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Abstract
A pillar of sustainable development (SD), environmental commitment is the subject of many academic studies
often devoted to large enterprises located in developed countries. This article analyzes the environmental
commitment of SMEs in terms of public policies in favor of SD in two national contexts, namely France and
Tunisia, based on a frame of reference of entrepreneurs’ profile. The deductive qualitative methodological
approach is essentially based on analysis of interviews conducted in twelve SMEs in each country. The results
show that the environmental commitment of SMEs and their motivations are influenced by the managers’
entrepreneurial characteristics as well as their education level, degree of innovation and integration in social
networks. The comparative analysis shows convergence and divergence between the French and Tunisian
contexts, particularly because of public policy, a mirror image of national cultures.
Keywords: environmental commitment, entrepreneurs, SME, public policy, profile
1. Introduction
Environmental commitment is one of the three components of sustainable development (SD). The recent changes
in the business world lead all firms of different sizes and geographical locations to feel concerned about SD in
order to ensure their own sustainability.
Over the years, environmental management has become a major strategic issue (Allenby, 1999; Boiral, 2007),
but it remains marginal and poorly documented in the context of SMEs. However, among the economic actors,
SMEs which represent the majority of companies in the world (Levratto, 2009) are significant sources of
national wealth, but also of potential harm to the natural environment. They have therefore a legitimate active
role to play in SD.
Aware of the issue at stake, several countries including France and Tunisia strengthened their regulatory
instruments. They also implemented incentive public policies and awareness raising campaigns conducted by the
regional authorities, governmental and supranational organizations. Hence, in France, where the landscape of
SMEs is largely dominated by small and very small enterprises, the Green New Deal resulting from the Grenelle
Environment Forum of October 2007 will affect all economic sectors as well as French entrepreneurs in the near
future. In the economic context of Tunisia, large enterprises are marginal since 99.02% of enterprises in the
country employ less than 200 workers (INS, 2005). Incentive public environmental policies are explicitly
directed towards SMEs because of their weight, but also their weaknesses in a globalized world.
Broadly, environmental commitment seems to move towards an increased awareness reflected in a more
apparent integration of ecological principles in the management practices of SMEs (ADEME, 2009). Despite this
tendency and significant public resources devoted to raising awareness and encouraging corporate environmental
commitment, until the early 2000s, most SMEs did not have organized practices (Madsen & Ulhoi, 1996; Spence
et al., 1998). Difficulties persist, particularly SMEs’ poor resources (Gunningham et al., 1997; Spence et al.,
1998) and the chronic lack of information (Allenby, 1999; Clarck, 2000). Voluntary processes initiated by SMEs
generally meet little success (Madsen & Ulhoi, 1996). SME managers are alleged to be poorly motivated to go
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beyond legal requirements (Greening & Gray, 1994; Russo & Fouts, 1997). The conditions of effectiveness of
public policies in favor of environmental commitment of SMEs can legitimately be questioned in both North and
South economic contexts to ensure a sustainable active commitment of the economic world to SD (Palpacuer et
al., 2010). Answering this question involves the realization of theoretically based and comparative studies of
environmental strategies in the specific environment of SMEs and of their explanatory factors in different,
though comparable, cultural and institutional contexts.
North-South comparative studies are needed because they help build a solid theory of sustainable
entrepreneurship, taking into account the influence of contextual dimensions by exploring the universal and the
contingent shares in SME practices related to SD to better target them and support them in this movement.
Several previous studies have speculated about the influence of entrepreneurial variables on SME commitment
to SD (Kuhndt et al., 2004; Hemingway, 2005; Spence et al., 2007b). While some practices and certifications can
lead to denaturing SMEs (Torrès, 2003), the decisions taken within these enterprises often remain personalized,
reflecting the manager’s logic of action. At the same time, authors such as Scholtens and Dam (2007) or
Westerman et al. (2007) showed that the commitment to a policy of SD or corporate social responsibility (CSR)
was dependent on the national culture. However most studies (Bondy et al., 2004; Kaptein, 2004) covered (often
large) enterprises of industrialized countries. Less frequently, researchers focused on emerging countries such as
Melé et al. (2006), but research into the appropriation of SD by SMEs in developing countries remains very
marginal and not well known (Luetkenhorst, 2004). Even if these countries do not constitute a homogeneous
group (Torrès, 2001), many of these contexts are difficult for SMEs, adding to the challenge of small size, that of
