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Abstract

This research investigates the gap between sustainability ambitions and practical implemen-
tation among Canadian Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs). Through literature review,
interviews, and data analysis, the study identifies three critical implementation thresholds for
SME’s: stuck in ambiguity, buried in complexity, and struggling to start. The findings reveal that
purpose serves as a foundational element rather than one of four equal pillars in the quadruple
bottom line framework. SMEs demonstrate strong purpose-driven values aligned with sustain-
ability principles, but face systemic barriers including emotional factors, resource constraints,
and fragmented support systems. The paper reconceptualizes sustainability as an ongoing
process of building organizational capacity while resilience represents the mobilization of that
capacity during disruptions. This leads to a recommendation of ten practical interventions ad-
dressing barriers within and outside of SMEs control. This research provides actionable path-
ways for SMEs to strengthen their sustainability implementation and enhance overall resilience.
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The Power Flower tool, originally developed by
educators Arnold, Burke, James, Martin, and
Thomas in their 1991 work “Educating for a
Change,” provides a structured and visual frame-
work for examining positionality and intersect-
ing identities. This visual representation helps
individuals identify how various aspects of their
identity influence their perspectives, potential
biases, and interactions with the world. We'll be
using an adapted version of this tool developed
by Morgan Bath and Danny Ghantous (2024),
who enhanced it for application in research and
design contexts. Their adaptation maintains the

core principle of mapping identities across advantaged, disadvantaged, and ambiguous posi-
tions, encouraging ongoing reflexivity and transparency that can strengthen qualitative research

practices.

Before engaging with our research, it is es-
sential to clarify who we are and the biases
that may have intentionally or unintentionally
influenced us. Positionality shapes how we
approach the topic, the lens through which we
interpret findings, and the responsibility we
carry in presenting them. This is an exercise
that is deeply informed by our lived experienc-
es, values, and academic orientation.

As researchers exploring the intersection of
business, sustainability, and resilience, we
acknowledge that our distinct yet complemen-
tary positionalities shape how we approach,
conduct, and interpret this work.

We come to this research with different lived
experiences—Morgan as a first-generation

Master’s student and white Canadian woman
navigating predominantly male business envi-
ronments with a neurodivergent perspective,
and Yaw as a Black African man in his mid-
30s whose experiences across Ghana, Nigeria,
South Africa, and now Canada have informed
his understanding of how business impacts
quality of life. Our educational backgrounds
and multilingual capabilities provide us with
diverse lenses to engage with participants and
interpret data.

Our combined experiences span both sides
of privilege and marginalization. As a white

researcher, Morgan recognizes that they are
afforded certain privileges, which require

ongoing critical reflection—especially when
engaging with diverse perspectives in my
research. Meanwhile, Yaw's observations of
small business struggles in different con-
texts alongside his experience in the global
for-profit sector offers a unique lens on how
businesses prioritize financial gain, often at
human cost.

We are united in our conviction that business
should create tangible value beyond profit.
Yaw’s observation that “quality of life is deeply
tied to economic productivity” complements
Morgan’s commitment to making sustainabil-
ity practices more accessible across different
socioeconomic contexts. We believe that if
business systems were designed for what was
once considered progress, they can be rede-
signed for what progress means today.

Morgan

My educational journey influences how I
navigate academic spaces and professional
environments, sometimes experiencing im-
poster syndrome while simultaneously working
to make complex concepts more accessible.
My gender identity shapes how I interact in
predominantly male business settings, while
my neurodivergent perspective offers unique
insights into organizational systems and com-
munication needs.

Yaw

Working in the global for-profit industry has
made one thing clear, driving real, human-cen-
tered change is hard. Businesses are built to
prioritize financial gain, and even when people
want to do good, the systems in place often
make it difficult. At the same time, I've seen
business owners pour everything they have
into their work, believing they're building a
better future, only to end up exhausted with
little to show for it. That reality has stuck with
me. It's what drives my commitment to find-
ing practical ways for businesses to not just
survive but actually improve people’s lives. My
own journey, living across multiple countries
and experiencing different cultures, has only
deepened my understanding of how work,
business, and survival are intertwined. I don’t
claim to have all the answers, but I do be-
lieve that real change happens when learning,
growth, and action go hand in hand.



Introduction

As two individuals from vastly different backgrounds, we found common ground in our con-
cerns for the future. Recognizing that individual actions alone cannot create the transformative
change needed to address the complex, interconnected, and deeply rooted challenges in how
our systems currently work, we reject the rhetoric that places sole responsibility on personal
choices for building a healthy future for all. We believe that true and lasting change can only
be achieved through a collective effort that recognizes the interdependence and interconnect-
edness of all systems we exist within. Our world is governed by networks of relationships—
economic, social, environmental—that rely on one another, and actions in one area can ripple
through and impact others. No individual operates in isolation; personal responsibility is essen-
tial, but it must be coupled with collective action to create the transformative change neces-
sary for a sustainable future. Only when we work together, leveraging our shared strengths and
addressing the challenges as a unified whole, can we drive meaningful progress for all.

Businesses, particularly Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs), play a crucial role in
enabling this collective action by providing a platform that brings together individuals from
diverse socio-cultural backgrounds. Through their operations, products, and services, SMEs
create spaces for collaboration and dialogue, allowing people with varying perspectives and ex-
periences to work together towards shared goals. This capacity for connection and cooperation
is essential for driving collective efforts that lead to sustainable transformative change. This
realization led us to turn our attention to what we perceive as one of the largest leverage points
for change: Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SME).

SMESs form the backbone of the Canadian economy, representing 99.8% of businesses and
serving as the lifeblood of society and commerce (Innovation, Science and Economic Devel-
opment Canada, 2022). These enterprises shape not only economic growth but also societal
norms and business practices, making them important building blocks of community cohesion
and local identity. Unlike large corporations, SMEs are often deeply embedded in their local
communities, fostering connections and cultivating a sense of belonging that goes beyond
mere economic transactions (Gamage et al., 2020).

As global challenges intensify, businesses are now facing unprecedented pressure to swiftly
adopt sustainable practices that can strengthen resilience from macro-economic systems to

individual business operations. Extreme disruptions like climate change, resource depletion,
and social unrest are becoming more common, destabilizing communities and economies. The
traditional linear economic model of endless extraction for growth has led us to overshoot sev-
eral of the boundaries of what our planet can sustainably support (International Social Security
Association, 2021; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2021; United Nations Envi-
ronment Programme, 2021; National Research Council, 2009). Now, more than ever, business
ecosystems are expected to sustainably transform and build resilience across multiple fronts.
The expectation is that this will increase their capacity to deliver sustainable outcomes, while
withstanding and adapting to disruptive shocks and emerging shifts.

The term “sustainability” has been widely used and sometimes oversimplified. For this re-
search, we approach it through the lens of the four interconnected pillars of the quadruple
bottom line: purpose, people, planet and profit (Sawaf, 2814). This holistic view recognizes that
true sustainability goes beyond environmental considerations, to incorporate the health of our
economies, personal wellbeing, and the preservation of our diverse cultural heritage and identi-

ty.

Despite this broader understanding of sustainability, there seems to be a gap between the
sustainability ambitions of SMEs and their practical implementation (Abdul Basit et al., 2024,
Epstein & Buhovac, 2010; Huxley, Owen, & Chatterton, 2019; Siebrecht, 2020; Silva & Figue-
iredo, 2017; Turnheim & Nykvist, 2019; Vergerio & Knotten, 2024). This disconnect presents a
unique chance to fundamentally reimagine and restructure value streams toward more sustain-
able outcomes.

Our research aims to bridge this gap by investigating the barriers SMEs face in integrating sus-
tainable practices into their core operations and exploring actionable steps that will drive wide-
spread change towards a more sustainable and resilient economy, one that balances economic
prosperity with environmental stewardship, purposeful living, social equity, and cultural vitality.
To guide our investigation into this topic, we have formulated the following primary and sec-
ondary research questions. These questions are designed to explore the underlying factors that
influence the disconnect between sustainability goals and practical implementation, and to
identify opportunities for bridging this gap within SMEs.



Secondary Research Questions

What are the primary internal and external pressures that influence Canadian
SMESs’ sustainability approaches and how does it impact their resiliency?

How effective are current externally accredited sustainability evaluation frame-
works in influencing the progression of SMEs’ sustainability results?

What balance of leadership mindsets and organizational capacities (financial,
human resources, knowledge) makes some Canadian SMEs succeed in delivering
more sustainable outcomes, while others fail, and how can these success factors
be replicated?

By addressing these questions, we hope to contribute valuable insights that can guide policy
makers, business leaders, and sustainability professionals in supporting the transition of SMEs
towards more holistic and sustainable operational models. This research will examine the cur-
rent state of sustainability implementation in Canadian SMEs, explore the barriers and enablers
of sustainable practices, and investigate the effectiveness of existing measurement frameworks
in promoting tangible change across all four pillars of sustainability.

This research is not just about business sustainability, it's about uncovering pathways that will
make it easier for SMEs in Canada and beyond to build more operational resilience in the face
of short-term disruptions and contribute more tangibly towards broader sustainability progress.




Glossary

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs)
As defined by the Government of Canada, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are
businesses with fewer than 500 employees (Innovation, Science and Economic Development
Canada, 2022). This definition can be further broken down into subcategories:

e Small businesses: Enterprises with 1to 99 paid employees; and

e Medium-sized businesses: Enterprises with 180 to 499 paid employees

Sustainability

In the context of this research, sustainability refers to business practices that meet the needs
of all stakeholders - customers, employees, suppliers, communities, and shareholders - without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs, through the lens of the
quadruple bottom line. (Cho et al., 2020, Bansal & DesJardine, 2014).

Quadruple Bottom Line
A framework that extends the traditional triple bottom line (Elkington, 1998) to include a fourth
dimension: purpose (Sawaf, 2014). We define these elements as follows:

e Purpose - The personal sense of fulfillment, joy, and meaning that individuals find in
their work and contributions. It represents the intrinsic motivation that drives people to
engage authentically, align their actions with personal values, and build meaningful cul-
tural and community connections through their work.

e People - The holistic well-being of all stakeholders connected to the business, including
employees, customers, suppliers, and community members. This encompasses fair treat-
ment, meaningful relationships, equitable opportunities, supportive working conditions,
and genuine community engagement that creates reciprocal value.

e Planet - Responsible stewardship of natural resources and ecosystems through mindful
business practices. This includes minimizing environmental impacts, creating regenera-
tive systems where possible, making informed resource choices, and considering long-
term environmental health in all operational decisions.

e Profit - The sustainable financial viability that enables a business to sustain over time.
This includes generating sufficient returns to maintain operations, invest in growth, com-
pensate stakeholders fairly, and build resilience against market fluctuations, while avoid-
ing extractive practices that compromise other values.
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Resilience

At OCAD University's Resilience Design Lab, resilience is defined as “the ability of a system -
in this case an SME system - experiencing a significant shock to return to a stable state within
a reasonable time” (Harfoush, 2025). This includes the capacity to adapt, recover and maintain
essential operations amid disruptions like economic downturns, extreme weather events, un-
expected policy decisions, or daily setbacks. It emphasizes the importance of not just recover-
ing from disruptions but also maintaining business continuity and broader economic stability

(Wishart, 2018).

Common Acronyms

SME - Small and Medium-sized Enterprise
KPI - Key Performance Indicator

ROI - Return on Investment

CSR - Corporate Social Responsibility

ESG - Environmental, Social, and Govern-ance
GHG - Greenhouse Gas

SDG - Sustainable Development Goals (from
the United Nations)

FedDev Ontario - Federal Economic Devel-op-
ment Agency for Southern Ontario

NGO - Non-governmental organization

TBL - Triple Bottom Line (People, Planet, Prof-
it)

QBL - Quadruple Bottom Line (People, Planet,
Profit, Purpose)

UNESCO - United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific and Cultural Organization

EPA - Environmental Protection Agency

REB - Research and Ethics Board

ISED - Innovation, Science and Economic
Development Canada

UI - User Interface

UX - User Experience



Methodology

Our research methodology is designed to
uncover and articulate the underlying factors
influencing this disparity between sustain-
ability intentions and implementation among
Canadian SMEs, while identifying practical
pathways for enhanced sustainability integra-
tion. Our inquiry follows a three-phase meth-
odology, designed to build a comprehensive
understanding of the reality, challenges and
opportunities in SME sustainability implemen-
tation.

Framing our Understanding
Through a robust literature review,
systems analysis, and case study
examination, this phase estab-
lishes the theoretical and practi-
cal foundation for understanding
sustainability implementation
within the SME context. Followed
by anonymous qualitative surveys,
expert interviews, and SME lead-
ership conversations to gather
further insight into operational re-
alities, implementation challenges,
and strategic perspectives.

Possibilities of Transition
Synthesizing research findings to
identify patterns, leverage points,
and innovation opportunities for
transitioning from sustainability
intentions to practical implemen-
tation.

Potential for Change

Outlining practical interventions
to shift SMEs towards sustainabil-
ity-driven actions that enhance
commercial performance and im-
prove resilience. Validating these
interventions through a real-world
application.

This methodology structure allows us to exam-
ine the sustainability and resilience implemen-
tation landscape from multiple angles, ensur-
ing that our findings and recommendations
are both theoretically sound and practically
applicable within the Canadian SME context.

Framing our Understanding

This initial phase encompasses three comple-
mentary research streams designed to estab-
lish a robust foundation for understanding the
complexities of sustainability implementation
within Canadian SMEs.

Literature Review

Our literature review examines existing re-
search on sustainability and resilience in
SMEs, with particular attention to implemen-
tation gaps, challenges and success factors.
This serves multiple critical functions:

e Identifying knowledge gaps and docu-
mented barriers to sustainability imple-
mentation;

Synthesizing expert insights on imple-
mentation and ensuing challenges;
Mapping existing theoretical frame-
works and their practical applications;
Establishing a foundation for subse-
quent research phases by highlighting
areas requiring deeper investigation;
Reviewing documented case studies of
sustainability integration; and
Exploring new perspectives that could
potentially bridge sustainability and
resilience in SMEs.

This multi-faceted approach to framing our
understanding ensures that subsequent re-
search phases are built upon a solid theoreti-
cal foundation while maintaining clear sight of
practical implementation challenges. By com-
bining academic rigor with real-world applica-

tions, this phase establishes the groundwork
for developing actionable sustainability imple-
mentation steps tailored to the Canadian SME
context.

Understanding the SME System
Employing a systems thinking lens, this com-
ponent examines the Canadian SME land-
scape as a complex, interconnected system.
This approach meets a number of objectives:
e Maps key stakeholders, relationships,
and power dynamics within the SME
ecosystem;
Outlines the value flows within a typical
business ecosystem; and
Identifies potential leverage points es-
sential for smooth business operations.

Engaging the SME System

This phase involves three distinct but concur-

rent streams:
Anonymous Qualitative Surveys with
SME Operators
A broad-based survey targeting SME
workers and operators, designed to cap-
ture detailed perspectives on operational
realities and implementation challenges.
The survey is crafted to ensure structured
data collection to leverage semi-quan-
titative metrics and qualitative insights
methods. This approach allows us to
gather data while maintaining the rich-
ness of individual experiences and per-
spectives.

METHODOLOGY



Expert interviews

The expert interview phase of our re-
search comprises a minimum of ten
in-depth conversations with sustainability
and SME management specialists, se-
lected for their extensive experience and
demonstrated expertise in implementing
sustainability initiatives within small and
medium enterprises. These semi-struc-
tured interviews, conducted over 60-90
minutes, explore the nuanced challeng-
es and opportunities in sustainability
implementation, drawing on the partici-
pants’ rich experience in both Canadian
and international contexts. Designed to
allow both structured investigation of key
themes and flexibility to explore emerg-
ing insights, ensuring that we capture
both anticipated and unexpected aspects
of the topic.

SME leadership interviews

Our engagement with SME leadership
involves approximately fifteen in-depth
conversations with business leaders who
hold strategic decision-making roles
within their organizations. These leaders
have direct involvement in sustainability
initiatives, provide crucial insights into
the operational challenges and strategic
opportunities. Through these conver-
sations of 60-90 minutes, we explore
the complex interplay between strategic
decision-making, resource allocation,
and sustainability integration, with par-

il

ticular attention to the unique challenges
faced by Canadian SMEs.Our analytical
approach combines rigorous qualitative
and semi-quantitative methods to en-
sure we understand the reality behind the
data. Primary analysis involves detailed
thematic coding of interview transcripts,
pattern identification in survey respons-
es, and cross-referencing of expert
insights with operational realities. The
secondary analysis phase integrates
these findings with our literature review
insights, leading to the identification of
change opportunities and development
of actionable implementation recommen-
dations.

Possibilities of Transition

This phase synthesizes the insights gathered
from previous streams—literature review, case
studies, stakeholder analysis, and expert inter-
views—into a cohesive narrative. By identifying
recurring patterns, barriers, and opportunities,
this phase pinpoints key leverage points that
will facilitate a smooth transition from SME
sustainability aspirations to actionable, resil-
ient practices. These leverage points, ground-
ed in our research findings, serve as strategic
opportunities for SMEs to address sustainabil-
ity challenges and enhance their resilience.
The synthesis of these diverse data sources
allows for a nuanced understanding of both
sector-specific and cross-sectoral trends

in sustainability implementation. Emerging
themes are mapped out to highlight areas

where shifts in strategy can yield significant
sustainability outcomes.

In this phase, we begin to understand ac-
tionable pathways that SMEs can pursue to
balance short-term operational objectives
with long-term sustainability goals. This en-
sures that our findings are not only grounded
in current operational realities but are also
forward-looking, preparing SMEs for evolving
market conditions and stakeholder expecta-
tions. Ultimately, serving as the bridge be-
tween understanding the problem and crafting
practical solutions, providing guidance to
enable a deeper integration of sustainability
principles into the operations of Canadian
SMEs.

Potential for Change

Through a systems thinking approach, we
begin to explore potential solutions by exam-
ining the broad leverage points identified in
the previous phase. Aiming to utilize identified
leverage points to suggest intervention areas
through practical, context-specific application.
To validate the practicality and effectiveness
of these possible solutions, we will recon-
nect with SME leaders who participated in

our research to gather their feedback on our
preliminary findings and recommendations.
This validation process will allow us to test

the appeal and practicality of our proposed
points of influence for meaningful change. By
engaging directly with these leaders, we aim
to gain critical insights into the dynamics of

12

implementing these solutions and assess how
systemic barriers might be navigated and
overcome in real business contexts.

Through this iterative process, we will refine
our proposed solutions, ensuring they are
actionable and applicable across diverse SME
contexts. This validation approach not only
strengthens our recommendations but also
provides a clear, corroborated foundation for

how SMEs can transition toward sustainability.

This methodology is designed to produce
actionable insights that help bridge the gap
between sustainability ambitions and practi-
cal implementation in Canadian SMEs, while
maintaining rigorous academic standards and
ethical considerations throughout the re-
search process.
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Despite Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs)
aspirations to adopt sustainable practices,
SMEs continue to struggle in operational-
izing sustainability, which often leads to a
gap between their environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) goals and practical execu-
tion (Martins et al., 20822). This gap not only
undermines their contribution to global sus-
tainability efforts but also compromises their
operational resilience, particularly as it weak-
ens their ability to navigate socio-economic
shocks and environmental crises (Weber,
2023; Purwandani & Michaud, 2021).

A review of existing literature indicates that
sustainability - centred on minimizing environ-
mental harm, promoting social equity; and re-
silience - which focuses on adaptability during
crises, are interdependent concepts (Weber,
2023; Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007). Defined by the
Brundtland Report (1987) as achieving de-
velopment that meets current needs without
compromising future generations, sustainabil-
ity serves as a long-term vision for achieving
balanced growth. However, studies show that
while SMEs recognize the importance of sus-
tainability, they often struggle to operational-
ize it due to barriers such as limited access to
technology, resistance to change, and unclear
financial benefits (Purwandani & Michaud,
2021; Liang & Cao, 2021).

Additionally, many SMEs often lack the re-
sources, knowledge, and infrastructure need-
ed to translate sustainability aspirations into
actionable strategies (Sroufe, 2016; Purwan-
dani & Michaud, 2021). This gap undermines
resilience efforts, leaving SMEs vulnerable to
disruptions (Liang & Cao, 2021).

The aspiration-implementation gap limits
SMEs’ competitiveness exposing them to
multiple risks, including supply chain interrup-
tions, and reputational risks as eco-conscious
consumers demand greater transparency (Lo-
pez-Torres, 2023). It also hinders their ability
to attract green investors, form sustainable
partnerships, and access the growing market
of eco-conscious consumers (Weber, 2023).
Addressing this gap could not only enhance
operational resilience but could also unlock
new opportunities for sustainable growth (Pur-
wandani & Michaud, 2021).

This chapter explores existing knowledge

on the intersection of sustainability and re-
silience focusing on strategies to bridge the
gap between sustainability goals and practical
implementation. It examines how closing this
gap can strengthen an SME’s organizational
resilience and enhance their capacity to adapt
to challenges.

FRAMING OUR UNDERSTANDIN G



Operational Resilience Implications
The gap between sustainability aspirations
and implementation directly affects operation-
al resilience, manifesting in three critical ways:

Vulnerability to Disruptions
SMEs without robust sustainability practices
are more exposed to supply chain, environ-
mental, and economic shocks (Liang & Cao,
2021; Bhamra et al., 2011). For example, a
lack of energy efficiency or over-reliance on
non-renewable resources can amplify costs
during resource shortages or price volatili-
ty. Addressing these vulnerabilities through
sustainable practices could reduce risks and
improve long-term stability.

