Does the Company system monitor health 

impacts on the workforce, MSMEs and/or 

smallholders (including, exposure to and 

incidence of sexually transmitted diseases (if 

relevant) along the value chain? 

Approximate proportion of workers exposed 

to health hazards with access to Personal 

Protective Equipment (PPE) and training on 

its appropriate use; approximate proportion 

of workers and smallholders who wear PPE 

when provided. 

Work-related injuries frequency rate (m/w), 

occupational diseases frequency rate (m/w), 

severity rates of work-related injuries and 

occupational diseases (i.e. lost work days per 

year) (m/w), and number of work-related 

fatalities (m/w) along the value chain in last 

three years (m/w) and, where available, 

work-related fatalities of smallholders 

(m/w). 

Number of process safety events, by 

business activity. 

Type of injury and rates of injury, 

occupational diseases, lost days, and 

absenteeism, and total number of work-

related fatalities, by region and by gender. 

9. Industry, 

innovation and 

infrastructure 

9.1 Develop quality, reliable, 

sustainable and resilient 

infrastructure, including regional 

and transborder infrastructure, to 

support economic development 

and human well-being, with a 

focus on affordable and equitable 

access for all. 

Infrastructure 

investments 

Development and impact of infrastructure 

investments and services supported. 

Extent of development of significant 

infrastructure investments and services 

supported; current or expected impacts on 

communities and local economies, including 

positive and negative impacts where 

relevant. 

9.4 By 2030, upgrade 

infrastructure and retrofit 

industries to make them 

sustainable, with increased 

resource-use efficiency and 

greater adoption of clean and 

environmentally sound 

technologies and industrial 

processes, with all countries 

taking action in accordance with 

their respective capabilities. 

Air pollution N/A: There is no description available that is 

pertinent to this Business Theme in relation 

to the information obtained from the 

interviews. 

Infrastructure 

investments 

 

Development and impact of infrastructure 

investments and services supported. 

9.5 Enhance scientific research, 

upgrade the technological 

capabilities of industrial sectors 

in all countries, in particular 

Economic value High-tech and medium high-tech output. 

Cultural and creative services exports. 

Creative goods exports. 

Expenditure and Research and development expenditure. 
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developing countries, including, 

by 2030, encouraging innovation 

and substantially increasing the 

number of research and 

development workers per 1 

million people and public and 

private research and development 

spending. 

investment 

Research and 

development 

Research and development activity and 

expenditure aimed at providing reliable 

electricity and promoting sustainable 

development. 

Total amount invested in renewable energy. 

Total environmental protection expenditures 

and investments by type. 

10. Reduced 

inequalities 

10.1 By 2030, progressively 

achieve and sustain income 

growth of the bottom 40 per cent 

of the population at a rate higher 

than the national average. 

Economic 

development in 

areas of high 

poverty 

Significant indirect economic impacts, 

including the extent of impacts. 

10.2 By 2030, empower and 

promote the social, economic, 

and political inclusion of all, 

irrespective of age, sex, disability, 

race, ethnicity, origin, religion or 

economic or other status. 

N/A There is no Business Theme that represents 

the information obtained from the 

interviews. 

10.3 Ensure equal opportunity 

and reduce inequalities of 

outcome, including by 

eliminating discriminatory laws, 

policies and practices and 

promoting appropriate legislation, 

policies and action in this regard. 

Inclusive business Presence in markets which give access to 

underserved / disadvantaged populations. 

 

Training and 

education 

 

Average hours of training that the 

organization’s employees have undertaken 

during the reporting period, by gender and 

employee category. 

Peace 16. Peace, 

justice and 

strong 

institutions 

16.3 Promote the rule of law at 

the national and international 

levels and ensure equal access to 

justice for all. 

Compliance with 

laws and regulations 

Main outcomes of completed legal actions, 

including any decisions or judgments. 

Ethical and lawful 

behavior 

A description of the organization’s values, 

principles, standards, and norms of behavior. 

16.6 Develop effective, 

accountable and transparent 

institutions at all levels. 

Effective, 

accountable and 

transparent 

governance 

Number of board meetings and attendance 

rate. 

16.7 Ensure responsive, inclusive, 

participatory and representative 

decision-making at all levels. 

Inclusive decision 

making 

Report how stakeholders’ views are sought 

and taken into account regarding 

remuneration. 

Highest governance body’s role in the 

identification and management of economic, 

environmental and social impacts, risks, and 

opportunities.  

Whether stakeholder consultation is used to 

support the highest governance body’s 

identification and management of economic, 

environmental and social impacts, risks, and 

opportunities. 

Stakeholder participation in decision making 

processes related to energy planning and 

infrastructure development. 

16.10 Ensure public access to 

information and protect 

fundamental freedoms, in 

accordance with national 

legislation and international 

agreements. 

Freedom of 

expression 

Expressions of dissent by type, issue, scale 

and response. 

Public access to 

information 

Nature and extent of knowledge transfer of 

best practice, and lessons learned. 

Partnerships 17. Partnerships 

for the goals 

17.16 Enhance the global 

partnerships for sustainable 

development, complemented by 

multi-stakeholder partnerships 

that mobilize and share 

Partnerships The company commits to work with relevant 

stakeholders, including universities, patient 

groups, local governments, employees, local 

and international NGOs and peers. 
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knowledge, expertise, technology 

and financial resources, to 

support the achievement of the 

sustainable development goals in 

all countries, in particular 

developing countries. 
a The table is based on information obtained from SDG Compass’s Inventory of Business Indicators. It is worth mentioning that the Indicator 

Descriptions chosen are related to the interviewed manufacturing SMEs’ sustainability practices, but they do not necessarily represent them 

entirely. However, those are the ones existing according to the SDG Compass and thus the ones considered. 

 