the development level of the country and low living standards and environmental awareness of local consumers.
In the absence of institutional incentives, there is a lack of support by businesses to CSR values and hence, a
limitation or an absence of environmental practices in companies often confined to relations of sponsorship and
philanthropy (Jamali & Mirshak, 2007). The main factors favoring CSR are the values and beliefs of the manager,
the search for legitimacy and belonging to a committed multinational company (Gherib et al., 2009). Rice (2006)
in turn shows the role played by the individual values promoted by Islam in Egypt, to promote environmental
causes of citizens.
From a North-South comparative perspective and primarily based on entrepreneurial theory, our research
question concerns the link between environmental commitment of SMEs and the profile of their owner-managers.
It takes place in two entrepreneurial situations that are different but historically and economically related and yet
previously explored in the field of environmental commitment of SMEs, namely France and Tunisia.
The second section of the article presents the theoretical framework and outline of the research through a
synthesis of previous studies. We specify, in the third section, the research methods and empirical fields in their
context. Our findings are presented and analyzed by country in the fourth section, before being compared and
discussed in the fifth section.
2. Theoretical Background
2.1 Summary of Previous Studies
Due to the emerging and complex character of the issue of SD ownership by enterprises, tensions, both at the
level of objectives and that of the concept’s content still exist (Lauriol, 2004). This doctrinal weakness associated
with the difficult operationalization diminishes the rigor of the conducted research in the absence of theoretical
background and of systematic specification of the content of the constructs used by researchers (Déjean & Gond,
2002; Kolk & Mauser, 2002). Therefore, previous studies were often focused on the explanatory factors. Hence,
the concept of SMEs’ commitment was rarely challenged and operationalized in a frontal way. However, unlike
large enterprises, which showtheir commitments, SMEs have more discreet and less formalized practices
(Lapointe & Gendron, 2004; Berger-Douce, 2006). Some SMEs “are achieving SD unknowingly.” (CBSR,
2003). Consequently, it is necessary to specify the definition of corporate environmental commitment to SMEs
(Spence et al., 2007a). In this article, we report the findings of previous studies on strategies and dimensions of
environmental commitment (2.1.1) as well as the factors explaining this commitment (2.1.2).
2.1.1 Strategies and Dimensions of Environmental Commitment of SMEs
Environmental commitment is subject to extensive research aimed at identifying environmental strategies since
the late 1980s (Kolk & Mauser, 2002). The analysis of these different models shows on the one hand, the strong
heterogeneity of the terms used by authors to describe the environmental strategies (defensive, proactive,
reactive, preventive, marginal, ecological, etc.) and on the other hand the dominance of purely conceptual
models. These strategies are presented either as a continuum (Hunt & Auster, 1990; Fischer & Schot, 1993;
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Shrivastava, 1995; Gendron, 2004), or as typologies (Steger, 1988; Rondinelli & Vastag, 1996; Brockhoff et al.,
1999; Bellini, 2003; Martinet & Reynaud, 2004). These different models are rich and interesting, but they do not
take into account the specificities of SMEs, unlike the research conducted by Berger-Douce (2006) and
Marchesnay (2009) that explicitly and respectively addresses SME and very small enterprises.
Alongside this typological work, researchers have focused on dimensions of the enterprise’s environmental
commitment on the basis of corporate practices. Hence, Spence et al. (2007a) propose a three-dimensional
operationalization of the construct “commitment of SMEs to SD”retaining 1 / the formalization of practices
through the adoption of standards and norms; 2 / the integration of SD principles in strategic company actions
and 3 / the voluntarism of the approach and the extent to which laws and regulations are exceeded.
By separating the formalization and integration of SD principles in the strategies of the enterprise, this construct
allows to report on the formal aspect of the commitment of the SMEs, while grasping its concrete
implementation into business practices. It also allows, through this separation, and by emphasizing the voluntary
nature of the process to seize the multiple forms of commitment other than the adoption of standards, which
seems more appropriate for SMEs.
The interest of this construct is emphasized by the fact that qualitative indicators have been generated and
validated through empirical research in Cameroon, Canada and Tunisia (Spence et al., 2007a; Gherib et al., 2009;
Spence et al., 2011).
2.1.2 Explanatory Factors of SMEs’ Environmental Commitment
Several factors are pointed out in the literature to explain environmental commitment of SMEs, drawing on both
the contingency theory and entrepreneurial theory.
The economic, political and socio-cultural environments in which the SME operates undoubtedly influence the
decisions taken by the entrepreneur. However, resorting to entrepreneurial theory to explain SMEs’ commitment
to SD seems dominant because of the personalized nature of management in such firms. Organizational and