Missed Opportunities
The failure to operationalize sustainability
not only limits SMEs’ access to green financ-
ing and environmentally conscious markets
but also erodes customer trust in an increas-
ingly eco-aware consumer landscape (Pur-
wandani & Michaud, 2021; Weber, 2023). For
instance, businesses unable to demonstrate
transparency or commitment to sustainabil-
ity may lose their competitive edge to more
proactive organizations. Overcoming this
gap can open doors to partnerships, funding
opportunities, and customer loyalty in the
growing green economy.
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Resilience as a Catalyst for Sustainability
Resilience and sustainability are mutually re-
inforcing. Resilient organizations are better
equipped to experiment with and adopt sus-
tainable practices, fostering innovation and
long-term adaptability (Vogus & Sutcliffe,
2007; Sroufe, 2016). For SMEs, this creates
a positive feedback loop: as they strengthen
their resilience, they gain the capacity to in-
tegrate sustainability, which, in turn, enhanc-
es their resilience against future disruptions.
This symbiotic relationship underscores the
importance of addressing both resilience
and sustainability holistically.

The interplay between sustainability and re-
silience not only shapes an SME’s operational
outcomes but also reflects deeper theoretical
frameworks that define these concepts. Un-
derstanding the theoretical perspectives on
sustainability and resilience provides a foun-
dation for exploring their interconnection and
how they can be strategically aligned within
organizations.

Theoretical Perspectives on Sustain-

ability and Resilience

Sustainability and resilience, while distinct in
their definitions, metrics, and organizational
implications, are fundamentally interconnect-
ed. Although they are extensively explored in
academic literature, these concepts are often
examined in isolation, leaving room for further
inquiry into their synergies.

Sustainability

As defined in the Brundtland Report (1987), re-
fers to development that meets present needs
without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own. It is often as-
sessed through frameworks such as the Triple
Bottom Line (TBL), which evaluates environ-
mental, social, and economic performance
(Weber, 2023). In business contexts, sustain-
ability seeks to address long-term stability and
objectives.

Rooted in the Triple Bottom Line framework,
sustainability emphasizes balancing econom-
ic prosperity, environmental stewardship, and
social equity (Weber, 2023; Mura et al., 2018).
However, SMEs often perceive sustainability
as an ideal rather than a tangible goal due to
limited clarity in frameworks tailored to small-
er organizations (Sroufe, 2016; Purwandani &
Michaud, 2021).

As interest in sustainability “has moved from
ideology to reality” (Lindgreen & Swaen, 2010,
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p. 1), organizations have also started to make
considerable investments in the measure-
ment of sustainability-related aspects (Wood,
2010; Hansen & Schaltegger, 2016; O'Dwyer
& Unerman, 2016). Research in sustainability
measurement has been growing at a very high
pace and exploring a variety of issues (Searcy,
2012). Namely, scholars have investigated the
introduction of sustainability indicators with-
in organizations and supply chains (Henri &
Journeault, 2010; Brandenburg & Rebs, 2015),
the roles of sustainability reporting (Burritt
and Schaltegger, 2010; Gray, 2010), and the
disclosure of information to a variety of ex-
ternal stakeholders (Roca & Searcy, 2012).
These studies have enabled us to gain a much
deeper understanding of both technical and
behavioural aspects of sustainability measure-
ment.

However, several issues remain. Organizations
have struggled to increase the dimensionality
of performance (Richard et al., 2009) to in-
clude environmental sustainability along with
financial aspects (Chen et al,, 2014). This is
reflected in academic studies where scholars
have highlighted the need for sustainability
measures to be integrated in organizational
performance measurement systems (Henri

& Journeault, 2010; Hansen & Schaltegger
2016). As Bititci et al. argued, “the sustainabil-
ity agenda needs to be explored as part of the
whole rather than as a standalone, exclusive
and independent performance-measurement
system within the organization or the value



chain” (2012, p. 317).

Sustainability in this case is defined as “com-
pany activities demonstrating the inclusion of
social and environmental concerns in business
operations and in interactions with stakehold-
ers” (van Marrewijk, 2003, p. 102). The con-
cept of sustainability measurement addressed
here is rooted in this definition and its prac-
tice is often aimed at improving and providing
information over one or more organizations’
social and environmental impacts (Mura et al.,
2018).

Despite widespread recognition of the need
for a comprehensive sustainability measure-
ment approach, research has typically seg-
mented its analysis, focusing on selective ele-
ments such as sustainability reporting, carbon
accounting, eco-efficiency, and specific orga-
nizational or supply chain measures (Searcy,
2012; Henri et al., 2016; Passetti & Tenucci,
2016). The rapid growth of the field has been
accompanied by significant fragmentation,
with emerging theoretical perspectives, com-
peting conceptualizations of measurement
processes, and a wide range of practical inter-
ventions (Mura et al., 2018).

Bibliographic coupling of 712 sustainability
research documents uncovered that literature
on sustainability measurement is character-
ized by various research strands that can be
grouped into eight main areas of research,
see Table 1. Even though researchers belong
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to various academic communities and often
adopt different approaches and terminology,
they have tended to reach similar conclusions
(Mura et al., 2018).

Bibliographic coupling comprises the collec-
tion, handling, and mathematical and statis-
tical analysis of quantitative bibliographic
data derived from scientific publications (for

a review, see Verbeek et al. 2002). Each area
represents a broad category or field of study
within sustainability measurement research,
while clusters indicate groups of related stud-
ies within an area that share similar research
topics, methodologies, or approaches. The
number of papers in each cluster indicates its
significance within the broader area, with larg-
er clusters suggesting more established or ac-
tive research domains. Representative papers
are included as key studies that best exempli-
fy the themes, findings, or methodologies of

a given cluster, often cited as foundational or
influential works in their respective fields.

Table 1 - Sustainability Bibliographic Coupling

ty reporting

reporting

Area Cluster Number of | Representative
papers papers

A - Sustainability disclosure | Environmental reporting and 7 109

and performance environmental performance

B - Determinants of sustain- | Determinants and outcomes of 21 50

able disclosure environmental disclosure

C - Critical environmental Critical environmental 8 136

accounting accounting

D - Sustainability metrics Sustainability measurement 9 641

E - Sustainable operations Sustainable operations 3 46

and supply chain

management Environmental management 2 204
systems used in OM

F - Carbon accounting Carbon accounting 8 102
Carbon footprint 5 166
Carbon accounting indicators 642

G - Diffusion of sustainability | Diffusion of sustainability 543

standards standards
Diffusion of sustainability 2 643
standards over time

H - Assurance of sustainabili- | Assurance of sustainability 2 112
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Resilience
Refers to an organization’s capacity to adapt,
recover, and stabilize from immediate disrup-
tions. Increasingly recognized in organization-
al studies, its prominence reflects a growing
need to navigate complex and unpredictable
challenges (Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007; Liang
& Cao, 2021). Resilience is often measured
through following factors:
e Adaptive capacity, resource flexibili-
ty, employee engagement, and robust
systemic planning (Sutcliffe & Vogus,
2003); and
e Values and purpose, trust, leadership,
preparedness, support systems, rest,
exploration, exploitation and improvisa-
tion (Zubair, 2021).

In contrast to sustainability, resilience seeks
to address adaptability to shorter-term shocks
and challenges. Resilient organizations
demonstrate cognitive, behavioural, and struc-
tural flexibility, which allows them to weather
crises and adapt dynamically to changing
environments (Bhamra, Dani, & Burnard, 2011;
Sezen-Giiltekin & Argon, 2020). Leadership
plays a vital role in embedding resilience, as
adaptive decision-making and proactive plan-
ning often stem from organizational leaders
(Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007).

The concept of resilience has received little
systematic empirical work and independent
attention (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003). Predom-
inately, resilience-based literature has been
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conceptual, focusing on developing a static
knowledge base for the area through estab-
lishing the fundamental concepts and princi-
ples (De Jong & Ferguson-Hessler, 1996).

The concept of resilience is both multidisci-
plinary and multifaceted. The notion is firmly
grounded within ecology and the working
definitions used by many authors developed
following Holling’s (1973) original research re-
lating to ecosystem stability. Within a specific
resilience-based context, several authors have
attempted to broadly cover all these general
areas within one study, as a result, a diverse
literature base has developed (Bhamra, Dani &
Burnard 2011).

Perspectives in resilience literature
Table 2 demonstrates a comprehensive ap-
proach to resilience research, strategically
spanning perspectives from individual actors
to broader ecological systems. Within this
landscape, supply chain resilience has gar-
nered increased scholarly attention, partic-
ularly in the post-2001 period, occupying a
critical intersection between organizational
and community frameworks (Bhamra, Dani &
Burnard 2011).

Table 2 - Resilience Perspectives

Ecological Individual Socio-ecological/ | Organizational |Supply Chain
community
15 19 17 21 9

Topics studied under resilience

Table 3 reveals that behaviour and dynamics dominated the research landscape, appearing

in 52 out of 74 papers examined. This represents the most extensively studied aspect of re-
silience research by a significant margin. The remaining three topics - strategy, capabilities,
and performance - were studied either on their own or in conjunction with behaviour, feature in
almost similar numbers across the reviewed papers, though notably less often than behaviour
(Bhamra, Dani & Burnard 2011).

Table 3 - Resilience Research

Behaviour and Capabilities Strategy Performance
dynamics
52 17 17 14

Methodologies used in research

Table 4 highlights the methodological analysis of theory building as the predominant research
approach in resilience studies, with 52 papers employing this method. Case studies and model/
framework development were utilized in approximately one-fifth to one-quarter of the papers.
Survey-based research proved to be the least common methodology (Bhamra, Dani & Burnard
2011).

Table 4 - Resilience Research Methodologies

Theory building Case study Survey Model/framework

52 21 6 16
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Intersection of Sustainability and Resil-
ience

These concepts are often studied inde-
pendently, leaving a gap in integrated strat-
egies for SMEs. Recent studies suggest that
sustainability and resilience are complemen-
tary, with both long-term visions, provided by
sustainability, and short-term adaptability,
provided by resilience, being critical to help
SMEs withstand immediate disruptions while
pursuing enduring goals (Weber, 2023; Sezen-
Giltekin & Argon, 2020).

SMEs that integrate sustainability and re-
silience are better equipped to handle both
long-term environmental shifts and sudden
disruptions, such as economic downturns.
For instance, a sustainable SME with diversi-
fied supply chains can quickly adapt during a
shortage (Liang & Cao, 2021).

A significant portion of academic literature
on sustainability and resilience emphasizes
theoretical frameworks, yet practical imple-
mentation remains underexplored (Vogus

& Sutcliffe, 2007). Sroufe (2016) highlights
the need for operationalizing sustainability
by shifting from broad paradigms to action-
able, context-specific strategies. Similarly,
Weber (2023) identifies a lack of consensus
on how sustainability and resilience should
be defined and measured in practice, further
complicating the transition from aspiration to
action. These theoretical complexities create
adoption barriers for SMEs, as they lack the
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resources or expertise to translate broad sus-
tainability goals, which often require proactive
planning, into tangible and resilient operation-
al actions, which demand reactive adaptability
(Weber, 2023).

Weber (2023) underscores this challenge, not-
ing that sustainability tends to drive resilience
by reducing vulnerabilities, but resilience is
not always a direct outcome of sustainability
practices. For SMEs, this disconnect fosters

a gap between their aspirations and the abil-
ity to operationalize sustainable and resilient
strategies, limiting their impact on both en-
vironmental as well as organizational perfor-
mance.

Barriers to SME Sustainability Implemen-
tation

Despite growing awareness, SMEs face signifi-
cant internal barriers and external pressures in
implementing sustainability goals. SMEs often
cite several multifaceted factors that deepen
the gap between sustainability aspirations and
practical implementation:

Resource Constraints

A primary challenge for businesses, espe-
cially SMEs, is the lack of financial and hu-
man resources. Implementing sustainability
practices often requires upfront investment
in technologies, staff training, or infrastruc-
ture, which many SMEs cannot afford. Ad-
ditionally, smaller businesses often lack the
personnel with the necessary expertise to

drive sustainability initiatives, leaving them
reliant on external consultants or partners,
which adds to the costs (Sroufe, 2016; Pur-
wandani & Michaud, 2021).

Knowledge Gaps and Lack of Technical
Expertise

Businesses often face challenges in under-
standing what sustainability entails and how
to operationalize it. SMEs often lack the
technical expertise to translate sustainabil-
ity goals into actionable strategies (Liang &
Cao, 2021; Sroufe, 2016).

For example, many SMEs struggle to track
and measure their environmental impacts
due to a lack of technical expertise or
awareness of available tools and frame-
works, such as the Global Reporting Initia-
tive (GRI), and Future Fit Business Bench-
mark (Muraet al., 2018; Liang & Cao, 2021).
This knowledge gap prevents businesses
from identifying opportunities to improve
their practices.

Cultural Resistance and Organizational
Inertia

Resistance to change within organizations,
compounded by a lack of sustainability-fo-
cused leadership, can inhibit progress
towards sustainability adoption. Employees
and management may be reluctant to shift
from established practices, particularly if
the benefits of sustainability are not imme-
diately apparent. This resistance is often

rooted in scepticism about whether sustain-
ability measures will yield financial returns
or improve competitiveness (Mura et al.,,
2018; Weber, 2023).

Complex Regulatory Requirements

Navigating sustainability-related regulations
and policy standards can be overwhelming,
particularly for smaller businesses without
dedicated compliance teams. They add
layers of complexity, making sustainability
appear as an additional burden rather than
an integrated business priority. This creates
uncertainty, making businesses hesitant to
invest in sustainability initiatives (Purwan-
dani & Michaud, 2021; Bhamra et al., 2011).

Perceived Lack of Immediate Financial
Benefits

Many businesses view sustainability ini-
tiatives as cost centres rather than invest-
ments. Without clear evidence of a short-
term return on investment, businesses may
deprioritize sustainability in favour of proj-
ects with immediate financial gains (Weber,
2023; Sroufe, 2016). This perception is
especially pronounced in industries where
profit margins are slim.

Market and Consumer Pressures
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While some markets demand sustainable
products, others are less receptive. Busi-
nesses operating in regions or sectors
where consumers prioritize cost over sus-
tainability may feel less incentivized to



adopt green practices. This lack of market
demand creates a vicious cycle, as busi-
nesses fail to innovate sustainably, and con-
sumers are not exposed to greener options
(Purwandani & Michaud, 2021).

Supply Chain Challenges
Implementing sustainability across the sup-
ply chain can be particularly challenging.
SMEs often rely on suppliers and partners,
who often hold more power than SMEs, that
may not prioritize sustainability, making it
difficult to create a cohesive and transpar-
ent value chain. Supply chain disruptions
and the lack of green alternatives further
complicate these efforts (Liang & Cao,
2021; Bhamra, Dani, & Burnard, 2011).

These barriers are not exhaustive, but they
prevent SMEs from reaping the benefits of
sustainability, such as improved efficiency and
market competitiveness. Without sustainabili-
ty, SMEs are also more vulnerable to environ-
mental and economic disruptions (Bhamra,
Dani, & Burnard, 2011).

Evaluation of Sustainability and Resilience
Measuring sustainability and resilience is criti-
cal for businesses, particularly SMEs, to iden-
tify progress, pinpoint areas for improvement,
and integrate these concepts into their opera-
tions. Measurement enables SMEs to identify
inefficiencies and risks, helping them improve
operations. For instance, tracking energy use
could lead to cost savings and reduced envi-
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ronmental impact (Sroufe, 2016).

Metrics and frameworks provide the tools for
organizations to quantify their environmental,
social, and economic impacts, sustainability,

while assessing their adaptability to challeng-

es, resilience. These tools are essential for
bridging the implementation gap between
aspirations and tangible action, enabling in-

formed decision-making and enhancing oper-

ational resilience.

Sustainability measurement tools, like the
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), provide
standards for tracking environmental and
social impact (Mura et al., 2018). Resilience
metrics focus on response times, resource
adaptability, and recovery capabilities (Vogus

& Sutcliffe, 2007). However, SMEs often strug-
gle to adopt these tools due to their complex-

ity and resource requirements (Liang & Cao,
2021).

Effective measurement is critical to bridging
the implementation gap. We have taken a

critical look at some measurement frameworks

and metrics across both sustainability and
resilience:

Sustainability Metrics

Sustainability metrics aim to track an organi-
zation’s environmental, social, and economic
performance. These measures help business-
es align their operations with sustainable
development goals.

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Stan-
dards

GRI is one of the most widely used frame-
works for sustainability reporting. It pro-
vides organizations with guidelines for
disclosing their environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) impacts. Also, helps busi-
nesses identify areas of improvement and
communicate their sustainability efforts to
build stakeholder trust, foster transparency
and accountability. This enables companies
to showcase their sustainability and resil-
ience efforts, making them more attractive
to eco-conscious consumers and green
investors (Mura et al., 2018).

Metrics:
e Carbon emissions and energy con-
sumption

e Waste generation and recycling rates
e Gender diversity in the workforce

Triple Bottom Line (TBL) Framework
Popularized by Elkington (1997), TBL
evaluates sustainability based on three
dimensions: profit (economic), planet (en-
vironmental), and people (social). It en-
courages businesses to consider holistic
decision-making and impact, rather than
focusing solely on financial outcomes.
Metrics:
e Financial performance (e.g., cost sav-
ings from sustainability)
e Environmental indicators (e.g., water
usage, renewable energy adoption)
e Social metrics (e.g., community en-

gagement, employee well-being)

Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP)

The CDP focuses on tracking carbon emis-
sions and climate-related risks. It facilitates
alignment with global climate goals and at-
tracts environmentally conscious investors
(Weber, 2023).

Metrics:

e Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions

e Climate change mitigation and adapta-

tion strategies

The United Nations Sustainable Develop-

ment Goals (SDGs)
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The 17 SDGs provide a global framework for
achieving sustainability across economic,
environmental, and social dimensions by
2030. Each of the 17 SDG goals have between
8-12 targets, and each target is measured by
1-4 indicators. They are particularly relevant
for aligning business practices with societal
and environmental priorities (United Nations,
2015).

SMEs can use the SDGs as a roadmap to
align their strategies with international
goals, enhancing global competitiveness
and access to green financing. Focusing

on a subset of SDGs, such as those tied to
their industry, can make operational im-
plementation more manageable, ensuring
compliance and long-term viability (Purwan-
dani & Michaud, 2021).



Metrics:

e Tracking waste reduction, resource
efficiency, and sustainable supply chain
practices

e Monitoring carbon emissions, renew-
able energy use, and climate risk adap-
tation

e Measuring fair wages, employee
well-being, and sustainable economic
productivity

Resilience Metrics

Resilience metrics assess an organization’s
ability to adapt to and recover from disrup-
tions, ensuring long-term operational stability.

Organizational Resilience Framework
(ORF)
Examines resilience through three core
dimensions: leadership and culture, network
relationships, and change readiness (Vo-
gus & Sutcliffe, 2007). It helps businesses
evaluate their readiness for crises and build
adaptive capacity.
Metrics:
e Resource redundancy and flexibility
e Speed of recovery from disruptions
e Employee adaptability and engagement

Supply Chain Resilience Metrics
Focuses on assessing the robustness of
supply chains to withstand shocks. It en-
ables businesses to identify vulnerabilities
in their supply chain and implement strate-
gies to ensure continuity (Bhamra, Dani, &

Burnard, 2011).

Metrics:

e Supplier diversity

e Inventory buffering and lead times

e Risk mitigation strategies in supply
networks

Adaptive Capacity Index (ACI)
Measures an organization’s ability to an-
ticipate, absorb, and recover from external
shocks. Also, aids in assessing long-term
viability and readiness for uncertain events
(Liang & Cao, 2021).
Metrics:
e Financial buffers for crisis management
e Decision-making flexibility and decen-
tralized authority
e Collaborative partnerships with stake-
holders

Integrated Metrics

Integrated frameworks for sustainability and
resilience are essential tools that bring to-
gether two vital aspects of organizational
performance: the ability to operate sustainably
in the long-term while being agile and adap-
tive in the face of disruptions. Their impor-
tance lies in offering businesses a structured
approach to align sustainability goals with
resilience strategies, enabling them to achieve
both environmental responsibility and opera-
tional stability.

The Natural Step Framework
Uses system conditions based on scientific
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principles to measure ecological and so-
cial sustainability. It helps SMEs integrate
sustainability into core business strategies
while fostering resilience through resource
efficiency and closed-loop systems (Mura
et al,, 2018). This promotes closed-loop
systems, enabling businesses to minimize
waste and maintain steady resource avail-
ability during supply chain disruptions.
Metrics:

e Renewable energy use

e Material recovery rates

Ellen MacArthur Foundation’s Circular
Economy Framework
Encourages SMEs to design out waste, use
renewable inputs, and regenerate ecosys-
tems, creating both resilience and sustain-
ability benefits by reducing dependency
on finite resources (Weber, 2023). This
emphasizes reducing waste while maintain-
ing supply chain flexibility, ensuring that
businesses are both resource-efficient and
responsive to external pressures. It aligns
long-term goals with short-term adaptabil-
ity.
Metrics:
e Material circularity indicators (MCI)
e Recycling rates
e Energy recovery percentages

Integrated Reporting Framework (IR)
IR helps SMEs communicate a holistic
value creation story to stakeholders, align-
ing sustainability with long-term financial

resilience (Purwandani & Michaud, 2021). It
combines financial and non-financial per-
formance indicators.