environmental aspects identified in the literature are the identity (size, ownership structure, sector, location,
corporate capital, cultural, social and political context, age, economic performance), the structure (technology,
product / market, organization) and the company personnel (hierarchical structure, age distribution, social
structures, level of qualification). (Gondran, 2001; Delchet, 2006; Spence et al., 2007b). The manager’s personal
characteristics that would condition his individual commitment (of affective, normative or calculated type) and
consequently that of the SME to SD, would be his beliefs and values (Quairel & Auberger, 2005; Paradas, 2006;
Spence et al., 2007a, b).
2.2 Research Framework
2.2.1 Methodological Approach of the Research
Because of the emerging nature of research on environmental commitment of SMEs, and also of the existence of
previous exploratory work rooted in entrepreneurial theory, this empirical research is part of a qualitative
deductive approach (Bergadaà & Nyeck, 1992). Qualitative methods offer the advantage of seeking to give
meaning to empirical data in order to understand a phenomenon (Hlady-Rispal, 2002). We consider this type of
methods as particularly suitable for international comparative research subject to strong requirements of
contextualization because they are more likely to: “[…] respect the temporal dimension, assess local causality
and formulate fruitful explanations.” (Miles & Huberman, 1991)
Our rationale for qualitative research is deductive in the sense of Bergadaà and Nyeck (1992) insofar as the
analysis is guided by a previously defined conceptual framework as recommended by Yin (2003). This deductive
qualitative approach is more original and less frequently used particularly in the development of propositions,
testing theories and their possible refutation (Hlady Rispal, 2002).
Yin emphasizes the role of theoretical development and the definition of research propositions before data
collection as a feature distinguishing case studies from similar methods such as ethnography or the “grounded
theory” which intentionally avoid formulating research propositions: “Only if you are forced to state some
propositions will you move in the right direction. (…) this proposition, besides reflecting an important theoretical
issue, also begins to tell you where to look for relevant evidence” (Yin, 2003).
In this research, we formulate research propositions linking the profile of the manager to the environmental
commitment of the SME that we test through case studies allowing an analytical and non statistical
generalization of results (Yin, 2003).
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2.2.2 Reseearch Questionns and Proposittions
The main question raiseed in this reseaarch is “how aand why do maanagers belong
ging to differeent contexts invvolve
their SME in the environnmental field?”
”
Previous work
w
having sshown that in
n SMEs, the pprofile of the manager significantly influuences choicess, the
theoreticall grounding oof our researcch is the entrrepreneurial thheory. The laatter defines the
t entrepreneeurial
phenomennon as the initiiative of an orrganization gennerating valuee by an individ
dual with speccific characteriistics
(Daval et al.,
a 2002). It ppostulates that the profile of the manager determines
d
straategic decisionn-making incluuding
the adoptioon of SD practtices (Kuhndt et
e al., 2004).
Applying this
t theory, wee therefore seeek to identify tthe profiles off managers whiich are most conducive
c
to a high
environmeental commitm
ment.
Several typpologies of enntrepreneurs have been poinnted out in the literature. Bu
ut, given the heeterogeneity oof the
studies andd because of m
methodologicaal and concepttual differencees inherent to the
t field of enntrepreneurshipp, we
choose wiith Daval et aal. (2002) to go back to tthe dimensions synthesized in an integraative interprettative
frameworkk which is situuated between
n the (predictivve) model andd typology “ref
eflecting the diiversity of casses of
entrepreneeurs, without seeeking generalization, or determinism.”
The grid adopted
a
by D
Daval et al. (2002) separatess the individuual and the orrganizational analysis
a
levelss and
considers organizationall behavior as a response to tthe manager’s expectations. The three firstt central categgories
of behavioor concern thee entrepreneurr’s profile as aan individual. We find in th
he first categoory his historyy and
inherent characteristics. This history determines thhe second cateegory which in
ncludes entreppreneurial skillls or
character traits
t
of the inndividual. Theese first two ccategories joinntly condition the third cateegory which is the
nature of the
t entrepreneeur’s needs. Th
he latter are fiinally expresseed in terms off conscious mootivations and then
translated into actions. A
At the organizzational level, two categories emerge from
m the analysis of the authorss: the
policy (orr vision) and the managem
ment (actions and concrete implementation of the strategy). Contextual
variables (opportunitiess, socio-econo
omic variablees) are involvved as triggeering factors, conditioning and
accompanyying the entreppreneurial phen
nomenon.
When appplied to envirronmental com
mmitment of the SME, thee model of Daval
D
et al. (22002) providees an
explanatorry conceptual m
model illustratted in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Manager’s Proofile and Envirronmental Com
mmitment
Note: Adapteed from Daval et aal., 2002.

The choseen model enabbles us to form
mulate the folllowing generral research prropositions: “T
The environm
mental
commitmeent of SMEs vaaries according
g to the profilee of the managger.”
We subdivvide this general proposition into a series oof propositionss linking the en
nvironmental commitment
c
oof the
SME to thhe manager’s profile. Hence, “the environm
mental commitm
ment of the SM
ME would varyy depending oon the
entrepreneeurial motivations of the manager” (P2), w
while “the mottivations would vary dependding on the hisstory,
aptitudes and
a needs of the entrepreneeur” (P1). Thee competitive and socio-culltural environm
ment reflectingg the
implementted environmeental public po
olicies is introdduced as an addditional variaable, supportinng our comparrative
analysis beetween Frenchh and Tunisian
n SMEs. Hencee the third reseearch proposall (P3): “The reelationship betw
ween
the profilee of the SME m
manager and environmental
e
commitment is
i influenced by
b national envvironmental public
policy.”
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The third section of the article specifies the context of public management in France and Tunisia in terms of
environmental management (3.1) before introducing the methods of data collection and analysis (3.2).
3. Empirical Framework of the Study
3.1 The Context of Environmental Commitment of SMEs in France and Tunisia
3.1.1 The French Context
If awareness of SD issues among French entrepreneurs increases from year to year, progress in the dissemination
of information are always desirable (Gondran, 2001). Environmental management is a voluntary process
launched about twenty years ago, most often following the implementation of a quality system. The National
Sustainable Development Strategy (NSDS) 2003-2008 explicitly provided for facilitating access of SMEs to
environmental certification. Following the Grenelle Environment Forum of 2007, AFNOR (French Standards
Association) initiated in 2008 some communication activities to further sensitize SMEs to environmental issues.
Based on the 2003-2008 NSDS, the 2009-2013 NSDS encourages further efforts in terms of dissemination of
this public policy while making it binding to public authorities (EESC, 2010). In this regard, SD consists in
working otherwise which is to say, from a perspective involving individuals, enterprises and public authorities in
a collaborative approach. Developed in line with the European Strategy for Sustainable Development (ESSD),
the NSSD presents mobilization of all stakeholders as essential to progress towards a sustainable development
mode.
Environmental collective actions, the relevance of which has been emphasized in the literature, (Persais, 1999;
Schneider-Maunoury, 2000) are implemented in France since the 1990s. More than three-quarters of the SMEs
surveyed by ACFCI in 2006 reported having received support, particularly from ICC, consulting firms and
AFNOR. Between 2000 and 2005, 45% of pre diagnoses (Note 1) financially supported by ADEME were
conducted as part of collective projects. Between 2000 and 2005, ADEME has financially supported the
assistance of 300 midsize enterprises per year. Within three years after receiving the ADEME assistance, 88% of
supported enterprises were ISO 14001certified, reflecting the relevance of this support (Chatelain, 2006).
3.1.2 The Tunisian Context
In Tunisia, the establishment of a free trade area in manufactured goods with the EU in 2008 has led to an
extensive upgrading of the Tunisian firms since 1995. The Tunisian industry being dominated by subcontracting
activities (about 70% of exports), the new world order made this type of activity subject to stiff competition,
increasing dependence and vulnerability of local enterprises. New conditions, including environmental
management, are becoming essential requirements to access markets for a number of exporting firms. This has
led to a harmonization of the national regulatory framework with that of the European countries and to the
implementation of an ambitious incentive framework to support Tunisian enterprises in their environmental
commitment.
This incentive framework is part of the broader context of a national environmental policy that dates back to
fifteen years ago. The state budget devotes 1.2% of GDP to environmental protection programs (MEDD, 2008)
and the stated aim is to reach 500 ISO 14001 certified enterprises and to develop a Tunisian Ecolabel by 2014.
The approach adopted in the economic world, since the 2000’s was to multiply awareness conferences and offer
financial and tax benefits to businesses. Since 2004, the diagnosis of the environmental aspect is an essential
element in evaluating the enterprise applying for the Upgrade Program (PMN) in order to strengthen its
competitiveness (OTED, 2007). In 2001 a program of environmental upgrading (PMNE) was launched providing
expertise and grants and targeting five voluntary sectors of activity and SMEs are the main beneficiaries of the
program. Applying to the PMNE is explicitly presented as a first step towards the implementation of a certified
Environmental Management System. A public-private partnership for the environment was also signed in
December 2006 to ensure better integration of environmental aspects within firms.
However, there are few studies analyzing (or allowing to analyze) the effectiveness of public actions conducted
in favor of SD using clear and updated indicators as well as the motivations and obstacles of Tunisian enterprises
in environmental commitment. Available figures highlight the small number of enterprises that are formally
committed (Gherib et al., 2009). This suggests that these companies are still hesitant especially since