Metrics:

e Carbon offsets

e Social impact investments

e Innovation outputs

Despite advancements in measurement
frameworks, SMEs often lack the tools and
expertise to adopt these metrics comprehen-
sively (Weber, 2023; Liang & Cao, 2021).

Exploring Fundamental Principles
While much of the sustainability and resilience
discourse focuses on organizational strategy,
policy, or system design, these concepts are
deeply rooted in natural systems. Nature, with
its 3.8 billion years of evolution, offers pow-
erful models of sustainability and resilience,
embodying principles such as closed-loop
cycles, adaptability, redundancy, and diversity
(Benyus, 2002; Sroufe, 2016; Weber, 2023).
Understanding these natural foundations
opens a compelling pathway for how we might
approach sustainability in business, particular-
ly for SMEs facing limited capacity and over-
whelming complexity.

Sustainability in nature is guided by closed-
loop cycles and feedback mechanisms, where
waste becomes input and systems regener-
ate (Mura et al., 2018; Weber, 2023). This has
inspired closed-loop business practices like
Interface’s use of recycled materials in carpet
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production, directly mimicking natural re-
source cycles.

Resilience, similarly, emerges through fea-
tures like diversity, decentralization, and
redundancy, allowing ecosystems to adapt,
absorb shocks, and evolve (Sroufe, 2016;
Sezen-Giiltekin & Argon, 2020). These same
principles can guide SMEs in building flexible,
future-ready operations.

The practice of biomimicry translates these
natural principles into actionable business
strategies. It offers a framework that inte-
grates sustainability with resilience through
nature-inspired design. The Eastgate Shop-
ping Centre in Zimbabwe, for example, re-
duced energy use by modelling its cooling
system on termite mounds (Sroufe, 2016). In
the SME context, biomimicry can help simplify
complex frameworks by focusing on core prin-
ciples like adaptability, modularity, and feed-
back (Mura et al., 2018; Bhamra et al., 2017;
Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007).

While biomimicry presents promising insights,
applying its principles requires careful adap-
tation to business realities. As Sroufe (2016)
notes, translating nature’s logic into effective
strategies demands a deliberate and contextu-
al approach.

Nature’s intelligence reminds us that sustain-
ability and resilience are not separate goals,
they are interdependent, evolving processes.

Grounding business thinking in these prin-
ciples may offer SMEs a more intuitive and
effective path forward.

Case Studies

Despite the theoretical focus, several cases
provide insights into bridging the sustain-
ability-resilience gap. Sroufe (2016) outlines

a structured approach to integrating sustain-
ability through action-based learning and
cross-disciplinary collaboration. This approach
enabled firms to embed sustainability into
their strategic planning, yielding both environ-
mental and operational benefits.

Another example is from Weber (2023), who
reviewed a dairy industry model that opti-
mized resilience and sustainability by ad-
dressing environmental, social, and economic
challenges holistically. These cases demon-
strate that successful integration requires
tailored, industry-specific strategies that con-
sider both sustainability and resilience goals.
Additionally, that collaboration, both within
and beyond the organization, is essential to
overcoming barriers (Weber, 2023; Sroufe,
2016).

We have highlighted a few real-world exam-
ples in Table 5 across companies and indus-
tries to demonstrate the practical application
of sustainability and resilience principles:

Table 5 - Case Studies

Interface

Interface

A global carpet manufacturer, Interface adopted closed-loop systems, re-
cycling old carpets into new ones. This initiative reduced waste significant-
ly and enhanced the company’s public image (Mura et al., 2018).

patagonia

Patagonia

Known for its sustainable outdoor clothing, Patagonia integrates environ-
mental responsibility into every aspect of its business. For instance, it pro-
motes product repair over replacement, reducing waste and encouraging
sustainability (Purwandani & Michaud, 2021).

European SMEs

SMEs adopting circular economy practices achieved cost reductions and
enhanced sustainability through waste-to-resource initiatives (Purwandani
& Michaud, 2021; Mura et al., 2018). Using circular economy principles,
such as breweries recycling spent grains into animal feed, also show how
small actions can have a significant impact (Weber, 2023).

High-Tech Industries

Organizations recovering from supply chain disruptions leveraged employ-
ee adaptability and resource flexibility to maintain operational continuity
(Liang & Cao, 2021; Bhamra et al., 2011).

Education Sector

Higher education institutions balancing organizational sustainability and
resilience highlighted the importance of aligning strategy with operational
practices (Sezen-Giiltekin & Argon, 2020).
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Takeaways

The literature underscores that while SMEs
recognize the value of sustainability, signifi-
cant barriers hinder their ability to translate
ambitions into action. Existing frameworks
provide theoretical guidance, but they often
lack the practical, industry-specific strategies
needed for effective implementation. Case
studies highlight the importance of adaptabil-
ity, cross-sector collaboration, and innovative
approaches like biomimicry in integrating
sustainability and resilience. However, these
insights remain largely conceptual, leaving
critical questions unanswered about how
SMEs navigate real-world constraints, make
sustainability decisions, and balance short-
term operational needs with long-term resil-
ience goals.

While these theoretical foundations provide
important conceptual scaffolding, addressing
systemic barriers to sustainability adoption
requires a deeper exploration of SMEs’ opera-
tional landscape. Before engaging with stake-
holders directly, we must first understand the
underlying structures, relationships, and flows
that define how these businesses function in
practice. By mapping these system dynamics,
we can identify both the practical constraints
and potential leverage points for meaningful
sustainability integration.
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Understanding
Sources of Growth
and Market Demands

Figure 1 -Value Flows

Understanding the SME System

This section explores the everyday realities
that shape how SMEs operate within their sys-
tems. Through desk research conducted prior
to interviews, we examined how value flows -
decisions, resources, and information - move
through SME operations, revealing where
sustainability intentions may gain traction or
break down. We also analyzed the internal and
external relationships that influence deci-
sion-making, highlighting the key dynamics
that shape how SMEs engage with their broad-
er ecosystem. Together, these insights provide
critical context for understanding the practical
potential for sustainability integration across

Operations to Meet
Customer Needs
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)
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Managing Customer
Relationships to
Deliver Profitability

different SME environments.

Value Flows

We used a Value Chain Analysis to better un-
derstand how value flows within SME organi-
zations, across different stages of operations.
This method examines the interconnected
activities within an organization that create
value, highlighting areas for competitive ad-
vantage and operational efficiency (Zamora,
2016). By mapping these value flows, busi-
nesses can better understand how leadership,
core business functions, and external relation-
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ships influence sustainability adoption and
resilience within their operational systems
(Zamora, 2016).

Our value chain analysis, figure 1, shows that
operational functions and value flows within
SMEs are primarily focused on five core out-
puts:
e Understanding sources of growth and
market demand;
e Operational planning to meet customer
needs;
e Efficiently managing customer relation-
ships to deliver profitability;
e Complying with laws, regulations, and
policies; and
e Developing necessary skills and capac-
ities.

The business functions that contribute to
these outputs are tightly interconnected, inter-
dependent and form a self-reinforcing cycle.
Mapping the value flow brought to light suc-
cess metrics within SMEs were predominantly
defined by short-term financial performance
and customer satisfaction. This suggested
that ecological and social impacts remain
secondary considerations across core busi-
ness functions, competing for already limited
SME attention and resources.



Internal and External

Relationships

To explore how different stakeholders within
the broader SME ecosystem interact with each
other and the characteristics of their relation-
ships with sustainability, we utilized an Actors
Map. This is a tool used to visually depict

the network of individuals and organizations
within a system, capturing their roles, rela-
tionships, and influences to understand the
dynamics and power structures at play. This
process aims to capture who the key actors
are, how they interact, and how their actions

impact the system, providing insights into decision-making power. Figure 2 reveals the

potential intervention points and opportunities following major tension points:

for collaboration or conflict resolution (McAra

et al,, 2022; Bryson, 2004). e Cultural and community influences
exert significant influence on business

The actors mapping illustrated an asymmet- operations and values;

rical power dynamic within SME ecosystems, e Economic climate factors drive many

where external actors with high influence, business decisions and create con-

including economic climate, often operate straints;

with limited knowledge of SME constraints, e Government agencies and regulatory

while entities with deep understanding of bodies shape compliance require-

SME operations, including industry standards ments; and

and certifications, typically possess lower e Industry standards and certifications
set expectations and market access
conditions.

This creates a misalignment where the most

Environment < influential forces shaping the business envi-
P Counisommnty o ronment may have the least contextual under-
Influences . . o, .
L standing of operational realities. SMEs must
— L navigate these power dynamics while pro-
v v cessing information vital for ongoing stability
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esources gencies 9 of relevance, credibility, and actionability, a
situation that often relegates sustainability to
something “nice to have” rather than a core
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Engaging the SME System

Academic literature has established a con-
ceptual understanding of the barriers SMEs
encounter when attempting to implement
sustainability initiatives, yet these theoretical
frameworks often fail to capture the nuanced,
day-to-day realities faced by practitioners on
the ground. To bridge this gap, this chapter
details how we sought the input of actors in
the system, outlining how direct engagement
with SME employees, owners, and industry
experts provided a deeper understanding of
resilience and sustainability adoption in prac-
tice.

This process was designed to capture diverse
perspectives across different levels of SME
operations, complementing the theoretical
foundations established in our “Framing our
Understanding” phase. Interviews and surveys
were structured to encourage open, reflective
conversations rather than prescriptive re-
sponses, allowing participants to share their
organizational realities and perceptions of
sustainability. This approach recognizes that
sustainability implementation exists within
complex interconnected networks of stake-
holders, processes, and external pressures.

The discussions that took place revealed crit-
ical insights into the challenges, motivations,
and decision-making processes surrounding

resilience and sustainability in SMEs, provid-
ing essential input for the “Possibilities of
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Transition” phase of our research.

The following sections outline the structure of
the participant selection criteria, the interview
content and structure, followed by reflections
on this phase of the research.

Recruitment Criteria

To ensure a comprehensive understanding of
resilience and sustainability implementation
within SMEs, we focused on businesses that
have been operating for over a year. Partici-
pants were sought out based on organization-

Table 6 - Recruitment Criteria

al hierarchies and diverse industry sectors.
Our selection strategy targeted individuals
from various levels within SMEs, from frontline
employees to executive leadership, external
industry experts, and representatives from
diverse business functions. This multi-dimen-
sional approach allowed us to capture a full
spectrum of sustainability implementation
challenges and opportunities across the oper-
ational landscape of Canadian SMEs, outlined
in the selection criteria Table 6.

Participant | Perspective |Scope Geo- Experi- Tar- | Ac-
Group graphic |ence get |tual
Loca-
tion
Employee [Functional Gain insight into the ex- Canada |1+yearsin| 75 9
Survey roles with periences of sustainability organiza-
daily tasks implementation in Canadian tion
SMEs and identify gaps be-
tween leadership intent and
operational realities.
Expert In- | External Identify common challeng- Global 10+ years 10 12
terviews professionals |es, external pressures, and in SME
with diverse |structural barriers to SME leadership
SME experi- |sustainability adoption. or sustain-
ence ability
SME Owner | Founders or Explore operational realities, [ Canada |5+ years 15 11
Interviews |leaders re- leadership challenges, and in mana-
sponsible for [barriers to sustainability gerial or
making inter- [integration leadership
nal decisions roles

We identified and recruited potential par-
ticipants across the range of SMEs actively
pursuing sustainability initiatives and oth-

ers that had not yet considered or identified
themselves as sustainable. Our recruitment
approach combined structured methods with
adaptive strategies to ensure a successful and
inclusive recruitment process allowing us to
engage a broader spectrum of participants
that enriched our research.

Recruitment Process

The three complementary methods employed
- survey, expert interviews and SME leader
interviews enabled us to delve much deeper
into the realities of sustainability implementa-
tion and unique perspectives across a breadth
of industries and geographies in Canada and
beyond.

Survey Implementation

We distributed an anonymous online ques-
tionnaire to potential respondents, who were
screened based on relevance to the study. The
survey recorded nine respondents that met
the criteria located across Canada, including
Alberta, British Columbia, Ontario, Saskatch-
ewan. The 10-15-minute survey explored

how SME staff experienced resilience and
sustainability in daily operations. It covered
areas such as organizational context, factors
influencing decisions, perceptions of resil-
ience and sustainability, integration into daily
operations, barriers to progress, and future
approaches. While we did not achieve the

expected number of respondents, primarily
due to the use of industry jargon creating lan-
guage inaccessibility, and survey fatigue, the
survey responses did provide qualitative depth
rather than statistical significance.




Expert Interviews

We conducted online interviews with 12 ex-
perts from diverse geographical locations,
including Hong Kong, Europe, South Africa,
Kenya, and Canada. Each interview involved
two researchers - one leading the discussion
and another taking notes. The interviews fo-
cused on operational resilience requirements
for SMEs, best practices for resilience-build-
ing, evaluation frameworks, legal and policy
influences, relationships between sustainabil-
ity and compliance, and future opportunities.
These conversations provided critical insights
into common high-level barriers facing SMEs
and potential leverage points for sustainabil-
ity implementation. Despite geographic and
industry diversity, recurring themes emerged
across regions, offering overarching perspec-
tives on systemic challenges.
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SME Leader Interviews

We interviewed 11 business founders or lead-
ers across multiple Canadian provinces, in-
cluding Nova Scotia, British Columbia, Alber-
ta, and Ontario. The interviews, structured
similarly to expert interviews, focused on
operational adaptation, balancing short-term
decisions with long-term growth, leadership
challenges, resource utilization, progress
evaluation methods, and future outlook on
sustainability and business growth. This geo-
graphic diversity provided rich insights into
regional variations in sustainability implemen-
tation challenges.

Takeaways

Our interactions with SME leaders revealed
that sustainability is often lived, not labeled.
Many leaders were practicing values-aligned
behaviours, prioritizing community well-being,
ethical sourcing, and employee care, without
explicitly identifying these actions as “sustain-
ability”. This disconnect pointed to a deeper
challenge: conventional sustainability narra-
tives and tools often fail to reflect how SMEs
actually think, speak, and act. It became clear
that sustainability is not always a declared
objective, but often embedded in quiet, every-
day decisions. Survey responses reinforced
this pattern: while only a third of respondents
reported having clearly defined resilience
goals, many described practices that closely
aligned with sustainability principles. This sug-
gests that conventional definitions may not
fully capture how sustainability shows up in
practice, and highlights the need to clarify its
current understanding beyond the ecological
component alone.

What emerged most strongly was the emotion-
al weight of decision-making. Cognitive and
psychological barriers, particularly uncertainty
and a reluctance to “get it wrong”, influenced
how leaders engaged with sustainability.
Across contexts, awareness of sustainability
issues, their perceived relevance, and access
to formal tools all remained low. For some
SMEs, the value of these tools in improving
day-to-day operations was unclear; for others,
there was a call for more guidance in navi-
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gating available frameworks. Many gravitated
toward informal, peer-based resources that
felt more reflective of their lived realities.
Geography and community dynamics added
further nuance. Rural SMEs often approached
sustainability through community reciprocity
and mutual support, while urban businesses
described more fragmented pressures, deter-
mined by policy or market demands. These
early signals set the basis for our approach,
grounding our inquiry not in abstract frame-
works, but in the practical realities that define
SME efforts to do good, stay resilient, and
move forward.



Despite growing interest in sustainable busi-
ness practices, organizations vary widely in
their actual implementation progress. While
some companies have successfully integrated
sustainability into their operations, many oth-
ers struggle to move beyond good intentions
to meaningful action. Our literature review
highlights a range of internal and external bar-
riers that SMEs face, including limited access
to technology, resistance to change, unclear
financial benefits, resource constraints, and

a lack of technical expertise (Purwandani &
Michaud, 2021; Liang & Cao, 2021). Supply
chain complexities and cultural resistance
add additional layers of difficulty to an already
challenging process. While these challenges
are well-documented, much of the literature
remains focused on theoretical models, leav-
ing a gap in understanding how sustainability
is implemented in practice (Vogus & Sutcliffe,
2007).

This chapter seeks to explore this gap by
shifting the focus from theory to the lived
experiences of SME leaders. Drawing from our
interviews, we analyze and interpret the data
to distill how barriers are encountered and
navigated across different stages of sustain-
ability implementation. Throughout our re-
search, we have approached sustainability by
expanding its traditional definition to encom-
pass the quadruple bottom line - considering
purpose, people, planet and profit - to provide
a more holistic understanding of sustainable
business practices in the SME context. It will

examine operational influences beyond theory
within Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs)
in Canada and how they navigate barriers to
sustainability adoption.

Our analysis reveals how SME leaders develop
evolving response approaches rooted both in
purpose and organizational pragmatism. We
uncovered complex, interdependent relation-
ships between organizational behaviour pat-
terns, operational barriers, and core business
functions that collectively determine the ways
in which leaders integrate sustainability into
SME operations. This chapter synthesizes our
findings of the current operational reality of
SMEs in Canada, illuminating the systemic
challenges preventing more widespread adop-
tion of sustainable operations.

We approached the research from a multi-sys-
temic lens, aimed at reaching a deep contex-
tual understanding of the everyday reality of
SMEs, and the effects of decision-making. We
sought to understand:

1. Making sense of the system reality:
Analyzing interview data to uncover the
operational dynamic of SMEs and how
they arrive at decisions

a. Barriers: Identifying fundamental
obstacles that prevent SMEs from
adopting sustainable practices
Response Patterns: Recognized
distinct behavioral approaches SME
leaders take when engaging with
sustainability integration challenges

POSSIBILITIES OF TRANSITION



2. Learning from the system: Analyzing
how response patterns interact with
barriers to create cascading impacts
throughout organizations and identifying
key business areas that strategic inter-
ventions could most effectively support
in line with sustainability adoption.

3. Sustainability as a Path to Resilience:
Exploring the nature of the intercon-
nected and interdependent relationship
between sustainability and resilience.

The combination of these different analyses
facilitated a rich understanding of SME dy-
namics and the specific points in the system
that hinder sustainability adoption.

Making Sense of the System
Reality

The research was conducted using a thematic
approach, allowing the natural emergence of
barriers and response patterns from the data.
Themes were identified based on common-
alities across SME operational dynamics, in
relation to sustainability. These themes not
only offer insights into the barriers SMEs face
and how they perceive sustainability but also
highlight internalized and operationalized
sustainable practices despite systemic and
organizational constraints.
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Barriers to Sustainability

Through conversations with industry experts
and SME leaders, we identified 36 barriers
which we distilled into seven distinct barrier
categories. These barriers represent a com-
plex interplay between internal organizational
dynamics and external pressures, creating

a multifaceted challenge that goes beyond
simple resource constraints. The interconnect-
ed nature of these barriers creates cascading
effects, where challenges in one area can
amplify difficulties in others. This reinforces
insights from McDougall's (2016) findings that
the real challenge in the transition to sustain-
ability is to take inner transformation from an
implicit, unconscious process at the individual
level to being an explicit, conscious one. Such
conscious transformation should take place in
many small enterprises and through organiza-
tional leadership. By making this shift, we can
scale up efforts and achieve greater impact
toward a more sustainable society at the con-
textual level.

While our literature review identified knowl-
edge gaps and lack of technical expertise as
significant barriers (Liang & Cao 2021; Sroufe
2016; Mura et al 2018), our research uncov-
ered a more nuanced understanding of these
challenges. Specifically, we found that these
barriers manifest in contextually specific ways
that previous research has not fully captured,
providing deeper insight into how SMEs expe-
rience and navigate sustainability transitions.
What makes these barriers particularly chal-

1. Fear and Doubt in Decision-Making

2.Rigid Structures That Stifle Change

3. Difficulty Navigating Support Systems

O Threshold 1: Stuck in Ambiguity

Figure 3- Identified Barrier Thresholds

‘ Threshold 2: Buried in Complexity
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lenging is how they manifest across three
progressive implementation thresholds, out-
lined in figure 3, operating at multiple levels
simultaneously from individual mindsets to
systemic structures.

Stuck in Ambiguity

This first threshold emerges at the knowl-
edge and awareness level, where SME leaders
struggle to meaningfully comprehend sustain-
ability’s scope and relevance to their opera-
tions. It encompasses the difficulties in trying
to make sense of the concept of sustainability
and inability to visualize how it could shift
their business endeavours beyond its existing
paradigm.

1. Fear and Doubt in Decision-Making
SME leaders often hesitate to act on sus-
tainability initiatives, caught between the
fear of making the wrong choice and a lack
of confidence in their ability to navigate
the complexity. Without clear frameworks
tailored to smaller businesses, every de-
cision feels uncertain and risky. This hes-
itation, driven by concerns about financial
or reputational failure, frequently leads to
inaction or superficial compliance, rather
than meaningful, transformative change.
Leaders may feel scrutinized but unsup-
ported, expected to implement sustain-
ability without the necessary resources or
guidance. As a result, many avoid the topic
entirely, further hindering progress.
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Key characteristics include:

e Fear of unknown outcomes and uncer-

tain returns on investment;

e Shame and fear of getting sustainability

initiatives wrong;
e Avoidance of conversations to escape
feelings of judgment or inadequacy;

e Feeling overwhelmed by the complexity

of sustainability challenges;

e Fear of failure in navigating sustainabil-

ity transitions; and
e Absence of clear guidance tailored
specifically to SME contexts.