environmental protection rank only third in their concerns (Social Consult, 2005).
3.2 Data Analysis and Collection Methods
Empirical research is part of a qualitative approach and has as unit of analysis the practices of SME
environmental commitment, the profiles of their managers and national public policies.
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Data collection was performed by multiplying the number of contacted firms, data sources (interviews, internal
and external documents in SMEs) and the interviewed actors in these enterprises. The choice of the number of
SMEs was in compliance with the theoretical grounds and settled at twelve (Note 2) enterprises per country
because the theoretical saturation was achieved (Mucchielli, 1991). For the sake of variety and balance (Avenier,
1989; Hlady Rispal, 2002), SMEs were identified in various but comparable business sectors in order to reflect
the reality of the economic context of each country while enabling comparison of results. The study covers in
both countries not only the enterprises involved in incentive processes (Note 3) in favor of environmental
commitment but also non involved enterprises. All these SMEs are independent enterprises mainly oriented
towards the local market.
Semi-structured interviews, which to allow a shared involvement and the control of researcher (Wacheux, 1996)
have therefore been conducted with managers and, when appropriate, with environmental managers from twelve
SMEs in each country. Electronic and printed documentation provided by the enterprises as well as external
documentation (press articles) were also analyzed to reach a better understanding of field reality.
The interview starts with questions about the history of the enterprise’s creation and its current management
mode, before dealing with the understanding, sensitivity and attitude of the respondents towards the issue of SD
in general and environment in particular. Subsequently, the interview seeks to mobilize the construct of Spence
et al. (2011) to approach the environmental commitment of the enterprise. Then the difficulty or the easiness that
they found (whether actually or potentially) is addressed to capture the manager’s aptitudes, needs as well as
motivations for an environmental commitment of the SME. Elements of the manager’s history, such as his age,
education and entrepreneurial environment are then searched, in case they did not emerge in prior phases of the
interview.
Lasting from one to three hours, these interviews were recorded and then transcribed so as to preserve the
significance of words and minimize misinterpretations.
Case analysis is one of the least developed and most difficult aspects to address (Yin, 2003); summary sheets
were prepared to facilitate its conduct. Among the three analytic strategies proposed by Yin (2003), we chose to
base our approach on the propositions formulated following the theoretical development phase of our research as
a recommended and favored strategy. The authors having conducted their analysis independently compared then
the results to enhance their objectivity.
This analysis strategy was based mainly on the technique of data reduction and enriched by a matrix analysis
intra-site and inter-site of the main themes emerging from the interviews. As a first step, matrices were
constructed for each studied case based on the previously defined themes and categories and emerging themes
(Miles & Huberman, 1991). Conceptual matrices were realized for each case in order to reach an integration of
the data structure according to the predefined conceptual framework. This type of matrix is used to group two or
three research questions. It shows the analyst how to proceed to conduct more detailed analysis in the form of
clusters and makes it easier to realize inter-site analysis without having to resort to an overhaul (Miles &
Huberman, 1991). A summary table (meta-matrix) was finally realized grouping the synthesized and codified
data of the 12 cases in each country (Table 1).
In each case, the intensity of environmental commitment was characterized in terms of degrees of formalization,
voluntarism and integration. Each dimension is rated on a scale of 1 to 3 (low, average, high) and the synthesis of
results provides the overall level of environmental commitment. A high level corresponds to a total over the three
dimensions between 7 and 9. An average level corresponds to a total between 5 and 7 and a low level to a total
below 5. According to the respondent’s statements, the manager’s needs are identified and classified according to
the following categories: self-realization, recognition, sense of belonging, security, power. The entrepreneurial
motivations for environmental commitment are categorized as 1 / emotional and depending on the manager’s
ethics, 2/ coercive in response to pressure from stakeholders or the quest for legitimacy or 3 / calculated resulting
from the search for efficiency or competitiveness (Bansal & Roth, 2000).
To better grasp the foreseen influence of the SME manager’s profile on environmental commitment, the links
between the entrepreneur’s motivations and profile as well as public policies were explored in every case and in
each country. After the constitution of three groups according to the degree of environmental commitment of the
SME (high, average, low), the same analysis is conducted again by group and between groups in each country.
Comparisons between the two countries were then performed using a comparative qualitative method
recommended for international research (Wacheux, 1996).
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Table 1. Relationship between the environmental commitment and the entrepreneur’s profile
Organizational Features
Dimensions of Environmental
Management