As Pablo Romero, Co-CEO & President, The
Ally Co. candidly acknowledged:

“There’s fear mongering but we all
don’t want to lose what we’ve worked
so hard for. We're trying to protect
what we believe in, and I think some-
times the behaviours we exhibit to pro-
tect or defend can actually be harm-
ful or don’t allow us to see that these
solutions or pathways would actual-

ly be more empowering or powerful”

2. Rigid Structures That Stifle Change

Many SMEs feel stuck in traditional busi-
ness models that prioritize short-term
gains over long-term resilience, where

sustainability seems more like a needless
complication than a necessity. Rigid orga-

nizational structures, misaligned policies,

and complex regulations only create resis-

tance at multiple levels - from organiza-
tional processes to market expectations to
regulatory environments. For SMEs, these
barriers are especially problematic as they
are forced to navigate systems primarily
designed for larger organizations while
lacking resources to pioneer alternatives.
Without clear, actionable frameworks for
integrating sustainability, SMEs struggle to
integrate sustainability beyond their cur-
rent operations, despite their interest in
change.

Key characteristics include:

e Perception of sustainability as an addi-
tion rather than a core business priori-
ty;

e “Not in my backyard” (NIMBY) mental-
ity that resists changes perceived as
disruptive;

e Misalignment between regulations/
government policy and SME operational
realities;

e Entrenched capitalist mindset priori-
tizing short-term gains over long-term
resilience;

e Business models not designed to deliv-
er or contribute to sustainability goals;

e Inadequate training and knowledge ap-
plication of sustainability in academia;

e Disconnect of critical external stake-
holders from SME realities;

e Complex, impractical and inconsistent
regulations not tailored to SME con-
texts; and

e Superficial compliance of new regula-
tions in business operations.
As some business leaders expressed:

“A term called NIMBY right which
means “Not in my backyard” and that
goes for things that are good for the en-
vironment too. People don’t want them
in their backyard, they don’t want to live
beside windmills. People don’t want to
live beside solar parks. We can argue
how good those are for the environment;
how efficient they are in terms of collect-
ing and storing energy, but the bottom
line is people don’t want to live by it.”

“Sustainability from the government
often feels inaccurate. What we real-
ly find useful and life-giving is when
other farmers share their knowledge
through books, podcasts, or farm vis-
its. That peer-to-peer exchange is in-
valuable. Even when academic experts
write about important topics like climate
change, there can be a gap between
theory and practical application...”



3. Difficulty Navigating Support Systems

Even when SME leaders are eager to pur-
sue sustainability, the support they need
is often out of reach. Resources are ex-
pensive, funding processes are complex
and often misaligned with SME priorities.
The right tools, suppliers, or training can
also be difficult to locate. Many industry
support organizations remain underfund-
ed and disconnected from the day-to-day
realities of small business operations. As
a result, many SMEs struggle to make real
progress despite motivation and good
intentions. The gap between available
support and what SMEs need continues to
limit their ability to implement meaningful,
lasting sustainability initiatives.

Key characteristics include:

e Lack of sustainable infrastructure in
supply chains and operations;

e High cost to access integration re-
sources and limited availability of sus-
tainable options;

e Use of complex language, industry jar-
gon and technical terminology in sus-
tainability frameworks;

e Underfunded SME support organiza-
tions and lack of support networks;

e Complex funding application processes
with mismatched priorities;

e Insufficient practical education and
training for leaders;

e Limited awareness of sustainability
tools, resources and funding opportuni-

ties;

e Conflicting information and competing

sustainability narratives; and

e Inability to contextualize sustainability
understanding in specific focus areas.

Some business owners we interviewed didn't

even identify with the term “SME” despite
fitting the definition, preventing them from
accessing relevant support systems. As one
SME leader said:

“I reached out to the Chamber in my
area, but there wasn’t anything they
had to offer at the time... I mean the
Chamber, I know every communi-
ty has one, so we have it [the cham-
ber] to help communicate, somewhat,
it’s helpful, but they’re also just su-
per understaffed and underfunded.”

Aashima Asthana, Co-Founder at Wear Re-
volve, a sustainable fashion manufacturing
enterprise, also stated:

“There is less industry specific support
[for SMESs]. Unlike if we talk about large
corporations, they have ESG depart-
ments in their companies, right? But
if you talk about SMEs, we don’t have
customized sustainability roadmaps
tailored towards just one industry...”

Buried in Complexity

After navigating past initial awareness hurdles,
SMESs encounter a second threshold where
they become overwhelmed by the complexity
of sustainability in practice. At this stage, the
sheer volume of sustainability information,
frameworks, certifications, metrics, and data
requirements create decision fatigue that can
derail progress.

4. Lost in the Complexity of Sustainability
SME leaders understand the importance of
tracking and measuring their sustainability
efforts, but knowing what data to collect,
how to use it, and which framework to fol-
low is a major challenge. Conflicting guide-
lines, vague metrics, and limited in-house
expertise often leave businesses guessing
instead of acting with confidence. Rather
than enabling progress, many sustainability
frameworks feel overwhelming and hard to
apply. This confusion makes it difficult to
demonstrate meaningful results or clearly
communicate their impact to stakeholders.
Fully supporting the complex regulatory
requirements barrier highlighted in our
literature review (Purwandani & Michaud
2021, Bharma et al 2011).

Key characteristics include:

e Overwhelming number of frameworks
not tailored to SMEs;

e Unclear starting points for sustainabili-
ty integration;

e Difficulty tracking and communicating

progress;

e Uncertainty about relevant data re-
quirements and effective measurement
approaches;

e Operational misalignment between sus-
tainability goals and business priorities;

e Lack internal sustainability knowledge,
skills and capacities;

e Confusion about sustainability report-
ing expectations;

e Narrow societal understanding of sus-
tainability and its application in busi-
ness; and

e Fragmented guidance about how to
interpret data.

Aashima Asthana, Co-Founder at Wear Re-
volve, articulated this challenge clearly:

“Many SMEs leaders, they feel that sus-
tainability is too complex and expensive.
It was very complex for me too, but I
was very stubborn about it, and I wanted
to do it right. That’s why I figured out
the way, but I believe it’s not that easy.”

5. Fragmented Working Culture

a4

Many SME operations are siloed making
sustainability feel disconnected from the
rest of the business. Even when leadership
sets a clear vision, it rarely takes hold with-
out employee buy-in, clear governance, and
collaboration across teams. Without these
foundations, sustainability stays stuck as

a high-level idea rather than becoming



part of daily operations. Communication
breakdowns and limited trust within teams
further limit honest conversations and new
thinking - both essential for meaningful
change. This reinforces a barrier identified
in our literature review about cultural re-
sistance and organizational inertia barrier
(Mura et al., 2018; Weber 2023).

Key characteristics include:

e Siloed thinking and fragmented ways of
working;

e Disconnect between vision and execu-
tion;

e Broken feedback loops between leader-
ship and operations and missing proof
points leading to cultural resistance;

e Lack of psychological safety and em-
ployee empowerment inhibiting innova-
tion;

e Poor involvement/engagement of
stakeholders in sustainability conversa-
tions;

e Prevalence of linear, transactional and
extractive business models;

e Fragmented SME ecosystems making it
hard to share resources and best prac-
tices;

e Unclear governance metrics and pro-
cess flow guidance;

e Lack of employee motivation and con-
nection to organization’s sustainability
mission; and

e Transactional working conditions and
failure to establish a shared responsi-

bility.

In the perspective of Pablo Romero, Co-CEO

& President, The Ally Co.:

“It’s hard to build trust. It’s hard to en-
gage in healthy conflict. That's going
to drive the most amazing innovation,
right? We want people to come with
their different perspectives and their
different ideas, but if I've never seen
you on camera. Or we haven'’t shared
a moment, or you know what I mean.
It’s so like we’re going to have this ar-
tificial heart. That's the biggest Killer;
it’s because of the stuff that none of
us are saying because we don’t want
to rock the boat or are walking on egg-
shells with each other. That's the Kkill-
er of innovation and performance.”

Struggling to Start

Beyond the first two thresholds, SMEs also
face challenges attempting to translate ac-
quired sustainability knowledge into prac-
tical, organization-wide implementation.
Making sense of how existing business
processes, functions and outputs should
evolve feels almost impossible, especially
with the limited bandwidth SME leaders
have in trying to keep the business afloat.
The ambiguity and weight of responsibility
in trying to transform their core operations
becomes too much to deal with on top of
everyday expectations.

6. Short-term Pressures Hindering Long-
term Plans

For many SMEs, long-term sustainability
planning feels like a luxury when they're
focused on staying afloat. Day-to-day orga-
nizational pressures, tight margins, rising
costs, and constant operational demands,
leave little space for future-focused think-
ing. Even when leaders care about sustain-
ability, the urgency of immediate business
needs often takes priority. With limited
time, capacity, and resources, short-term
survival wins out over long-term invest-
ment, making it even harder to invest and
build momentum toward lasting change.

Key characteristics include:

e Time constraints and constant opera-
tional pressures;

e Survival mindset focusing on immedi-

ate needs and profit;

e Failure to see how sustainability fits
into long-term business success;

e Cash flow struggles and rising costs of
doing business;

e Mental fatigue and burnout among
leaders;

e Difficulty proving ROI for sustainability
investments;

e Inconsistent operational direction,
goals and resource allocations;

e Difficulty disconnecting from business
demands leading to a lack of work-life
balance;

e Challenging sustainability certification
applications, requirements, and road-
maps;

e High financial and time investment in
sustainability certification journeys; and

e Feeling “bogged down” by minor, ad-
ministrative tasks and issues.

To quote one SME leader:
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“As a small business, there’s a lot
of stress put on a guy for all that ad-
ministration your bills, all of that kind
of stuff.. That’s the biggest thing
for me is the all the extra work af-
ter I work that I have to do right.”



7. Surviving Varying Everyday Demands

SME leaders constantly juggle the day-to-
day demands of running a business—man-
aging clients, paying utility bills, processing
invoices, staying on top of taxes. These
tasks, while essential, absorb valuable time
and energy that could otherwise be used
to add value or plan for the future. Sustain-
ability often falls to the bottom of the list—
not due to lack of interest, but because

so much of the work is about keeping up
with the everyday. With limited capacity, it
becomes difficult to step back, think stra-
tegically, or invest in initiatives that could
drive both long-term impact and short-
term gains.

Key characteristics include:

e Funding difficulties and cost justifica-
tion challenges;

e Lack of time to upskill and invest in
sustainability education;

e Limited industry-specific expertise for
sustainability implementation;

e Insufficient sustainable infrastructure;

e Internal financial and support resource
constraints;

e Tax and regulatory compliance burdens;

e Uncertainty about how to properly
leverage financial structures; and

e Emotional toll and increasing stress
levels over business performance.

As Aashima Asthana, Co-Founder at Wear
Revolve, reflected:

“I don’'t know that whether they
teach sustainability in schools or
not, but if not, they should because
there is no expertise out there.”

Adaptive Responses to Constraints
Despite facing significant and often com-
pounding barriers, leaders continue to find
ways to adapt. Through in-depth conversa-
tions with eleven SME leaders across Can-
ada, we identified nine recurring response
patterns that reflect how they react to and
work within the constraints of their current
environments. These patterns emerged from a
detailed analysis of their approaches through
three interconnected dimensions: the intrinsic
motivations that guide leadership decisions,
the organizational design choices that shape
internal structure, and the management ap-
proaches that define day-to-day operations.

The three elements combined to form the
response patterns are:

Guiding Motivations (light purple)

The fundamental values, beliefs, and inter-
nal drivers that shape business leaders’
decisions and actions. These intrinsic
motivations represent the core principles
that direct an organization’s purpose and
provide resilience when facing barriers and
challenges.

Management Approaches (medium
purple)

The tactical and strategic actions organi-
zations make when responding to different
situations, including people management,
customer service, innovation, and long-
term planning. These approaches reflect
how abstract values translate into concrete
operational decisions and behaviours.

Organizational Design Choices (deep
purple)

The deliberate choices taken to structure
an organization, including team composi-
tion, business models, compensation sys-
tems, and operational frameworks. These
choices create the tangible infrastructure
that enables the implementation of both
values and management approaches.

Figure 4 illustrates the complex interconnec-
tions between the nine response patterns
and the seven key barriers they address. This
network visualization reveals how different
patterns connect to specific barriers, creating
an integrated system of adaptive strategies
that SMEs employ to navigate sustainability
implementation challenges.

This mapping shows that certain response

patterns, such as “Designing authentic, action-

able and adaptive business structures,” serve

as central nodes that address multiple barriers

simultaneously. Similarly, barriers like “Fear
and doubt in decision-making” and “Lost in

the complexity of sustainability” influence
multiple response patterns, requiring varied
approaches to overcome.

The visualization also demonstrates that SMEs
are not passive in the face of sustainability
challenges, they actively develop strategic
responses even without formal guidance or
external support. Understanding these natural
adaptation patterns provides valuable insight
into where interventions might be most effec-
tive.
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Anchoring business
practices in values to

create positive impact

Rigid Structures
That Stifle
Change

Fragmented
Working Culture

Lostin the
Complexity of
Sustainability

Designing authentic,
actionable and adaptive
business structures

Taking responsibility
to nurture stability and
psychological safety

Navigating shifting
demands that influence
operations

Difficulty
Navigating
Support Systems

Approaching

Moving beyond ego to
create space for growth

Nurturing collecti
prosperity

ve

Leadership rooted in
conviction that everyone
thrives together

Relentlessly pursuing

ew paths to progress

N

Fear and Doubt in

uncertainty with
pragmatism

O Management Approaches ‘ Guiding Motivations ‘ Organizational Design Choices

Figure 4 - Response Pattern Connections 49

Decision-Making

O Threshold 1: Barrier O Threshold 2: Barrier ‘ Threshold 3: Barrier

Each response pattern visual, figures 5-13, displays
three core components represented in different
shades of purple: management approaches (light
purple), guiding motivations (medium purple), and
organizational design choices (dark purple). The cir-
cular arrangement illustrates how these components
combine to form each unique response pattern.

In our analysis of how these response patterns in-
teract with operational barriers, we identified spe-
cific components that demonstrate resilience. These
components, represented by the extended purple
segments radiating outward from the central circles,
remain unaffected by the barriers SMEs typically
encounter. These barrier-resistant elements maintain
their effectiveness regardless of organizational chal-
lenges, serving as foundational strengths within each
response pattern.

The nine response patterns, each with their distinc-
tive composition and barrier-resistant components,
shown as the extended purple segments, are outlined
on the following page.
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1. Designing authentic, actionable and
adaptive business structures

Characterized by SME leaders who create
flexible organizational designs that can
adapt to changing conditions while main-
taining a clear identity.

Key characteristics include:

e Creating flexible and adapt-
able organizational designs;

e Developing an authentic
cultural identity that guides
decisions;

e Building shared trust and
feedback loops; and

e Establishing clear, actionable
visions that connect daily
work to purpose unding diffi-
culties and cost justification
challenges.

This pattern primarily addresses
barriers related to rigid struc-
tures and fragmented working
culture, enabling SMEs to build
organizations that can respond
to challenges with agility and
authenticity.

|

|

N |
N

Nl

N

O Management Approaches

Designing authentic,
actionable and adaptive
business structures

- Creating flexible and adaptable
organizational designs

« Developing authentic cultural identity

«Building shared trust and feedback
loops

Unaffected by Barriers Guiding Motivations

Organizational Design Choices

Figure 5 - Designing authentic, actionable and adaptive business structures
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2. Taking responsibility to nurture stabili-
ty and psychological safety

This pattern reflects leadership approach-
es that prioritize creating stable, support-
ive environments where team members
feel secure enough to engage with change
and innovation.

Key characteristics include:
e Leading with care and kindness toward

all stakeholders;
e Fostering continuous learning and

growth environments;
e Creating psychological safety

across multiple dimensions
(inclusion, learning, contribu-
tion, challenge); and

e Balancing workloads to support em-
ployee wellbeing and capacity.

This pattern helps overcome barriers
related to fear and doubt in decision-mak-
ing and fragmented working culture by
establishing the psychological foundations
needed for sustainability innovation.

Taking responsibility
to nurture stability and

psychological safety

Doing Right
by the Team

|

|

N |
N

Nl

N

O Management Approaches

Figure 6 - Taking responsibility to nurture stability and psychological safety
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Unaffected by Barriers

- Leading with care and kindness
« Fostering learning and growth

environments

« Creating psychological safety

across multiple dimensions

Guiding Motivations

Organizational Design Choices

P
@
~
~
~
Vp)
P
<
x
~
W
@)
Vp)
W
~
~
~
~
~
g
~
Vp)
Vp)
@
Q.




3. Moving beyond ego to create space for
growth

This pattern involves leaders who demon-
strate personal vulnerability and openness
to learning, creating environments where
admitting knowledge gaps becomes a
strength rather than a weakness.

Key characteristics include:

e Demonstrating vulnerability and prac-
ticing self-reflection;

e Trusting intuition while remain-
ing open to learning;

e Embracing unconventional
thinking and approaches; and

Openness to
Innovative
Solutions

-

<

N
N
N

Unaffected by Barriers Guiding Motivations

|
|
|
|
N

O Management Approaches .

Figure 7 - Moving beyond ego to create space for growth
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Moving beyond ego to
create space for growth

+ Demonstrating vulnerability and
self-reflection

« Trusting intuition while remaining open to
learning

«+ Willingness to ask for help when

needed

Organizational Design Choices

e Willingness to ask for help when need-
ed.

This pattern addresses barriers related to
fear and doubt in decision-making by mod-
eling a learning mindset that embraces
sustainability as a journey rather than an
achievement.

bility to Deeply

Role you Play .,

Reflect About the A

Leadership rooted in
conviction that everyone
thrives together

4. Leadership rooted in conviction that every-
one thrives together

« Navigating with hope and intentionality
- Designing desired futures with passion
- Promoting shared prosperity within
the organization . . .
This pattern centers on leadership driven by a

deep belief that business success depends on

collective prosperity rather than just individual

gain.
. Key characteristics include:
> e Navigating challenges with hope
assion for \ and optimism,

Change N o Des1gmng future—.orlented business
[ » > models with passion;
' - e Leading with clear intention aligned
: - g with values;
| _ -~ e Promoting shared prosperity within the organi-
| _ - zation; and
- T e Grounding decisions in a strong belief system.

This pattern helps overcome barriers related to
rigid structures and short-term pressures by an-
choring decisions in a longer-term,
collective vision of success.

-

<

N
N
N

Unaffected by Barriers Guiding Motivations

|
|
|
|
N

O Management Approaches .

Figure 8 - Leadership rooted in conviction that everyone thrives together

Organizational Design Choices
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5. Nurturing collective prosperity

This pattern extends beyond internal team dynam-
ics to focus on the relationship between the busi-

ness and its broader community.

Key characteristics include:

e Building and supporting strong community con-

nections;

e Developing reciprocal relationships between

business and community;

e Creating and communi-
cating shared value across
stakeholder groups; and

e Providing tangible commu-
nity benefits through busi-
ness activities.

This pattern addresses barri-
ers related to rigid structures
and difficulty navigating sup-
port systems by embedding
the business within supportive
community networks.

Figure 9 - Nurturing Collective Prosperity

Nurturing collective
prosperity

« Building and supporting community
connections

« Developing reciprocal relationships between
business and community

- Creating and communicating shared value

N
N
N

Unaffected by Barriers Guiding Motivations

|
|
|
|
N

O Management Approaches . Organizational Design Choices
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Fostering Integrity
& Meaningful
Engagement
in Business

improvement

performance

Being Continually
Curious

Being Committed
to Delivering Value

Relentlessly pursuing
new paths to progress

+ Maintaining curiosity and commitment to
+ Engaging meaningfully to enhance

- Preparing proactively for future challenges

6. Relentlessly pursuing new
paths to progress

This pattern reflects a per-
sistent drive to improve and
innovate despite challenges
and constraints

Key characteristics include:
e Maintaining curiosity and
commitment to continu-
ous improvement;
Engaging meaningfully with
stakeholders to enhance
performance;
Preparing proactively for future challenges
and opportunities;
Going against conventional business ap-
proaches when necessary; and
Demonstrating confidence in the impact of
contributions.

This pattern helps overcome barriers related

-

<

N

Unaffected by Barriers Guiding Motivations

|

|

|

N
N

N

Figure 10 - Relentlessly pursuing new paths to progress
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to the complexity of sustainability
and everyday demands by fostering

progress.

a mindset of persistent, incremental
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7. Navigating shifting demands that influ-

ence operations

This pattern demonstrates pragmatic adapt-
ability in the face of changing
business environments and re-
quirements.

Key characteristics include:

e Making the best of challeng-
ing situations;

e Maintaining business conti-
nuity despite constraints and
limitations;

e Finding ways to keep opera-
tions running amid disruption;

e Managing resource limita-
tions with creativity; and

e Balancing reactivity with stra-
tegic planning.

Navigating shifting
demands that influence
operations

« Making the best of challenging situations

» Maintaining business continuity despite
constraints

« Managing resource limitations

pragmatically

This pattern addresses barriers
related to everyday demands and
short-term pressures by finding
practical ways to maintain mo-
mentum amid constant change.

-

<

N
N
N

Unaffected by Barriers Guiding Motivations

|
|
|
|
N

O Management Approaches

Figure 11 - Navigating shifting demands that influence operations

57

Organizational Design Choices

8. Anchoring business practices in values to create
positive impact

This pattern involves consistently aligning business
decisions and operations with core values and impact
goals.

Key characteristics include:
e Continually evaluating internal progress to-
ward impact goals;

e Aligning growth strategies with fundamental
values;

e Practicing transparency in operations
and decision-making;

e Leading with purpose and creating rip-
ple effects; and

e Appreciating and incorporating diverse
perspectives.

toward impact goals

decision-making

This pattern addresses barriers related to

fragmented working culture and
lost in the complexity of sustain-
ability by viewing sustainability
as a competitive advantage that

shapes a business’s approach
rather than an additional consideration.

Doing Business with
Purpose to Create a
Ripple Effect

-

<

N
N
N

Unaffected by Barriers

|
|
|
|
N

O Management Approaches

Figure 12 - Anchoring business practices in values to create positive impact
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Anchoring business

practices in values to
create positive impact
» Continually evaluating internal progress

«+ Aligning growth strategies with core values
+ Practicing transparency in operations and

Guiding Motivations

Organizational Design Choices
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9. Approaching uncertainty with pragmatism By understanding how SMEs already respond Learninga from the Svstem
to sustainability challenges, support systems

This final pattern reflects a balanced approach to risk can be designed to strengthen what's work- . ..
and uncertainty, neither avoiding challenges nor taking ing while addressing gaps in capability. The Anchoring Practice in Purpose
reckless risks. response patterns reveal that sustainability Our examination of SME response dynam-

in SMEs is not about transforming organiza- ¢S revealed that the response pattern com-
Key characteristics include: tional values, in many cases, these are already ponents dem.onstrati.ng resilience agginst
e Demonstrating clear risk awareness; aligned with sustainability principles, but 1mpleme.ntatlon.barr1ers are predominantly
 Finding comfort in taking calculated rather about enabling consistent expression those aligned with the Purpose element of

steps into the unknown; of those values through practical operational ~ Sustainability. Purpose, as manifested in these

e Pushing through fear when approaches. organizations, is deeply ingrained in cultural

foundations, belief systems, and lived experi-

necessary for progress; . .
By understanding and supporting these exist-  €Nces. Unlike examples such as environmental

e Learning to trust the pro-

Approaching

cess despite uncertain- ing response patterns, interventions can be sustainzbility (planet), whlicr;lr.nay-be perceived
ty; and . . proposed to amplify SMEs' natural prevailing @S an abstract or external obligation, pur-

e Being pragmatic about unce rta | nty W|th tendencies toward sustainability rather than pose—dnver.l decisions feel natural, familiar,
business realities and imposing entirely new approaches that may and self-evident to these leaders.

pragmatism

constraints. face resistance.

In large corporations the focus is on articulat-
ing purpose through carefully designed ac-
tions or structured initiatives to demonstrate
intent; essentially using action to make intent
visible. Intent is often expressed strategically,
externally communicated, and organized to
align with broader corporate social responsi-
bility (CSR) or compliance objectives. SMEs,
on the other hand, tend to operate from a
place where purpose is already embedded in
the core of how the business functions, in day-
to-day processes, and in business outputs. It
is not something layered on or translated into
external messaging—it is lived and reflect-

This pattern helps over-
come barriers related to
fear and doubt in deci-

sion-making and short-

term pressures by providing a
framework for moving forward
amid uncertainty.

« Demonstrating risk awareness
« Pushing through fear
« Learning to trust the process

N

Unaffected by Barriers Guiding Motivations

N
N

|
|
|
|
N

ed in how decisions are made, how people
O Management Approaches .

Organizational Design Choices are treated, and how value is created. In this

Figure 13 - Approaching uncertainty with pragmatism context, sustainability is not a separate track

POSSIBILITIES OF TRANSITION
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but a natural extension of deeply held values.
However, the visibility and consistency of this
integration can vary depending on the SME’s
size, capacity, and clarity of purpose.

This distinction was reinforced in our Actor’s

Map, which identified culture and community
as a major influence on business operations.
Whereas the other three influences identified,
economy, regulations, and industry certifi-
cations, operate as external forces shaping
business activities, culture and community
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Figure 14- Sustainability seen through the Quadruple Bottom Line
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directly inform the internalized values which
guide SME leader decision-making within
organizations. These cultural foundations are
not questioned; they are intrinsic to the way
these leaders were raised, how they engage
with the world, and ultimately, how they run
their businesses.

As a result, this analysis revealed a fundamen-
tal shift in how to reframe our understanding
of sustainability within SME operations. Ini-
tially conceptualized as interdependent rela-
tionships between four pillars, people, planet,
profit, and purpose, our findings indicate a
more fluid and purpose-centric model. Instead
of four separate but interconnected elements,
sustainability within SMEs operates as three
interdependent domains, people, planet, and
profit, embedded within an overarching sphere
of purpose, as shown in figure 14. This refram-
ing reflects the way SME leaders approach the
management of their businesses: every deci-
sion, operational choice, and sustainability-re-
lated action is first and foremost an expres-
sion of their purpose and values.

Through our research, we observed business
leaders consistently emphasize the impor-
tance of serving their communities, employ-
ees, and customers, ensuring that their oper-
ations contribute meaningfully to the people
and ecosystems they engage with.

As one SME leader expressed:

As Annelies Tjebbes, CEO & Founder, Roots &
Rivers Consulting, expressed:

“I'm not building an empire, I'm not. I
didn’t enter into this work with the idea
that I want to create a wildly scalable
and successful business. I entered with
a desire to wear my heart on my sleeve,
do work that matters and do it with care.”

This manifests in several ways; many SMEs
enact sustainability not as a set of prescribed
actions but as an organic extension of what
they believe is right. Paying employees fairly,
maintaining ethical supply chains, minimizing
environmental harm, and fostering long-term
community relationships are not seen as obli-
gations but as inherent responsibilities.
Business leaders are not making decisions
based on external sustainability guidance, but
rather on deeply held values that prioritize col
lective prosperity. Their focus extends beyond
individual financial success to include creat-
ing opportunities for others, supporting local
economies, and ensuring that all stakeholders
benefit from their business’s activities.

These findings challenge conventional sus-
tainability models that often highlight external
motivators such as regulatory requirements or
market incentives. Instead, they suggest that
sustainability adoption within SMEs, accord-
ing to our sample size, is most effective when
aligned with intrinsic motivations rather than
imposed expectations. By recognizing what
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adaptable to external changes (Espinosa et
al., 2022);

Optimization & Audit - Manages internal
cohesion by overseeing operations, allo-
cating resources, setting internal policies,
and monitoring performance to ensure
efficiency and compliance (Espinosa et al.,
2022);

Operations - The units responsible for ac-
tivities to deliver products or services, di-
rectly interacting with the environment and
adapting to changing conditions (Espinosa
et al,, 2022) and;

Coordination - Regulates interactions be-
tween operational units to prevent instabil-
ity, ensuring smooth communication and
reducing internal conflicts (Espinosa et al.,
2022).

Our analysis revealed distinct characteris-
tics within each VSM function when mapped
against response pattern components identi-
fied in our interviews with SME leaders. These
characteristics illustrate both the challenges
and opportunities for sustainability integration
across the organizational system.

Current State of Operations

Figure 15 presents a snapshot of how current
SME behaviours align with each of the five
core functions of the Viable Systems Mod-
el. By mapping our interview insights to this
framework, we highlight how each function
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is currently expressed in practice, revealing
areas of strength, tension, and potential lever-
age for sustainability integration within the
operational system .

Mapping SME response patterns to each
function of the VSM clarified how different
elements come together to define the inner
workings of the organization:

Identity - We observed that leaders rarely
have capacity to proactively plan for the
long-term due to other pressing demands.
Limitations in sustainability knowledge and
awareness also hinder its inclusion in long-
term planning processes. Albeit the re-
search findings show evidence that SMEs
naturally orient toward positive social and
environmental impacts through leadership
values, even without formal sustainability
frameworks.

Planning - With a keen eye on external
business forces, SMEs typically exclude
sustainability factors from this process
due to limited awareness, perceived ir-
relevance to immediate priorities and the
sheer overwhelm of available sustainability
information. This leads to deprioritizing
sustainability which undermines long-term
resilience.

Optimization & Audit - Business leaders
focus significantly on converting strategic
plans into tangible outcomes. However,

many struggle to understand, contextualize
and incorporate ‘expected’ sustainability
practices into governance, performance
management, and evaluations. This creates
a significant gap between intention and
actual implementation.

Operations - In core productive activities
operational efficiency is prioritized. How-
ever, operational decisions are strongly
influenced by the founder’s guiding moti-
vations. This demonstrates how effective
an organization can be in implementing

a clearly defined strategic direction and
envisioned impact. If sustainability is prop-
erly aligned with this and guided, it creates
opportunities for successful integration.

Coordination - The lean teams that exist in
SMEs rely heavily on smooth communica-
tion to resolve conflicts between functions
and facilitate integrated engagement. Sus-
tainability implementation often falters due
to the lack of sustainability capabilities re-
quired in different organizational functions.
In addition to functions being managed

in silos, they do not have clarity about how
sustainability fits into their everyday re-
sponsibilities. Developing effective coordi-
nation processes could significantly enable
better sustainability adoption throughout
the organization.

Interacting with Barriers
The seven key operational barriers to sustain-

ability implementation, introduced on page
39, span across areas within and outside of
the SME’s control. Each barrier shapes SME
organizational behaviour differently and un-
covers specific interactions of organizational
functions, as SMEs seek to address them.
Using the VSM, we identified the priority
functions most frequently leveraged by SMEs
in response to barriers within or outside their
control. They revealed the strategies used to
strengthen organizational capacity and en-
hance adaptability in response to systemic
challenges. Each function plays a unique role
in shaping how sustainability is approached,
and their interactions reveal where efforts are
thriving, fragmented, or absent.

Through categorizing the barriers into two
broad groups: those within the SME’s con-
trol, and those outside their control, from the
broader system, it allowed us to analyze how
different types of barriers activate specific
organizational responses. We identified four
key barriers that consistently limit progress
from within the SME’s control: fear and doubt
in decision-making, fragmented working cul-
ture, short-term pressures that hinder long-
term planning, and surviving varying everyday
demands. From outside the SME’s control,
we also identified three key barriers that limit
progress: rigid structures that stifle the possi-
bility of change, difficulty navigating support
systems and feeling lost in the complexity of
sustainability.
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Our analysis unveiled the two core organiza-
tional functions that cut across both within
SME control and outside SME control are
Optimization & Audit and Planning. We found
that each function interacts with the barriers
in specific ways:

1. Optimization & Audit
Prioritized to improve internal clarity,
reduce uncertainty and confusion of ev-
er-changing standards. This function sim-
plifies and adapts external sustainability
knowledge to fit practical business steps
and metrics to evaluate progress more
consistently. Reducing fear and doubt in
decision-making to build more stakeholder
confidence in evidence-based sustainabil-
ity efforts.

2. Planning
Once internal clarity is established, it is
essential to keep pace with emerging reg-
ulations and market trends to pivot easily.
Actively scanning the broader landscape
for evolving sustainability requirements
and connecting those goals with business
needs. Anticipating regulatory surprises
and converting it into a competitive advan-
tage, shifts the focus from just reacting to
short-term pressures toward re-evaluating
longer-term plans.

This also revealed that a third function for
each was affected differently by barrier within
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SME control and outside of their control with
Operations being affected by barriers within
the SME control and Coordination affected by
the barriers outside of the SME control.

The barriers within their control expose the
series of efforts that SMEs are developing to
strengthen organizational capacity for change.

Operations
Slowly adapting workflows to include
sustainability where possible. Investing in
upskilling staff, experimenting with small
changes, and embedding more sustainable
practices into daily tasks. These operation-
al tweaks make sustainability feel more
manageable and less disruptive.

While the barriers outside their control are the
hurdles that force the organization to adapt

or change direction, for instance, government
policies, industry expectations, market condi-
tions, and support networks.

Coordination

Improving the gathering, sharing, and re-
sponse to information from external sources.
Building stronger connections between inter-
nal teams and external stakeholders, such as
suppliers, customers, and support organiza-
tions, to ensure that sustainability efforts are
consistent, aligned, and agile. Enabling better
messaging coherence and smoother imple-
mentation across the organization.

The shift from ‘Operations’, for barriers within
control, to ‘Coordination’, for barriers out-
side of control, is particularly noteworthy.

It suggests that as SMEs navigate external
pressures, their ability to coordinate across
organizational functions becomes increasingly
important for sustainability integration, more
so than operational efficiency. This distinction
is crucial for developing targeted interventions
that can enhance SME capacity for sustain-
able operations.

Sustainability as a Path to
Resilience

Our research into how SME leaders’ approach
sustainability as purpose, people, planet and
profit revealed a paradigm shift in under-
standing. Rather than treating sustainability
as a separate goal or compliance task, many
SMEs are engaging with it as an ongoing
process to increase their potential for impact,
though often in an ad-hoc or fragmented man-
ner, lacking structured implementation. Sim-
ilarly, resilience emerged not simply as with-
standing disruption, but as an organization’s
ability to navigate toward their desired impact
despite challenges.

This insight emerged clearly in our inter-
views with eleven SME leaders across Cana-
da, where ten of the eleven respondents had
been in business for more than five years. This
provided a rich perspective on how their or-

ganizations had evolved and the daily actions
taken in response to challenges over time.

Our analysis revealed the need to reframe
both concepts: sustainability is best under-
stood as the continuous process of building
internal capacity aligned with purpose, while
resilience represents an organization’s ability
to mobilize that capacity effectively during
disruption. This distinction has important
implications for how we support SMEs, not
only in strengthening their operations, but in
enabling them to adapt, respond, and thrive in
the face of growing uncertainty.

Sustainability as Capacity-Building
In the SME context, sustainability is not a
fixed destination or a checklist of compliance
activities; it is a process of continuous capac-
ity building rooted in purpose. It is a pur-
pose-driven process of developing the orga-
nizational capabilities needed to thrive amid
uncertainty while making meaningful contribu-
tions to people, planet, and profit.

SME leaders in our study were not simply
reacting to global sustainability discourse.
Rather, they were responding to what they
perceived as core responsibilities to employ-
ees, communities, and future generations.
Their decisions are shaped less by compli-
ance frameworks and more by the deeply held
values that ground their organizations. These
values manifest as intentional choices and
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actions that we’ve identified as nine response
patterns. Each one reflects a practical way
leaders are building internal capacity to serve
the sustainability interests of their business.

Our findings suggest that sustainability is,
fundamentally, the ability to act on purpose.
The capacities built over time through aligned
action allow SMEs to make the impact they
envision. This purpose is powered by either
the drive of the founder or the organizational
mission; shaping how sustainability is pursued
and enacted. The data leads us to the con-
clusion that response patterns directly build
internal capacity, aligned with purpose.

For example, Aashima Asthana, Co-Founder at
Wear Revolve, a sustainable fashion manufac-

turing enterprise emphasized her commitment
to human rights and ethical labour practices:

“I have been working in these indus-
tries and saw what the loopholes are.
So, I was very actively taking part in not
exploiting human resources. Basical-
ly, supporting human rights. That was
one of my aspects... because there are
a lot of workers involved. Families com-
ing from four generations just trapped
in a loophole... So, my first perspec-
tive was fighting for human rights.”

Here, capacity-building is evident in her re-
sponse pattern of anchoring business prac-
tices in values to create impact. The business
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isn’t just operating ethically, it is cultivating
knowledge, systems, and practices that rein-
force ethical operations over time.

Aashima went on to explain her efforts toward
circular business models, further reinforcing
our hypothesis. These aren’t abstract goals,
but capabilities being built through tools, rela-
tionships, and infrastructure that enable busi-
nesses to act on their values, adapt to market
changes, and pursue new ways of working.

This was reinforced across our interviews

and survey responses. Many of the business
leaders we interviewed described actions
aligned with sustainability principles, directly
reflecting the nine response patterns. This was
bolstered by our survey results where only a
third of respondents indicated they had clearly
defined resilience goals. Whether through nur-
turing collective prosperity, designing adap-
tive business structures, or navigating shifting
demands, business leaders were building
internal capabilities that aligned with their
purpose, often without explicitly labeling them
as sustainability initiatives.

Leaders also demonstrated a high level of
self-awareness and humility. They acknowl-
edged their limits, whether in knowledge,
resources, or influence. However, they did not
let those limits become barriers. Instead, ex-
hibiting a clear willingness to seek help, bring
in advisors, and create space for learning and
adaptation was shown. Five business leaders

expressed how they were bringing in external
expertise to support them in building certain
internal capacities. As Annelies Tjebbes, CEO
& Founder, Roots & Rivers Consulting, put it:

“We’re also bringing in fractional sup-
port - we just hired a digital transfor-
mation agency. They’ll be helping us
figure out which tools and systems
we should be using as we grow, how
to transition to them effectively, and
how to ensure the process is smooth
both for our team and for our clients.”

This statement reflects how sustainability is
viewed not as a constraint but as a capability
that can enhance competitive positioning. The
decision to pursue sustainability, in this view,
is a strategic one. It requires building internal
structures, systems, and mindsets that allow
values to be translated into daily practice,
essentially, a form of organizational capaci-
ty-building. Aashima Asthana, Co-Founder at
Wear Revolve, stated:

“We embedded resilience into our day-
to-day operations without adding any
extra financial or operational burden,
and we don’t position it as a selling
point to our clients. As a buying agen-
cy, we operate sustainably but don’t
label ourselves that way. Instead, we
focus on revolutionizing the manufac-
turing process, and sustainability just
happens to be part of how we do it. For
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our clients, it’s about results, they don’t
see sustainability as their problem.”

The leaders we spoke to are not designing
sustainability for perfection or accolades; they
are designing for impact. They are respond-
ing to complexity with pragmatism, balancing
financial viability with social and ecological
responsibility, and cultivating business models
that reflect their values. These are not busi-
nesses that chase sustainability; they embody
it, operationalizing it through practical steps
that reflect their convictions.

In this way, sustainability becomes a living
expression of organizational purpose - not

a singular program or a finish line, but the
strengthening of internal capabilities that
allow the business to operate with intention
and adapt with resilience. SMEs are actively
shaping the conditions that allow their values
to endure and evolve, positioning themselves
to respond to disruption in ways that are both
operationally effective and aligned with their
broader impact goals, safeguarding both long-
term viability and core identity.

Resilience as Activating Capacity

If sustainability builds internal capacities
aligned with an SME’s purpose, then resil-
ience is the ability to activate those capacities
effectively, navigating complexity, responding
to disruption, and maintaining momentum
toward long-term impact. For SMEs, resilience
is not a simply overcoming disruption; it is
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a continuous practice of forward movement,
grounded in the systems, relationships, and
convictions that sustainability has helped
them build.

Our research indicates that SMEs approach
resilience not as a state to be achieved or a
return to a prior stability, but as the mobiliza-
tion of developed capacities to meet challeng-
es. These capacities, built from their commit-
ments to people, planet, purpose, and profit,
are activated as needed. Thus, resilience
emerges not separate from sustainability but
as a plausible outcome, prototyped and real-
ized in real time.

The business leaders we spoke to often
described their resilience not in terms of
bounce-back ability, but through stories of
how they had adapted, adjusted, and stayed
on course toward their vision. One leader in
the farming sector described setting aside
funds to prepare for future climate-related
disasters:

“As far as climate change goes, we're
actually trying to save money every
year that we’re putting aside in a liq-
uid savings fund... by the time you're
my age, the chances of everything you
see here not being blown away by hur-
ricane are low. So, in order for every-
one [the staff] to feel like they have a
future here, we'’re going to save mon-
ey. So that when everything gets blown
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away, we’ll have money to rebuild.”

Annelies Tjebbes, CEO & Founder, Roots &
Rivers Consulting, also stated:

“We have a financial cushion; we save
money every year to make sure that
we are preparing for a rainy day. We
build that into our financial design.”

This highlights resilience as the proactive use
of internal capabilities, financial, operation-
al, cultural, developed through sustainability
commitments, and activated to prepare for an
uncertain future. Their ability to plan ahead
was not derived from external regulations, but
from a clear sense of purpose and values.
Resilience also appeared in how businesses
treated people. Several leaders emphasized
how sustainability-oriented choices, like pay-
ing a living wage or investing in training, were
being actively built. With one leader speak-
ing to how they managed their people during
CoVvID:

“We call it driving the five which is sleep,
nutrition, exercise, stress management
and connection to others. So, when
COVID hit, if we're doing a performance
review. We're always talking about this
because those are the quiet pieces of
the business for the individuals that
whether you address it or not, they’re
impacting performance... but really we
want to have consciousness and all those

things. Whether you address them or
not. They’re impacting you. It's just like
breathing, all those things impact you.”

This emphasizes how these capacities, built
intentionally over time, can become powerful
tools in navigating shocks. Other leaders were
actively building these practices. Highlighted
by Annelies Tjebbes, CEO & Founder, Roots &
Rivers Consulting:

“We are living wage certified. It's an im-
portant commitment that we’ve made
to ensure that we are paying our team
enough to cover their cost of living and
support them to invest in their future.”

Aashima Asthana, Co-Founder at Wear Re-
volve, a sustainable fashion manufacturing
enterprise also noted:

“As a company, we do training for our
employees, training for our workers,
and training for the manufacturers. I
guess this is very absent—both men-
torship and networks—but it is gradu-
ally improving as more platforms and
communities start supporting SMEs
in  sustainability-driven  industries.”

Exhibiting resilience was not about reacting to
crises in the moment but about having es-
tablished systems, relationships, and support
mechanisms that could be leveraged when
needed, not as add-ons but as embedded

parts of the business, consistently cultivated
through sustainability practices.

Jaclyn Geisberger, Founder, Witch in the
Woods Tattoo, shared how their consistent
community engagement provided not only
visibility but a strong relational buffer in chal-
lenging times:

“Once we posted about one of the com-
munity collaborations that we were do-
ing on a local Facebook group and this
local woman went off talking about
how we worshiped Satan and blah blah
blah. Saying that we were bringing
down our community, but our commu-
nity members had clearly seen all of
the things that we were doing local-
ly and all these people who had never,
ever been tattooed by us or don’t even
have tattoos we’re defending us. Say-
ing all these lovely things. Since then,
I have definitely recognized those last
names coming in, it's their daughters
or cousins. Where we are, it's a very
grassroots kind of thing and communi-
ty support just goes a really long way.”