Individual Features

3

(9)

45 years (F)

Master

Yes

Cautious

Strong

B

Production of
pigments for paints

42

Yes

2

2

3

(7)

57 years (M)

Bachelor

No

Cautious

Average

C

Cleaning of
industrial wastelands

20

No

3

3

3

(9)

42 years (M)

Master

Yes

Cautious

Strong

D

Pharmaceutic
Chemistry

180

No

3

2

3

(8)

44 years (M)

Master

Yes

Cautious

Strong

E

Bottling of Mineral
Water

65

Yes

3

1

3

(7)

58 years (M)

Bachelor

Yes

Cautious

Average

F

Foundry

49

Yes

2

2

2

(6)

47 years (M)

High
School
Diploma

No

Cautious

Average

G

Food-industry

180

No

2

2

1

(5)

55 years (M)

Master

Yes

Cautious

Strong

RecognitionSelf-ac
hievementPower

H

Solar Energy

130

No

2

3

1

(6)

56 years (M)

Master

Yes

Proactive

Strong

Autonomy
Recognition Power

I

Communication

6

No

2

2

1

(5)

39 years (M)

Bachelor

Yes

Cautious

Strong

Autonomy
Recognition

J

Microcomputing

20

No

1

1

1

(3)

40 years (M)

Bachelor

Yes

Proactive

Weak

Power Recognition
Self-achievement

K

Transportation

14

No

1

1

1

(3)

52 years (M)

No

Cautious

Weak

Power Autonomy
Recognition

L

Printing House

65

No

1

1

1

(3)

55 years (M)

No

Cautious

Weak

Recognition Power

Coercion
Calculation

M

Renewable Energies

20

Yes

3

3

3

(9)

56 years (M)

Doctorate

Yes

Cautious

Strong

Self-achievement
Power Recognition

Calculation
Affect (Search of
excellence)