Here, we see how relational capital, built over
time through sustainable practices, becomes
a source of strength and resilience. Commu-

nity trust and goodwill are not just intangible

values but vital forms of capacity that can be

activated when challenges arise.
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Resilience in this context is not just about
recovering; it is about being ready to move
forward while staying true to values. SMEs are
preparing not just to survive disruptions but
to navigate them without compromising their
purpose. Our findings suggest that the most
resilient SMEs are those that see every chal-
lenge as a moment of activation, an opportu-
nity to test, reinforce, and evolve the internal
capacities they have built through sustainabil-

ity.

This reorients how we understand resilience
in SMEs context. Rather than viewing it as

an endpoint or the opposite of vulnerability,
resilience represents an ongoing engagement
with challenges, knowing what capabilities to
draw upon, when to shift directions, and how
to maintain movement while staying true to
purpose. We see resilience as the practical
test of sustainability, where established values
inform decisions under pressure, where strate-
gies adapt to changing conditions, and where
purpose provides the clarity needed to navi-
gate uncertainty.

Without this foundation of sustainabili-
ty-aligned capacity, businesses may weather
disruptions but often at the expense of their
values, impact goals, or reputation. In today’s
reality, resilience means more than bouncing
back; it's about moving forward with clarity,
integrity, and the competencies needed to
address complex challenges.

A Reinforcing Connection

Our research revealed a clear pattern: in
SME’s lived experience, sustainability and
resilience function not as isolated or sequen-
tial concepts but as complementary forces
that shape how businesses navigate uncer-
tainty. Sustainability develops organizational
‘muscle’, the purpose-driven orientation that
shapes direction, systems, knowledge, re-
sources, and processes. Resilience activates
that muscle, enabling SMEs to respond with
intention when faced with volatility.

Weber (2023) reinforces this dynamic, not-
ing that while sustainability tends to reduce
vulnerabilities and enable more stable oper-
ations, resilience is not always automatically
guaranteed, it must be intentionally built and
mobilized.

This shows that SME leaders with a stronger
sense of self and clarity around their busi-
ness purpose, have been more successful in
translating that identity into an organizational
mission. This alignment has enabled them

to steadily build capacity across key parts of
the business, from employee systems and
governance structures to product innovation
and local partnerships. As a result, when dis-
ruption occurs, these businesses have more
foundational internal capacities to depend on,
demonstrating resilience not as reaction, but
as purposeful motion.

One business leader in the farming sector

described this clearly:

“We pay our staff much better than most
businessesoursize.Wedoprofitsharing.”

“We are constantly innovating our
farming systems. Pretty radically.
Right now we’re working on a sys-
tem called bio strips... prototyping
an affordable mobile snow-shed-
ding and wind-resistant greenhouse.”

“The market in the city has tons
of autonomy... They kind of just
self-manage it and we let them do
it and it generally works pretty well.”

“I insisted that we build cabins on the
farm, I really wanted housing to be avail-
able on the farm for people who want to
come here... Now, 10 years later... We
had one employee who was living in the
city working at our store and just work-
ing on the farm about one or two days a
week. Then she lost her housing, and you
know what that means these days. She
was like, ‘I think I might be able to get in
with some friends of mine in like a month
or two.” So, we said, ‘you know what,
why don’t you just move to the farm?’”

This example demonstrates how the leader
was not simply building for stability but equip-
ping their organization with the capability to
maintain momentum despite disruption. Be-

cause they had been investing in sustainability
capacities for years, they were further along
the journey, able to respond to complexity with
more coherence, autonomy, and trust in their
people.

Another business leader similarly stated:

“The best thing you can do is work
to give employees ownership, so in-
stead of a pure capitalist model, it’s a
shared capitalism model. Where we
all do well and it’s profitable. Behind
the scenes, quietly enfranchising.”

We heard from leaders who view resilience
and sustainability not as theoretical constructs
but as daily operating realities. Many spoke

of maintaining ‘balance’ between profitability
and purpose, between managing people and
protecting the planet, between immediate
needs and long-term impact. This equilibri-
um is not static but constantly maintained by
drawing from, refining, and returning to the
capacities built for sustainability. Business
leaders consistently described a deep con-
nection between their sustainability practices
and their ability to navigate challenges. Aas-
hima Asthana, Co-Founder at Wear Revolve
explained how including sustainable elements
in products could create a competitive advan-
tage:

“Let’s say I'm producing a product for
$75. I can offer a version for $78 or $79
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by simply including a sustainable ele-
ment like a glass straw, and that small
shift gives the brand a sustainability la-
bel. I've helped clients get green cer-
tifications and even land in Europe’s
top listings. One of my clients became
one of the top ten sustainable resort
brands in the world. In less than two
years, they completely transformed
their model using sustainable mate-
rials. That makes me really proud.”

In this example, the carbon tracking capacity
built through sustainability was actively mo-
bilized to create business value and respond
to market needs. Across multiple interviews,
leaders highlighted how their investment in
people systems, ethical operations, and com-
munity relationships became essential levers
during disruption.

Our interviews revealed that SME leaders draw
directly from purpose to inform how they en-
gage with systems, people, and markets to
weather disruptions. This creates a reinforcing
feedback loop where sustainability practic-

es, when purpose-aligned, become strategic
infrastructure. Sustainability strengthens the
operational core, while resilience calls upon and
sharpens those capacities through real-world
application. Each encounter with disruption be-
comes a moment of refinement.

Without this alignment between values, oper-
ations, and direction, our data suggests that
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SMEs are more likely tofallinto reactive patterns,
patching holes instead of moving forward with
intention.

While much literature positions resilience as the
foundationfromwhich sustainabilitycanemerge
(Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007; Sroufe, 2016), our find-
ings suggest the inverse may be more accurate:
businesses that invest early and consistently in
sustainability-aligned systems are more likely to
demonstrateoperationalresilienceovertime.We
argue that resilience is not about reacting to cri-
ses in the moment, but about having established
systems,relationships,andsupportmechanisms
that can be depended on when needed.

What became evident through our research is
that many businesses do not use formal re-
silience strategies. Instead, their day-to-day
operations reflect an intuitive understanding
of what it means to remain in motion, pro-
tected, prepared, and clear on their purpose.
In doing so, it creates a loop of operational
learning: the more businesses test their ca-
pacities under stress, the more clarity they
gain about what works, what matters, and what
must evolve.

One without the other is incomplete: Resil-
ience without sustainability risks being merely
reactive; sustainability without resilience risks
remaining aspirational. Together, they enable
business leaders to make decisions that are
both responsive to today’s challenges and
aligned with long-term visions. Pablo Romero,

Co-CEO & President, The Ally Co., captured
this sentiment well:

“Am I getting out of the way enough to
allow others to step in? We just hired
a full-time Director of Operations... It's
really about ensuring I'm creating the
space for her to grow into and support-
ing her in ways that matter most to her.
Letting go of things that got us ‘here’
can be a scary part of the journey for
leaders. But, it can also generate incred-
ible moments of growth and impact.”

This also underscores the importance of pur-
pose as the compass that guides the entire
process. When sustainability and resilience
operate in concert, businesses develop a
rhythm that is both grounded and agile. Pur-
pose provides direction, sustainability builds
organizational capacity, and resilience keeps
the business moving forward, adapting in ways
that are proactive instead of reactive.

What distinguishes truly resilient business in
our research is not simply their ability to with-
stand pressure but their capacity to respond
in alignment with their purpose and values.
These organizations are not merely surviving
uncertainty, they are using it to sharpen their
systems, deepen their impact, and evolve their
practice.

This relationship is the central insight our
research brings to the conversation on SME
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sustainability adoption. Sustainability and
resilience are not ends in themselves; they
are embedded ways of working, thinking, and
evolving. For Canadian SMEs navigating the
uncertainty of a changing climate, market dis-
ruptions, and shifting social expectations, this
reinforcing connection offers not just a frame-
work for survival, but a pathway to meaningful,
purposeful business.
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Our research into the barriers and response
patterns of Canadian SMEs revealed a land-
scape shaped by systemic constraints, re-
source limitations, and siloed support. Yet,
amidst this complexity, leaders consistently
show a deep sense of purpose, a commitment
to community, and a willingness to evolve.
With over 1.21 million SMEs representing
99.7% of all businesses in Canada (Govern-
ment of Canada, 2023, p. 8), addressing these
barriers presents a significant opportunity for
nationwide sustainability impact.

A critical shift is needed to move from
fragmented, reactive sustainability ef-
forts to an integrated system that builds
and mobilizes capacity through aligned,
purpose-driven support.

By strengthening what businesses already do
well, without additional burdens, we can de-
sign interventions that unlock their potential
to act more confidently, cohesively, and sus-
tainably, enabling the transition to resilient
business practices.

Current Support System for SME
Sustainabilit

To understand the nature of this shift, we must
first recognize the existing ecosystem that
SMEs navigate when implementing sustain-
ability practices. The current landscape con-
sists of several interconnected components

that, while well-intentioned, often create barri-
ers rather than enablers for SME sustainability
adoption:

Knowledge Resources - Government
guidelines, industry best practices, and
sustainability frameworks that typically
employ complex terminology and assume
organizational capacities beyond most
SMESs’ reach;

Regulatory Framework - Environmental
compliance requirements, reporting ob-
ligations, and policy mechanisms that
frequently create disproportionate admin-
istrative burdens without corresponding
benefits for smaller organizations;

Financial Mechanisms - Grants, loans, and
incentives that remain difficult to access due
tocomplexapplicationprocesses, misaligned
eligibility criteria, and limited awareness;

Technical Assistance - Consulting services,
certification processes, and technology
solutions predominantly designed for and
pricedatlevelsthatarelargelyinaccessibleto
smaller enterprises;

NetworkingPlatforms-Businessassociations
and industry networks with varying levels of
sustainability focus and practical implemen-
tation support that may feel repetitive and
redundant to small enterprises; and

Market Infrastructure - Certification schemes,

POTENTIAL FOR CHANGE



Opportunities for Progress

This chapter presents ten practical interventions to address barriers

that are both within and outside the SME’s control, drawing from our

interview insights and the potential solutions proposed by SME leaders

and industry experts. These interventions are based on opportunities

identified across SME sustainability adoption journeys in line with the
three implementation thresholds SME leaders face, key shifts in policy

3.Tiered Sustainability 9. Adaptative . . . . .
1. Purpose-Aligned Sustainability Guide Adoption Frameworks Operations Tools and the broader sustainabi hty eCOSyStemr as illustrated in ﬁgure 16.

2. Community-Based Learning Networks 4. Integrated Decision 10. Shared Resource

Toolkit Hubs High Impact

O Threshold 1: Stuck in Ambiguity O Threshold 2: Buried in Complexity ‘ Threshold 3: Struggling to Start . Effective Policy and Regulatory Development . Building a Resilient Ecosystem LOW Eﬁ:O rt _® > H Ig h Eﬁ:O rt

Figure 16- Opportunities for Progress
These opportunities are aimed to assist @

decision-makers, including policy actors,
ecosystem builders, SME support orga-
nizations, and SME leaders, in prioritiz-
ing investments and targeted collective
support. Figure 17 presents the opportu-
nities within an Effort vs. Impact Matrix,
followed by detailed breakdowns of each

consumer education initiatives, and supply areas), and often disconnected from day-to-day
chain systems that many SMEs struggle to business realities.
effeCtively leverage. Threshold 1: Stuck in Ambiguity
The intervetions we propose directly address
Our research reveals that while these compo-  these systemic gaps by creating more inte-
nents exist, they function more as a fragmented grated, accessible, and appropriately-scaled
landscape than a coordinated system. SMEs support that build on existing SME behaviors
report significant challenges in navigating this and capacities rather than requiring funda- initiative. Together, they help to outline
ecosystem,withresourcesscatteredacrossorga- mental organizational restructuring. possible paths forward.
nizations, mismatchedtotheiroperationalscale, Low Impact
geographically inaccessible (especially in rural

Threshold 2: Buried in Complexity

Threshold 3: Struggling to Start

Effective Policy and Regulatory Development

Building a Resilient Ecosystem

" NONONON®.

This mapping underscores the insight, Figure 17- Effort vs Impact
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previously highlighted, that many SMEs are
ready and willing to act, but the right support
is essential to turn good intentions into sus-
tained progress.

The high-impact, medium-effort interventions
identified in Figure 17 - such as 4. Integrated
Decision Toolkit, 9. Adaptive Operations Tools
and 5. Functional Optimization Matrix offer
timely pathways to mobilize progress.

While longer-term systemic shifts , such as
6. Shared Infrastructure, 7. Purpose-Centered
Policy Design and 8. Feedback Looping, of-
fers critical system-level levers for long-term
transformation, their success depends on
multi-stakeholder collaboration, funding, and
in some cases policy alignment.

The following section unpacks each interven-
tion in greater depth, per figure 16, showing
how they directly respond to the challenges
embedded within the three barrier thresholds,
Stuck in Ambiguity, Buried in Complexity, and
Struggling to Start. The first three intervention
areas, Building Confidence, Creating Clari-

ty, and Enabling Action, focus on what SMEs
can help to shape, such as how decisions are
made, resources are used, and priorities are
set. The final two, Effective Policy and Regu-
latory Development and Building a Resilient
Ecosystem, speak to the broader environment
in which SMEs operate, offering ways to re-
duce friction, improve support, and strengthen
the systems that surround them. Together,
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these thresholds offer a more practical and
coordinated response to the layered challeng-
es SMEs face.

Building Confidence

These interventions address barriers in high-
lighted in Threshold 1. For SMEs struggling
with basic sustainability knowledge and
awareness, we propose interventions that
simplify concepts and build a connection to
existing business values:

1. Purpose-Aligned Sustainability Guide
Develop a “Purpose-to-Practice” guideline
that helps SMEs articulate their existing
purpose and translate it into sustainable
building blocks relevant to their specific
industry and context.

Implementation: This would involve creat-
ing a simplified self-assessment tool that
guides SMEs to define their core values
and purpose, then maps these to oper-
ational design/structure across people,
planet, and profit dimensions. Unlike exist-
ing sustainability frameworks, that impose
generic principles of sustainability.

Potential Impact. Reduces fear and resis-
tance because it starts with what SMEs
already care about, while validating ex-
isting efforts rather than introducing new
concepts. This approach acknowledges
that many SMEs are already engaging in
sustainability-aligned practices without

recognizing or naming it as such.

Key Actors Involved

e Business support organizations (cham-
bers of commerce, sector associations)

e Sustainability consulting firms and
experts

e Academic institutions specializing in
business sustainability

e SME leaders as co-creators and testers

e Design and UX professionals for tool
development

Potential Funding Sources

e Federal economic development agen-
cies (ISED, FedDev Ontario)

e Provincial business ministries and eco-
nomic development departments

e Corporate sponsors interested in sup-
ply chain sustainability

e Private foundations focused on busi-
ness transformation

e Industry associations with sustainabili-
ty mandates

2. Community-Based Learning Networks

Establish peer-based networks organized
by industry sector and geographic region.
These would facilitate learning and best
practices by sustainability professionals
alongside SME leaders.

Implementation: These networks would fo-
cus on sharing practical experiences rather
than theoretical knowledge, with partici-
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pants discussing real-world implementa-
tion case studies, challenges, and solutions
in a constructive and relatable manner.
Rural-urban dynamics need to be consid-
ered, with options to include businesses in
rural areas made available.

Potential Impact. Addresses the emotional
barriers of fear and inadequacy by creat-
ing safe spaces for honest conversation.

It also combats the isolation many SME
leaders feel when overwhelmed by sus-
tainability challenges by providing reliable
peer support.

Key Actors Involved

e Local business associations and cham-
bers of commerce

e Industry-specific trade associations

e Municipal economic development offic-
es

e Regional sustainability networks and
NGOs

e Academic institutions as knowledge
partners

e Pioneer SMEs with sustainability expe-
rience

Potential Funding Sources

e Municipal economic development funds

e Provincial grants for business networks

e Membership fees from participating
businesses

e Sponsor businesses (larger corpora-
tions in the region)
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e Community foundations
e Federal rural development programs for
rural networks

Creating Clarity

For SMEs navigating barriers in threshold 2

- the overwhelming complexity of sustainabil-
ity, we propose interventions that clarify and
contextualize sustainable practices:

3. Tiered Sustainability Adoption Frame-
works
Develop simplified sustainability frame-
works specifically designed to facilitate
SME progression through different imple-
mentation stages.

Implementation: A tiered approach to
sustainability adoption with entry-level,
intermediate, and advanced roadmaps that
inform how to grow SME organizational
capacity. Each tier would focus on practical
actions rather than comprehensive assess-
ment, with clear guidance on what prog-
ress looks like.

Potential Impact: Addresses the paraly-
sis caused by framework complexity and
makes it easier to commence sustainabil-
ity journeys, validating incremental prog-
ress.

Key Actors Involved
e Standards development organizations
e Industry associations with sector ex-
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pertise

e Sustainability certification bodies

e Digital platform developers

e SME representatives for user testing
and feedback

e Sustainability measurement specialists

Potential Funding Sources

e Federal innovation funding programs

e Large corporations interested in suppli-
er development

e International development agencies

e Philanthropic organizations focused on
sustainability standards

e Public-private partnerships between
government and industry

4. Integrated Decision Toolkit
Create decision-making blueprints that
integrate sustainability considerations into
existing business processes to reduce the
hesitancy of adoption due to limited un-
derstanding or cost assumptions.

Implementation: Simple industry-agnostic
checklists and processes that guide how
sustainability should be embedded into
standard business activities like procure-
ment, product development, and recruit-
ment in easy-to-understand language.

Potential Impact: Enables a more coordi-
nated working culture to overcome siloed
thinking and ways of working. While de-
bunking deep held myths about the high

cost of sustainability implementation.

Key Actors Involved

e Business management software provid-
ers

e Business consultants and advisors

e Operational research specialists

e Industry-specific experts for customi-
zation

e UX/UI designers for accessibility

e SME operational staff for testing

Potential Funding Sources

e Technology innovation grants

e Industry association research budgets

e Software companies as part of ESG
initiatives

e Angel investors interested in sustain-
ability tools

e Provincial business innovation funds

Enabling Action

In barrier threshold 3, SMEs struggle to trans-
late knowledge into action. We propose inter-
ventions that entrench support and empower

operational action:

5. Functional Optimization Matrix
Strengthen organizational functions by
providing targeted support to evaluate ca-
pacity-building progress and identify areas
for further development.

Implementation: Streamlined and custom-
ized audit tools that evaluate sustainabil-
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ity performance, and propose adaptation
plans to drive more efficiency and effec-
tiveness across the organization.

Potential Impact:. Drives more focus of
resources to have maximum impact in the
sustainability implementation; ensuring
higher return on investment.

Key Actors Involved

¢ Management consultants with SME
expertise

e Data analysis and visualization special-
ists

e Organizational development profes-
sionals

e Business coaches and advisors

e Software developers for digital tools

¢ SME managers for implementation
testing

Potential Funding Sources

e Business productivity enhancement
grants

e Professional service firms as pro-bono
initiatives

e Innovation funds for business improve-
ment tools

e Business schools’ applied research
budgets

e Provincial economic development ini-
tiatives
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6. Shared Infrastructure
Invest in critical sustainability infrastruc-
ture that can be shared across communi-
ties and SME networks to increase avail-
ability and shared benefits.

Implementation: Value chain improve-
ments like community-based renewable
energy systems, shared logistics and
transportation networks, material exchange
platforms, and collective waste manage-
ment systems that make sustainable op-
erations more accessible to resource-con-
strained SMEs, such as exploring circular
business models leveraging business
ecosystems.

Potential Impact: Increases the reach of
SMEs, particularly rural SMEs, to signifi-

cant sustainable infrastructure that could
step change their operations.

Key Actors Involved

¢ Municipal and regional governments

e Economic development corporations

e Community investment cooperatives

e Utilities and service providers

e Engineering and design firms

e Industry clusters and business parks

e Local business improvement associa-
tions

Potential Funding Sources
e Infrastructure Canada funding pro-
grams
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e Green municipal funds

e Public-private partnerships

e Community bonds and local investment
funds

e Provincial infrastructure grants

e Federal clean technology adoption
funding

e Impact investors focused on circular
economy

Effective Policy and Regulatory De-

velopment

On an external level, actors with high influ-
ence are not equipped with appropriate SME
landscape understanding to develop meaning-
ful initiatives. We propose the following inter-
ventions to inform their approaches.

7. Purpose-Centered Policy Design
Shift regulatory perspectives from compli-
ance-focused to encourage capacity-
building of purpose-driven SME orienta-
tions.

Implementation: Introduce regulations
that simplify requirements, lead to clear-
er sustainable outcomes and account for
flexibility in the ways SMEs can implement
their sustainability.

Potential Impact: Minimizes the influence
of rigid systemic and regulatory structures
to support SME sustainability transitions.

Key Actors Involved

e Federal and provincial regulatory bod-
ies

e Policy think-tanks and research institu-
tions

e Sustainability governance experts

e Legal and compliance professionals

¢ SME advocacy organizations

e Industry associations representing SME
interests

e Multi-stakeholder roundtables

Potential Funding Sources

e Federal policy innovation funds

e Provincial regulatory modernization
budgets

e Private foundations promoting public
policy reform

e Corporate sponsorship from sustain-
ability leaders

e Academic research grants for policy
development

8. Feedback Looping

Establish structured mechanisms that con-
nect targeted high-influence actors whose
mandates inform business operations,
policy decision-making, sustainability de-
velopment programs, and resources with
SME daily realities to ensure more practi-
cal support.

Implementation: Create segmented en-
gagement approaches with immersive field
experiences, structured roundtables, spe-
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cific impact assessments, reverse mentor-
ship programs, and digital feedback plat-
forms tailored to each authority’s mandate
and incentives.

Potential Impact. Enables more effective
policy design, program planning, and re-
source allocation that respects SME op-
erational realities, resulting in more sup-
portive regulatory frameworks and stronger
relationships between businesses and
aligned authorities.

Key Actors Involved

e Economic Development authorities
(federal, provincial, municipal)

e Emergency Management and Prepared-
ness agencies

e Industry-specific regulatory bodies

e Regional planning organizations

e Business funding programs and eco-
nomic policy departments

e SME representative associations and
advocacy groups

Potential Funding Sources

e Economic development program evalu-
ation budgets

e Emergency preparedness planning
funds

e Regulatory modernization initiatives

e Public-private partnerships for policy
innovation

e Industry association stakeholder en-
gagement resources
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e Academic research partnerships study-
ing policy effectiveness

Building a Resilient Ecosystem

From an external standpoint, SMEs are usually
exposed and influenced by macro trends and
industry shifts. We propose the following in-
terventions to adequately prepare and enable
SMEs:

9. Adaptative Operations Tools
Business modelling tools designed to Busi-
ness modelling tools designed to equip
SMEs with insights and scenarios to navi-
gate evolving sustainability requirements,
and expectations and disruptions.

Implementation: Interactive scenario
models that consider early warning signals
about emerging sustainability trends, reg-
ulations, and market shifts to help SMEs
pre-empt, plan sufficiently and create tran-
sition support strategies.

Potential Impact: Strengthens resilience
planning of SMEs by helping to anticipate
changes and inspiring proactiveness.

Key Actors Involved

e Business forecasting specialists

e Systems modelling experts

e Software developers

e Risk management professionals

e Industry trend analysts

e UX designers for intuitive interfaces
e SME operators for real-world testing
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Potential Funding Sources

e Innovation research grants

e Technology accelerator programs

e Software development partnerships

e Climate adaptation funding programs

e Business resilience investment funds

e Private equity focusing on business
technology solutions

10. Shared Resource Hubs
Leveraging existing business associations
and chambers of commerce, to create plat-
forms that reduce sustainability resource
accessibility burdens-knowledge, informa-
tion, data, reports, funding, professional
support- on SME leaders and business
ecosystems.

Implementation: Physical or virtual central
sustainability hubs that make basic sus-
tainability resources and specialized ex-
pertise, tools, and technologies completely
accessible to individual SMEs and busi-
ness groups.

Potential Impact: Reduces sustainability
resource constraints and barriers-to-entry;
encouraging adoption and potentially cre-
ating economies of scale when it comes to
sustainable alternatives.

Key Actors Involved

e Chambers of commerce and business
associations

e Sustainability resource specialists

e Information management professionals

e Community economic development
organizations

e Knowledge sharing platform developers

e Local sustainability experts and practi-
tioners

e Content curators and translators

Potential Funding Sources

e Federal SME support programs

e Provincial business resource funding

e Local economic development budgets

e Multi-stakeholder consortium funding

e Philanthropic support for knowledge
sharing

e Large corporate sponsors seeking sup-
ply chain sustainability

e Membership contributions from partici-
pating organizations

Validation of Research Findings

To ensure our leverage points and proposed
interventions reflected real-world business
conditions, we returned to the SME leaders
who participated in our research to validate
our findings. Their feedback provided an
invaluable lens, grounding our analysis and
further illuminating the realities of navigating
sustainability within small and medium-sized
enterprises.

The feedback reinforced several elements of
our barriers analysis. Most prominently, busi-
ness leaders highlighted the ongoing tension
between sustainability intentions and financial

feasibility. The “price tag of sustainability” was
a repeated theme. Sustainable options often
carried higher upfront costs, making them
difficult to justify in already lean operating
environments.

Leaders also emphasized the destabilizing
effect of system-level policies beyond their
control. Shifting international regulations,
trade dynamics, evolving policy priorities, and
diversity, equity, and inclusion pivots were de-
scribed as unpredictable forces that can stall
progress or undo efforts made toward sus-
tainability. These external disruptions make it
difficult to plan strategically or embed long-
term change, even when internal motivation is
strong.

Another frequently echoed insight was the
absence of visible peer examples. SME lead-
ers expressed a sense of isolation in their
efforts, noting the difficulty of pioneering new
approaches without clear, relatable models
of success. Without tangible case studies or
peers visibly “doing it well,” the road to sus-
tainable transformation often feels unclear.

When it came to the intervention strategies
proposed through our research, the business
leaders validated both their relevance and
urgency. They emphasized the need for acces-
sible, stage-relevant funding pathways, specif-
ically those designed to support businesses
during the transition toward more sustainable
models. The availability of targeted support
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during this transition phase was viewed as
essential to helping SMEs build the necessary
internal capacity while maintaining operation-
al viability.

Leaders were also enthusiastic about practical
tools that connect sustainability efforts with
business performance. They expressed inter-
est in guidance that identifies cost-saving op-
portunities within sustainable practices, par-
ticularly where environmental and economic
efficiency intersect. These kinds of strategies,
they noted, would strengthen internal business
cases and help overcome resistance within
teams or boards of directors.

What this validation process revealed was

a strong alignment between our research
findings and the day-to-day challenges SME
leaders face. The tensions they described,
from cost burdens and policy unpredictability
to isolation and the need for clearer pathways
closely corresponded with the barrier thresh-
olds identified in our analysis. Their feedback
suggested that our proposed response pat-
terns and intervention areas addressed real
needs within their organizations, grounding
our academic findings in practical business
contexts.

The validation process served as an important
reality check for our research team. Rather
than presenting entirely new insights to these
business leaders, our research appeared to
articulate and organize experiences they

were already navigating but perhaps hadn’t
fully conceptualized. This mutual recognition,
where research meets reality, underscores
the value of continued dialogue between re-
searchers and practitioners as we collectively
work toward more sustainable and resilient
business futures. The journey ahead requires
ongoing collaboration, as the landscape of
sustainability implementation continues to
evolve alongside business needs and societal
expectations.

Factors that Shape Meaningful
Change
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This research reveals a clear and urgent need
to redesign the sustainability support system
for SMEs, one that works with, not against,
how they operate. While SMEs are motivated
and purpose-driven, they face systemic con-
straints that make meaningful progress dif-
ficult. The opportunity is not to impose more
complexity, but to provide targeted, practical
support that builds capacity in ways that align
with existing behaviours and business reali-
ties.

A few key interdependencies emerged across-
the ten interventions proposed:

¢ Interventions must work in sync
with internal tools like planning frame-
works and decision aids that are most
effective when reinforced by external

supports such as peer networks, shared
infrastructure, and streamlined policy.

e Purpose is the anchor cutting across
internal culture, external engagement,
and strategic alignment. Interventions
that reinforce purpose help SMEs stay
grounded while navigating change.

e Enabling conditions matter trust-
based relationships, accessible re-
sources, and cross-sector alignment
increase the likelihood of sustained
adoption. Without these, even well-de-
signed solutions risk falling flat.

The path forward is not about asking SMEs to
do more. It's about amplifying what already
works, investing in the infrastructure that sur-
rounds them, and removing friction from the
sustainability journey. This is not about adding
complexity, it's about unlocking capacity.

Sustainability for SMEs is not a destination; it
is an ongoing process of building and mobi-
lizing capacity in service of a broader impact.

When supported well, this process strengthens

not only individual businesses but the resil-

ience and adaptability of the entire ecosystem.

The transition is already underway. The next
step is to make it easier, clearer, and more
coordinated, so that sustainable progress be-
comes not just possible, but inevitable.

While these recommendations are based on
trends and resources identified within our re-

search timeframe, we recognize opportunities
exist to further investigate existing initiatives
and deepen our understanding of implementa-
tion contexts.

These recommendations also unearth future
research areas which we have detailed in our
conclusion. They represent starting points for
a renewed approach to supporting SMEs to
become more sustainable, acknowledging the
journey is a process of capacity-building that
ultimately strengthens both business perfor-
mance and broader social, environmental, and
economic resilience.
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Closing
Remarks

Conclusion

This research set out to understand the gap
between sustainability ambitions and practi-
cal implementation among Canadian SMEs.
Through our literature review, engaging the
system, and exploration of transition possibil-
ities, we've extracted insights that challenge
conventional understanding and offer new
pathways forward.

Our findings reveal that the primary barrier to
sustainability implementation isn’t lack of mo-
tivation or resources alone. Most SME leaders
we engaged with demonstrated strong pur-
pose-driven values aligned with sustainability
principles. Rather, the disconnect occurs at
three critical thresholds: Stuck in Ambiguity,
Buried in Complexity, and Struggling to Start.

The emotional dimensions of sustainabili-

ty decision-making emerged as particularly
significant. Fear of making costly mistakes,
shame about not doing “enough”, and feeling
overwhelmed by complexity create a para-
lyzing effect that impedes even incremental
progress. This emotional landscape is rarely
addressed in sustainability frameworks but
proves central to implementation challenges.

Our analysis using the Viable Systems Model
revealed an imbalance in how SMEs distrib-
ute attention across business functions, with
most resources allocated to Planning, Opti-

mization, and Coordination while Identity and
Operations receive less focus. This distribu-
tion creates structural impediments to holistic
sustainability integration as SME leaders find
themselves in a never-ending cycle of re-eval-
uating strategies, translating it into actionable
steps and trying to resolve operational con-
flicts, at the expense of essential long-term
planning and action.

By reconceptualizing the quadruple bottom
line framework, we identified purpose as the
foundation rather than one of four equal pil-
lars. Personal purpose often influences orga-
nizational purpose permeating all other di-
mensions, people, planet, profit, unconsciously
anchoring values-driven efforts in sustainabil-
ity, and building resilience towards implemen-
tation barriers.

This research shifts focus from identifying
“failing” versus “succeeding” SMEs when it
comes to sustainability, to recognizing it as

a continuous journey where progress should
be supported by leveraging existing organi-
zational capacities. The diverse leaders we
interviewed, from organic farmers prioritizing
environmental stewardship to service provid-
ers focusing on fair pay and nurturing psycho-
logical safety, all contribute to sustainability in
their own unique contexts.

REMARKS

CLOSING



Moving forward, effective support for SME
sustainability transitions requires addressing
the identified barrier thresholds through acces-
sible education, simplified frameworks, ongoing
support networks, and infrastructure improve-
mentstoencourage sustainability integration. By
acknowledging progress and supporting SMEs
in translating their vision of sustainability into
operational reality, we can build a more resilient
and sustainable economy that empowers our
environment and society to flourish.
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Future Research Areas

Operational Deep Dive

Future research could focus specifically on
the operational manifestation of sustain-
ability within SMEs. By examining how SMEs
currently operate within each of the five core
functions (identity, planning, optimization/au-
dit, operations, and coordination), researchers
could identify more precise leverage points for
intervention and support. This approach would
enrich our understanding by incorporating
broader operational staff perspectives.

e Cross-functional implementation
studies: Research that examines how
sustainability initiatives flow across
different organizational functions could
reveal important insights about integra-
tion challenges and opportunities.

e Team dynamics research: Investigat-
ing how diverse teams collaborate on
sustainability implementation could illu-
minate effective models for distributing
responsibility across SME structures.

e Multi-level perspective analysis:
Studies comparing leadership vision
with floor-level execution could high-
light communication gaps or successful
translation practices in sustainability
implementation.
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Transitional Design Interventions
Our research identified barriers and response
patterns across different implementation
thresholds. Future work could explore practi-
cal interventions to help SMEs navigate these
thresholds more effectively. This research
would move beyond theoretical analysis to
develop and test accessible frameworks, ed-
ucational tools, and support systems specifi-
cally designed for SMEs at different stages of
sustainability implementation. Potential areas
include:

e Understanding threshold tools: De-
signing simplified, jargon-free sustain-
ability communication tools for SMEs at
the initial understanding threshold.

e Navigating complex systems: Devel-
oping curated guidance systems that
help SMEs navigate the complexity of
sustainability frameworks at the Buried
in Complexity threshold.

e Implementation support networks:
Exploring peer-based support networks
that reinforce sustainable processes and
shared practices for SMEs struggling
with the implementation threshold.

e Regional adaptation research: Explor-
ing how these interventions might be
tailored to address specific geographic
contexts across urban and rural Canadi-
an settings.
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Longitudinal Case Studies of Imple-

mentation

Building on our findings, longitudinal case
studies could track SMEs as they implement
sustainability initiatives over extended peri-
ods, documenting challenges, adaptations,
and outcomes over time. Such research would
provide valuable insights into the practical
reality of sustainability transitions and help
identify successful strategies that could be
replicated.

e Sector-specific implementation path-

ways: Research focusing on how dif-
ferent industries navigate sustainability
implementation could reveal important
sector-specific insights.

e Temporal evolution studies: Investi-
gating how sustainability implementa-
tion evolves over business cycles and
in response to external events could
improve our understanding of resilience
factors.

e Success markers research: Studies
identifying critical transition points or
milestones in successful implementa-

tion journeys could help SMEs set realis-

tic expectations and intermediary goals.
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Policy and Infrastructure Support

Research

Future research could examine how policy
changes and infrastructure development could
better support SME sustainability transitions.
This might include investigating what types of
regulatory frameworks, incentive structures, or
public-private partnerships would most effec-
tively address the systemic barriers identified
in our research.

e Regulatory impact analysis: Studies
exploring how different policy approach-
es affect SMEs of varying sizes could
inform more effective policy design.

e Support ecosystem mapping: Re-
search documenting the complete land-
scape of support resources available to
SMEs could identify gaps and redundan-
cies in current systems.

e Urban-rural infrastructure compar-
ison: Investigating how geographic
location affects access to sustainability
resources could highlight important ar-
eas for infrastructure development.

Sustainability Measurement for SMEs
Given our finding that current sustainability
frameworks often fail to meet SME needs, ded-
icated research into developing SME-specific
measurement tools would be valuable. Such
researchcouldfocusoncreatingpractical,acces-
sible metrics that balance rigor with usability in
the SME context.

¢ Simplified measurement frameworks:
Developing stripped-down versions of ex-
isting frameworks tailored to SME realities
and resources.

e Technology-enabled measurement: Ex-
ploring how digital tools could reduce the
administrative burden of sustainability
reporting for resource-constrained SMEs.

e Value-alignedmetrics:Creatingmeasure-
ment approaches that reflect the unique
values and priorities of diverse SME com-
munities across Canada.

e Temporaltrackingapproaches:Designing
systemsthat capture progressovertimein
ways that acknowledge the developmen-
tal nature of sustainability implementa-
tion.

Purpose-Driven Leadership Develop-

ment

Our finding that purpose serves as a founda-
tional element for sustainability implementa-
tion suggests valuable research opportunities
in examining how purpose-driven leadership
can be cultivated and sustained in SMEs. This
research could explore educational approach-
es, mentorship models, or support networks
that nurture purpose-driven leadership in the
business community.

e Leadership transition support: Re-
search on how sustainability commit-
ments survive leadership transitions
could strengthen long-term implemen-
tation.

e Mindset translation research: Studies
examining how SME leaders effectively
translate sustainability mindsets into
operational practices could provide
practical models for others.

o Decision-making frameworks: Devel-
oping tools that help leaders navigate
complex sustainability decisions while
balancing competing priorities could
reduce implementation barriers.

e Cross-cultural leadership approach-
es: Research exploring how different
cultural contexts influence leadership
approaches to sustainability could
enhance support for Canada’s diverse
business community.
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Cross-Sectoral Collaboration Models
Expanding on our findings about the impor-
tance of networked approaches, future re-
search could examine effective models for
cross-sectoral collaboration to support SME
sustainability implementation.

e Information-sharing ecosystems:
Investigating how knowledge flows be-
tween SMEs, large corporations, govern-
ment agencies, and non-profits could
identify opportunities to strengthen
collaborative learning.

e Mentorship program design: Re-
searching effective mentorship models
that connect SMEs with sustainability
champions could inform support pro-
gram development.

¢ Supply chain collaboration: Examin-
ing how supply chain relationships can
be leveraged to advance sustainability
implementation across interconnected
businesses.

Diverse Representation in Sustain-

ability Leadership

Future research could examine how diverse
leadership perspectives influence sustainabil-
ity implementation approaches and outcomes
in SMEs.

o Indigenous business models: Explor-
ing how Indigenous-owned SMEs inte-
grate traditional knowledge with sustain-
ability practices could provide valuable
insights for the broader business com-
munity.

¢ Gender and sustainability leadership:
Investigating how diverse leadership
compositions affect sustainability im-
plementation could identify important
factors in successful transitions.

e Newcomer business perspectives:
Research on how immigrant business
owners approach sustainability challeng-
es could enrich our understanding of
cultural factors in implementation.

These future research directions would extend our work by moving from understanding barriers to
developingpracticalsolutionsthat help SMEs navigate their sustainability journeys more effectively.
Byfocusingonactionable,context-appropriateinterventions,suchresearchcould help closethegap
between sustainability ambitions and practical implementation in the Canadian SME landscape.
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Personal Reflections

Morgan’s Reflections

As I reflect on this research journey, I'm both
proud of our work and mindful of its contextual
limitations. This experience provided valuable
insights into SME operational realities while
highlighting constraints in traditional academic
approaches.

Two conceptual frameworks significant-

ly impacted my thinking: Shwaikh’s (2023)
critique of resilience as an imposed expec-
tation resonated deeply. Her argument that
resilience discourse often “places the burden
on [already struggling communities] for issues
beyond their control” while “relieving external
forces...from societal responsibilities” parallels
our SME observations. Expecting SMEs to be
“resilient” in sustainability implementation
without addressing systemic barriers dimin-
ishes their experiences and shifts responsibil-
ity from systems to individuals.

Similarly, Walters and Takamura’s (2015)
framework for decolonizing the quadruple bot-
tom line would have profoundly influenced our
methodology had we encountered it earlier.
Their integration of indigenous perspectives,
centering community, spirituality, sustainabil-
ity, and entrepreneurship, offers a more holis-
tic approach than conventional frameworks,
affirming that “culture is the wellspring of
innovation and entrepreneurship.”
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I've realized that sustainability implemen-
tation extends beyond traditional academic
research timelines, with linear progression
sometimes misaligned with the holistic, itera-
tive nature of sustainability work.

Moving forward, I see two complementary
directions: increasing knowledge accessibility
by bridging academic rhetoric and community
implementation and including SME leaders

as co-researchers rather than subjects. Both
would benefit from a decolonized approach to
the quadruple bottom line, integrating indige-
nous values as foundational principles.

I remain proud of our work highlighting the
humans behind businesses, revealing inspir-
ing, motivated people from whom I learned
tremendously. By emphasizing personal and
emotional aspects of sustainability imple-
mentation, we demonstrated the need for a
systems approach to addressing entrenched
barriers while making knowledge more acces-
sible beyond academic contexts.

This research reinforces my belief that aca-
demic work on sustainability must embody

its advocated principles, creating space for
diverse voices, embracing non-linear thinking,
and prioritizing care for all stakeholders in-
volved.
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Yaw's Reflections

This research has been both grounding and
expansive - rooted in real business experi-
ences, yet full of complexity that stretched
my thinking. What began as an exploration of
sustainability and resilience in SMEs quickly
evolved into something deeper: a reflection
on what it truly takes to move from intention
to action in systems that don’t always make it
that easy. It was a privilege to be trusted with
the stories of the people we engaged. Their
openness and vulnerability about their values
and desire to create better futures turned this
work into more than an academic exercise, it
became a responsibility.

What struck me most was how profoundly
personal the sustainability journey is, and how
much psychological barriers shape that path.
The business leaders we spoke to weren't re-
sponding to compliance, they were guided by
care, purpose, and a desire to do what’s right.
The challenge isn’t convincing people to care,
it's designing conditions that make it possible
for them to act on what they already believe.
This shifted how I see the smallest signals

of sustainability. A recycling bin in a café, a
mention of fair wages, a local supplier choice,
these quiet decisions, often overlooked, now
feel significant. Sustainability is not a check-
list, but a series of deliberate, values-driven
actions taken in imperfect conditions. That

kind of dedication is rarely acknowledged in
traditional business discourse.

Working with Morgan was a gift. Our perspec-
tives couldn’t have been more different, mine
shaped by the for-profit sector, hers by the
non-profit world, but those differences en-
riched the process. Her lens challenged me
to look beyond business logic and embrace
other forms of rigour rooted in empathy, lived
experience, and social context. That creative
tension strengthened our thinking and pushed
us to honour the complexity of what we were
seeing.