N

Food-Chemistry

45

Yes

3

3

3

(9)

50 years (M)

Master

Yes

Proactive

Strong

Self-achievement
Recognition
Security

Affect
Calculation

O

Chemistry

120

Yes

3

1

3

(7)

65 years (M)

None

Yes

Cautious

Strong

Recognition Power
Security

P

Waste Management

25

Yes

2

2

3

(7)

35 years (F)

Master

No

Cautious

Average

Affiliation
Autonomy
Recognition

Q

Leather

80

Yes

2

2

3

(7)

39 years (F)

Master

Yes

Proactive

Strong

Affiliation
Security
Recognition

R

Food- Industry

8

No

2

1

2

(5)

39 years (F)

Master

No

Proactive

Strong

S

Solar Energy

25

Yes

1

2

3

(6)

55 years (M)

Bachelor

No

Cautious

Weak

T

Transportation

160

No

2

1

2

(5)

70 years (M)

Master

Yes

Cautious

Weak

U

Building Materials

65

Yes

1

2

1

(4)

65 years (M)

None

Yes

Cautious

Weak

4

No

1

1

1

(3)

35 years (F)

Master

No

Cautious

Average

10

No

1

1

1

(3)

40 years (M)

Master

No

Cautious

Weak

50 years (M)

High
School
Diploma

No

Cautious

Weak

V
W

X

Printing

25

No

1

1

1

(3)

Age (Sex)

Activity
Organization of
events
Services to
enterprises

High
School
Diploma
High
School
Diploma

Note: Inspired by the grid of Daval et al., 2002.

7

Security
Recognition
Autonomy
Security
Recognition
Self-achievement
Security
RecognitionSelf-ac
hievement
Security Power
Recognition
Security
Recognition
Self-achievement
Self-achievement
Autonomy
Recognition

Autonomy
Self-achievement
Recognition
Security
Autonomy Power
Power Security
Recognition
Power Security
Reconnaissance
Autonomye
Self-achievement
Security
Recognition
Security Power