One of the most meaningful shifts for me

was understanding that resilience isn’t about
bouncing back, it's about having the capac-
ity to keep moving forward, even when the
system doesn’t cooperate. Many of the lead-
ers we spoke to have weathered decades

of disruption, continuing not just to survive,
but to protect and nurture their purpose. Yet
today’s world is more uncertain than ever, and
traditional ideas of resilience are no longer
enough. This work helped me see just how
intertwined human motivations, organizational
behaviours, and system structures really are,
and how meaningful change requires design-
ing with that complexity in mind, whether
you're a policymaker, institution, or individual
like me.
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I leave this research with deeper curiosity
and a renewed belief in people, their drive to
lead with purpose, adapt under pressure, and
keep showing up even when the path isn't
clear. Change doesn't live in policy or inten-
tion alone, it lives in the everyday systems that
make action easier or harder. When we focus
on designing for people, supporting what they
already want to do, we stop asking whether
change is possible and start asking what’s
possible next.
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Appendix A - Barriers

tive or inconvenient.
e Regulations/Government/Policy misalignment with business operations - Sustainability advice from experts or policymakers may not reflect the opera-

tional constraints of SMEs.

e Rigid systems that stifle change - Established business practices are deeply ingrained, making it difficult for leaders to adopt new, sustainable approach-
es.

e Disconnected from SME realities - External stakeholders providing guidance often lack an understanding of the day-to-day challenges of small business-
es.

e Complex, impractical and inconsistent regulations - Leaders face difficulty navigating varying and sometimes contradictory regulations across regions
and industries.

e Regulations not tailored to SMEs - Regulations are often designed with large corporations in mind, making compliance difficult for resource-limited
SMEs.

e Inapplicable global standards for locals - Emerging regulations, such as those in Europe, require deeper supply chain transparency and action, adding
strain on SMEs.

e Superficial compliance - Businesses often scramble to meet new regulations instead of embedding sustainable practices from the outset.

e Entrenched capitalist mindset- Many leaders operate with a profit-first, control-driven mentality rooted in outdated business education models from the
1990s.

e Inadequate sustainability education in MBA programs - Business leaders often emerge from MBA programs without practical knowledge or training in
sustainability.

e Focus on short-term gains over long-term resilience - The dominant business mindset prioritizes quarterly earnings and cost-cutting over sustainable
growth.

e Stuck in traditional business models: Business goals and operations not designed to deliver/contribute to sustainability goals.

Barrier Characteristics Barriers Identified by SME’s & Experts
Fear and Doubt in Decision-Mak- [¢ Fear of the unknown 1. The risk of investing in people
ing e Investing without knowing if you will get ROI (if people will stay on, get better at job, deliver better value, pumping money into fixed costs that may be- 2. Fear of showing vulnerability as a leader
come liabilities, etc) 3. Freeze
e Lack of confidence in taking steps forward 4. The uncertainty of investing in fixed costs
e Shame and fear of getting it wrong - Leaders feel overwhelmed by the complexity of sustainability and the pressure to get it right.
e Avoidance and silence - Sustainability remains a sensitive topic, with some leaders choosing to avoid conversations altogether to escape feelings of
judgment or failure.
e Overwhelmed by complexity - The vast scope of sustainability and resilience work feels impossible to address fully, adding to the paralysis.
e Feeling judged and inadequate - Leaders often feel they are not doing enough or don’t know where to start, leading to a sense of failure.
e Lack of clear guidance - Existing frameworks are often designed for large companies, leaving SMEs without practical, actionable steps.
e Fear of making the wrong choice - With so many potential paths and options, leaders feel paralyzed, afraid that taking the wrong step will lead to failure.
Rigid Structures That Stifle the e Perception of sustainability as a ‘luxury’ - Sustainability is often seen as an extra rather than a core business priority. 1. Regulations
Possibility of Change e “Not in my backyard” (NIMBY) mentality - Local communities and stakeholders resist changes tied to sustainability if they perceive the impact as disrup- | 2. Regulatory constraints

3. Traditional business values hindering new/
evolving business practices

Leadership Mindset

People in positions of power working with

impractical and irrelevant information (ex-
ternal in business)

6. Entrenched cultural biases

o
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Difficulty Navigating Support Lack of sustainable infrastructure - Limited availability of sustainable supply chains, production facilities, and logistical support. 1. Limitation of sustainable alternatives
Systems High cost of sustainable options - Sustainable materials, products, and services are often more expensive than conventional alternatives, limiting SME 2. Difficulty in navigating access to resources
adoption. 3. Information Accessibility
Limited sourcing options - Difficulty finding reliable suppliers of sustainable materials or products. 4. Accessing context-appropriate funding
Underfunded SME support organizations - Industry and government support programs for SMEs are often underfunded and poorly resourced. 5. Knowledge Gap
Inaccessible language and terminology - Sustainability frameworks and guidelines are often written in complex language, making them difficult to under- | 6. Resource Accessibility
stand and apply.
Lack of peer-to-peer support system - Disconnection among SMEs prevents knowledge sharing and collective action on sustainability.
Lack of customer education - Customers may not understand the value or benefits of sustainable products and practices.
Insufficient education & training for leaders - Few practical learning opportunities focused on SME-specific sustainability challenges.
Complexity of sustainability information - Reports and frameworks are often too dense and technical for practical use by SMEs.
Conflicting information - Misinformation and competing narratives make it difficult for SMEs to identify credible and actionable information.
Mismatch between funding and SME priorities - Available funding may target specific industries or outcomes that don’t match SME sustainability goals.
Low awareness of funding opportunities - SMEs often are not aware of available funding options or how to access them.
Complex funding application processes - Lengthy and technical grant and loan applications deter SMEs from seeking funding.
“Don’t know what they don’t know” - SMEs are unaware of gaps in their understanding of sustainability and how to effectively integrate in business
Tunnel vision - Leaders often focus narrowly on financial performance, missing out on broader sustainability opportunities.
Contextual understanding - SMEs often struggle to translate global sustainability goals into actionable steps within their specific industry and market.
Cost barriers to accessing resources - Paid resources, such as certifications, integration frameworks, or consultancy services, may be out of reach for
SMEs with limited budgets.
Limited exposure to sustainability tools and resources - SMEs struggle to find practical frameworks, assessment tools, and action plans.
Lost in the Complexity of Sustain- Operational misalignment with business priorities - Sustainability goals often feel disconnected from day-to-day business operations 1. Tangible Sustainability
ability Difficulty communicating progress - Even when progress is made, it's challenging to quantify and communicate it effectively to stakeholders. 2. The complexity of sustainability
Unclear measures of success - SMEs struggle with undefined standards of operational success in sustainability. 3. Data availability
Progress tracking challenges - Difficult to establish clear indicators to measure improvement in sustainability efforts such as unavailability of data, exper- | 4. Lack of Capacity to Deliver Sustainable
tise, clear KPIs, etc. Value
Uncertainty about relevant data - SMEs are unsure what data to collect and use to measure sustainability performance. 5. Difficulty navigating sustainability

Challenges applying data - Even when data is available, SMEs struggle to interpret and apply it effectively in to measure progress.

Too many frameworks - The abundance of sustainability frameworks and guidelines creates confusion, overwhelm and inaction.

Unclear starting point - SMEs often don’t know where and how to start sustainability integration initiatives.

Cost of switching to sustainability - The initial cost of implementing sustainable alternatives when that is not the norm in business and/or industry
Fragmented guidance - Different frameworks and guidelines often provide conflicting advice.

Frameworks not tailored to SMEs - Most sustainability frameworks are designed for large corporations, not smaller businesses.

Overwhelming complexity - Sustainability covers so many dimensions that it becomes paralyzing for SMEs to develop a clear strategic action roadmap.
Limited sustainability expertise - SMEs lack internal sustainability knowledge and skills and struggle to develop and execute strategies even when exper-
tise is available.

Operational barriers - Existing business models and processes aren’t set up to integrate sustainability.

Short-term survival focus - SMEs are so focused on staying afloat that it impacts their capacity to work towards long-term sustainability goals

Unclear sustainability reporting expectations - Reporting requirements and stakeholder expectations around sustainability are vague, inconsistent and
unclear what value they provide to business owners.

Limited societal knowledge - Broader societal understanding of sustainability is narrow, making it harder for people, and even SMEs, to acknowledge the
value it can provide

Unclear data requirements - SMEs often have to develop their own sustainability metrics from scratch without clear guidance, making it more difficult to
assess broad progress
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Fragmented Working Culture

Cultural inertia - Organizational culture resists change and sees sustainability as an “add-on” rather than a core business function.

Rigid organizational structures - Existing hierarchies and processes struggle to accommodate adaptations that will enable sustainability innovation.
Process flow inefficiencies - Unclear or linear workflows make it challenging for sustainability efforts to thrive or create value for SMEs

Unclear governance metrics - Sustainability governance matrices often create confusion due to inconsistencies and lack of clarity on how to manage
action

Broken feedback loops - Feedback on sustainability initiatives from different levels of the organization isn’t integrated into governance and deci-
sion-making.

Disconnect between vision and execution - Lack of clarity and alignment between leadership’s sustainability goals and the plan to implement them in the
organization.

Limitations with stakeholder involvement - Failure to invite critical stakeholder and community perspectives into sustainability conversations to make it
more relevant and shift entrenched perspectives.

Missing proof points - Challenges with demonstrating clear evidence of how sustainability initiatives create value in business.

Poor engagement - Inability to communicate the impact of sustainability efforts and demonstrate benefits it brings

Fragmented ecosystems - SMEs networks are disconnected which make it hard to access resources and share best practices.

Siloed thinking - Different teams, including leadership, operate from different definitions of what sustainability is and how to implement it

Siloed ways of working - People tasked with leading sustainability efforts struggle to effectively open up communication channels, onboard and translate
sustainability into different operational processes and actions

Need for a holistic approach - Sustainability requires integrated thinking, but most SMEs are used to linear, transactional models.

Lack of employee motivation - Employees feel personally disconnected to the company’s sustainability mission and goals because they often come
across as performative.

Extractive behaviour - Businesses operating from a mindset of extracting resources from the environment

Lack of psychological safety - Distrust and discomfort in expressing diverse perspectives which stifles innovation and collaboration.

Transactional working conditions - Focusing solely on tasks and outcomes without deliberately leveraging different human capacities in the team leads to
a decline in wellbeing, motivation, and creativity.

Failure to empower employees - Individual efforts to drive sustainable change are rarely acknowledged or celebrated, leading to a lack of agency

Failure to build collective responsibility - SME leaders often micromanage and struggle to delegate, leading to a feeling of reduced ownership and efforts
seen as leadership’s responsibility.

Difficulty in establishing connection and shared purpose - Harder to build company culture in light of disruptions to working norms (e.g. remote work,
Covid, etc).

BN

Leadership Management
Communication/Loops/Trickle Down
Connecting the Dots/Siloed Thinking
Purpose motivation

Fostering trust and connection in culture
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Short-term Pressures Time constraints - Daily operational pressures limit available time to focus on long-term strategy. 1. Lack of capacity to plan for the long-term
Perceived irrelevance - Feeling like long-term planning isn’t necessary or valuable compared to short-term needs. 2. Long-term Planning
Survival mindset - Long-term planning feels unrealistic and unattainable with the constant focus on trying to stay afloat in the short-term. 3. Operational challenges interfering with
Profit-first mentality - Financial returns take precedence over sustainability and resilience. value delivery
Failure to see the bigger picture - Lack of strategic vision for how sustainability fits into long-term business success. 4. Constantly struggling to stay on top of
High cost of supplies - Inflation and rising costs post COVID have impacted the costs of supplies everything
Cost of sustainable alternatives - when there is a low demand for sustainable options, sourcing them becomes costly and challenging. 5. The effort involved in [acquiring] certifica-
Cash flow struggles - Limited working capital forces people to use cheaper, low-quality options, making it even harder to invest in sustainability. tions
Proving ROI - Difficulty in demonstrating the long-term value of sustainability investments to stakeholders.
Banking struggles - Accessing financial support for SMEs is difficult and bureaucratic.
Inconsistency - Unable to maintain consistent sustainability practices due to fluctuations in leadership that have different goals and resource allocations.
Burnout - Business owners trying to keep up with an ever-growing priority list leaves them feeling depleted and behind.
Mental fatigue - Feeling mentally and emotionally drained from managing constant business pressures.
Lack of work-life balance - Difficulty disconnecting from business demands, even when they are delegating tasks.
Accumulation of small tasks - Endless paperwork, minor issues, operational tasks and details pile up, leaving SME leaders feeling “bogged down” and
unable to focus on strategic goals.
Disconnected and performative - Government-led certification processes don’t address or add value to real business challenges.
Difficulty in acquiring sustainability certification - Navigating certification requirements and understanding the process is complex and challenging.
Sustainability certification investment- High financial and time costs make certification unattainable for small businesses.
Lack of roadmaps for sustainability certificate requirements - Businesses struggle to find starting points for meeting certification standards, with existing
resources.
Unclear sustainability progress measures - Current sustainability certifications do not provide next steps to improve sustainability practices
Investment in industry or certification networks - Being intentional about choosing which industry or certification community to tap into.
Surviving Varying Everyday Funding difficulties ~-When business owners understand what needs to be done to sustain and invest in growth, but find it challenging to act due to limit- |1, Struggling to stay/keep the business afloat
Demands ed cash flow 2. Lack of capital to optimize
Cost justification - Hard to justify the real and perceived cost of sustainable practices when struggling to cover basic expenses. 3. Scarcity of expertise
Internal resource limitations - Due to financial limitations in bringing in professional help, business owners lean on personal connections for support. 4. Lack of Access to Support Infrastructure
Emotional toll - Stressing over financial instability leads to personal strain and burnout. 5. The burden of taxes

Profit pressure - Feeling the constant need to generate profit to avoid collapse.

Skills gap - Lack of internal capacity and expertise on sustainability and how to apply it to business operations.

Education gap - Sustainability isn’t being adequately taught in schools or business programs to prepare business leaders for the challenges they are
being faced with.

Limited time in growth and upskilling - Wearing many business hats takes immense time and effort, making it hard for business leaders to self-direct
their learning and training in sustainability to educate themselves.

Lack of industry-specific expertise - Shortage of experts who understand how sustainability can be applied to different industries.

Infrastructure gaps - Unavailability of sustainable infrastructure (e.g., charging stations, renewable energy sources) creates further obstacles to adoption.
Burden of taxes - The weight of being tax compliant as an SME often feels disproportionate to business revenue.

Unclear financial guidance - Uncertainty about how to navigate the tax system and difficulty in understanding available tax benefits or incentives for
SMEs and/or even, sustainability adoption.
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Appendix B - Response Patterns

Response Patterns

Characteristics

Identified SME Behaviours

e Providing value to community

Designing authentic, actionable e Flexible and adaptable 1. Codifying operations while maintaining identity
and adaptive business structures | ® Authentic cultural identity 2. Willingness to embrace flexible growth
e Shared trust 3. flexible organizational dynamics
e Feedback loops 4. Co-creating a culture that brings the best in people
e Clear actionable vision 5. focus on a clear business vision
6. Making vision actionable
7. Building shared trust in everyday operations
Taking responsibility to nurture e Sense of responsibility 1. Sense of Responsibility
stability and psychological safety e Fairness 2. Continuously supporting teams to learn and grow
e Leading with care and kindness 3. Fair pay practices
e Fostering learning and growth 4. Encouraging teams to lead with agency
e Psychologically safety (inclusion, learner, contributor, challenger safety) 5. Doing right by the team
e Balance and harmony (supporting employees to work within their capacity) |6. Creating working conditions where people can feel psychologically safe (seen,
e Providing security and stability valued, heard, included, rewarded, trusted, respected, learning, taking risks)
7. Respecting a healthy balance
Moving beyond ego to create e Vulnerability 1. Limitation of sustainable alternatives
space for growth e Ability to reflect on your contributions 2. Difficulty in navigating access to resources
e Trusting your gut 3. Information Accessibility
e Willingness to learn and grow 4. Accessing context-appropriate funding
e Leaning into the unconventional 5. Knowledge Gap
e Asking for help 6. Resource Accessibility
Rooting leadership in a conviction | ¢ Navigating with hope 1. Enabling future equitable ownership models
that everyone thrives together e Passion to make impact 2. Upholding Beliefs
e Designing the future, you want 3. Moving out of reactive business practices to proactively building capacity to-
e Leading with intention wards what you want
e Shared prosperity (internally) 4. Navigating with hope
e Strong belief system 5. Passion for change
Nurturing collective prosperity e Building and supporting community 1. Being there for community
e Nurturing reciprocal relationships (business + community) 2. Building reciprocal relationships within business networks
e Creating shared value 3. Creating shared value with community
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Relentlessly pursuing new paths to Curiosity to improve 1. Approaching problems with curiosity
progress Commitment to deliver value 2. Being committed to delivering value
Meaningful engagement to enhance performance 3. Faith that actions will make a difference
Preparing for the future 4. Being continually curious
Going against the grain 5. Going against conventional business norms
Confidence in contribution to impact 6. Fostering integrity and meaningful engagement in business
7. Being adaptable today to be ready for the future
8. Enhancing business structures to improve operational performance
Navigating shifting demands that Making the best of situations 1. Accessing government grants
influence operations Keeping the business up and running 2. Making the best of current situations
Feeling boxed in or trapped by current systems 3. Keeping things moving
Perceived lack of control
Resource constraints
Tendency towards reactivity
Anchoring business practices in Continually evaluating internal progress towards impact 1. Structuring processes to reflect values
values to create [positive] impact Aligning growth with values 2. Thoughtful team building
Being transparent 3. Being transparent about where the business stands
Business leading with purpose (the ripple effect) 4. Sustaining business in line with values
Appreciation for diverse perspectives 5. Doing Business with Purpose to create a ripple effect
6. Internal evaluation to measure progress
Approaching uncertainty with Risk awareness 1. Being pragmatic about growth
pragmatism Comfort to take steps into the unknown 2. Learning to trust the process

Pushing through fear
Learning to trust the process
Pragmatic about business reality
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Appendix B - Proposed Interventions

Proposed Interventions

Indications of Change

Purpose-Aligned Sustainability Guide

A “Purpose-to-Practice” guideline that
helps SMEs articulate their existing
purpose and translate it into sustainable
building blocks relevant to their specific
industry and context.

Trend: Bill in Canada aiming to make environmental and social pur-
pose a legal part of corporate purpose.

Solution: Using purpose to anchor leadership engagement and
clarify sustainability direction.

Functional Optimization Matrix

Targeted support to evaluate capaci-
ty-building progress and identify areas for
further development within organizational
functions.

Trend: Need for automation and business process optimization to
improve sustainability traceability.

Solution: Embedding systems to manage rather than manually han-
dle tasks, building capacity for traceability.

Community-Based Learning Networks

Peer-based networks organized by industry
sector and geographic region that facili-
tate learning and best practices sharing
between sustainability professionals and
SME leaders.

Trend: Tattoo artists and SMEs using guest spots and informal net-
works to exchange environmentally friendly practices.

Solution: Voluntary communities of sustainability leaders advocat-
ing peer-to-peer for change.

Shared Infrastructure

Investment in critical sustainability infra-
structure that can be shared across com-
munities and SME networks to increase
availability and deliver shared benefits.

Trend: Collective SME models sharing logistics, delivery, and re-
sources to serve local communities.

Solution: SME cooperatives sharing access to sustainability consul-
tants to lower costs and increase reach.

Tiered Sustainability Adoption Frameworks

Simplified sustainability frameworks spe-
cifically designed to facilitate SME pro-
gression through different implementation
stages of sustainability practices.

Trend: Five-stage sustainability maturity model including pre-com-
pliance to purpose alignment.
Growing adoption of International Sustainability Standards
Board frameworks
European Union’s CSRD (Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive) legislation requiring companies to disclose their
environmental and social impacts, and how their ESG actions
affect their business, using the European Sustainability Report-
ing Standards (ESRS).

Solution: Prioritization of actionable items within compliance to
avoid overwhelm (e.g. top 3 sustainability items).

Purpose-Centered Policy Design

A shift in regulatory perspectives from
compliance-focused approaches to
encouraging capacity-building of pur-
pose-driven SME orientations.

Trend: New supply chain law in Germany, pushed by the Green Party
with possible spillover effect across EU

Solution: Embedding sustainability into law and compliance frame-
works that center values and purpose.

Feedback Looping

Formal mechanisms to ensure high-influ-
ence actors (regulators, financial insti-
tutions) gain a deeper and richer under-
standing of SME operational realities.

Trend: Push from public clients for proof of progress, influencing
upstream supply chains.
Increased investor ESG scrutiny

Solution: Call for policy to keep pace and include SMEs in regulato-
ry design and measurement frameworks.

Integrated Decision Toolkit

Decision-making blueprints that integrate
sustainability considerations into existing
business processes to reduce hesitancy of
adoption due to limited understanding or
cost assumptions.

Trend: Netherlands manufacturing firms reacting to new reporting
obligations tied to exports and costs.
Rise of environmental accounting models

Solution: Toolkits enabling prioritization and integration of sustain-
ability into existing workflows.
Decision tools for carbon accounting

Adaptative Operations Tools

Business modelling tools designed to
equip SMEs with insights and scenarios to
navigate evolving sustainability require-
ments, expectations and disruptions.

Trend: Singapore’s effort to align business transactions and report-
ing with sustainability standards.

Growing sustainability pressure from large buyers

Introduction of sustainability modeling and forecasts

Solution: Encouraging SMEs to visualize impact using low-cost met-
rics, calculators and decision tools.

Scenario planning tools

Traceable carbon offset frameworks
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Shared Resource Hubs

Leveraging existing business associa-
tions and chambers of commerce, create
specialized sustainability resources that
create platforms that reduce the resource
accessibility burden--knowledge, informa-
tion, data, reports, funding, professional
support-- on SME leaders and business
ecosystems.

Trend: Call for regional sustainability hubs and community centers
to house relevant resources.
Increased acceptance of Rainforest Alliance certifications
Demand for Sustainability Toolkits for municipalities

Solution: Suggestion to create low-cost access to tools, templates,
and sector-specific guidance via platforms.

Carbon calculators for SMEs

Centralized sustainability portals
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