Motivations

3

Needs

3

Creativity
& Innovation

Yes

Attitude / Risk

Total

9

Entrepreneurial
Milieu

Formalization

Ionization by
electrical source

Background

Voluntarism

A

Companies

Integration

Aptitudes
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In the fourth section of the article, we analyze the results of the environmental commitment of SMEs in each
national context (4.1 and 4.2). Elements of generalization concerning the profile of SME manager presenting a
high degree of environmental commitment are then provided by country (4.3).
4. Analysis of Results by Country
4.1 Environmental Commitment of French SMEs
4.1.1 General Description of Environmental Commitment of French SMEs
As shown in Table 1, the French sites are part of three different competitive contexts: seven SMEs operate in the
industrial sector (A, B, D, E, F, G, L), two in the field of environment (C, H) and three in services (I, J, K). Out
of these SMEs, four (A, B, E, F) were involved in environmentally oriented incentive processes. In terms of
environmental commitment (Spence et al., 2007a), five of these SMEs (A, B, C, D, E) present a high level. The
commitment of four SMEs (F, G, H, I) is considered as average and three SMEs (J, K, L) present a low level.
The analysis of the entrepreneurial characteristics related to the history of French managers shows the
importance of a high level of education (8 leaders have at least a three-year university degree) and of the
presence of an entrepreneurial environment (observed in 8 SMEs out of 12). In terms of abilities, creativity and
innovation are generally quite high (high in 6 SMEs and average in 3 SMEs). As regards their attitude towards
risk, Interviewed French managers are overwhelmingly cautious: “The company intends to ensure its
sustainability through constant dialogue with any authority about environment.” (Enterprise B). Only two of
them can be described as proactive.
The motivations for environmental commitment of the French managers are essentially of coercive type (9 out of
12 SMEs) and the compliance with the regulations strongly impregnated their statements: “Procedures existed,
but were not formalized. This formalization is primarily perceived as a constraint by the operators who are
rather old in the workshops” (Enterprise B). The calculated type of commitment (7 SMEs out of 12) is well
ahead of emotional motivations linked to the personal values of the manager (4 SMEs out of 12). The calculated
nature of environmental commitment is reflected in verbatim records such as: “We are audited five to ten times a
year by our customers, which requires us to continually improve our EMS.” (Enterprise D) or even: “The
watchword of the Management is efficiency. So sure we can conduct environmental management, but it has to be
profitable.” (Enterprise F).
4.1.2 French Managers’ Profile by Level of Environmental Commitment
Out of the three poorly committed SMEs two are operating in services (J, K) and one in industry (L). The
convergence of Managers’ profiles relate to their lower educational level, their poor creative capacity, their quest
for power and recognition, as well as predominantly coercive and calculated motivations for the environmental
commitment of their enterprises.
Three of the four managers of French SMEs with medium commitment (G, H, I) have quite similar profiles in
terms of high level of education (Four-year university degree or more), the presence of an entrepreneurial
environment, a cautious attitude toward risk and high creative capacity. Only the manager of the industrial SME
F is characterized by a lower education level and the absence of an entrepreneurial environment, he is also
characterized by his involvement in a collective incentive process, unlike the other three SMEs with average
commitment, which can rely on their manager’s profile. Regarding the motivations of the four SME managers,
they are predominantly emotional for enterprise H (environment) and I (services) and predominantly coercive for
F and G, two industrial SMEs submitted to more drastic regulatory pressures. As for their requirements, they
appear rather similar because they are based on autonomy, self-realization, social recognition and power.
French SME managers with the highest commitment (A, B, C, D, E) all have more than a three-year university
degree, three of which having a five-year university degree, aged between 42 and 58 and enjoy a well established
entrepreneurial environment (for four out of five). With regard to their abilities, they all adopt a cautious attitude
towards risk and show some creative capacity (High for (A, C, D) and average for (B, E)): “Our director, with an
engineering background, crated the company in 1979. At that time, it was a real innovation to provide a solar
collector serving as roofing.” (Enterprise H). In terms of needs, they all seek security, social recognition and, to
a lesser extent, self-realization. Their motivations are predominantly coercive (for three out of five), but
predominantly emotional for the other two (A, C), while being strongly imbued with respect for law (B, C, D, E).
In France, high environmental commitment is characterized by the managers’ history (P1), particularly by their
level of education and the existence of an entrepreneurial environment. Creation and innovation (P1) also play an
important role among French managers who demonstrate a high (A, C, D) or average (B, E) capacity for
innovation. As for the attitude to risk, it is not crucial since most French managers in our study are cautious (P1).
8
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The analysis of the managers’ needs highlights security, before (social and / or technical) recognition and
self-realization (P1). Our results suggest that the motivations for environmental commitment are largely coercive
in nature and, more marginally, emotional (P2). In addition, involvement in a collective incentive process seems
to be a necessary but not sufficient factor to justify a high environmental commitment. In other words, even if
environmental public policies play a significant role in this commitment, they can not alone explain it (P3).
Indeed, out of the five highly involved French SMEs, three participated in a collective process. In contrast, none
of the weakly committed SMEs undertook the experience previously.
4.2 Environmental Commitment of Tunisian SMEs
4.2.1 General Description of Environmental Commitment of Tunisian SMEs
The Tunisian sites (Table 1) belong to three different competitive contexts: environment (M, P, S), industry (N, O,
Q, R, U, X) and services (T, V, W). Seven SMEs were involved in programs favoring environmental
commitment either for the creation of the business (M, P, S) or for its environmental upgrade (N, O, Q, U). Out
of the 12 SMEs, five present a high commitment level (M, N, O, P, Q). The three following SMEs are
moderately committed (R, S, T), while the remaining four present a low commitment level (U, V, W, X).
The studied Tunisian SMEs present a balance in terms of the age of the decision maker (5 entrepreneurs are less
than 40 years and three are over 65). The educational level is high particularly among young entrepreneurs (6
managers have more than a 4-year university degree). Four of the analyzed SMES are managed by women. We
note the importance of the manager’s entrepreneurial environment and his integration in the network in 6 SMEs.
As for abilities, creativity in the studied SMEs is limited, compared with their French counterparts, with 7
moderately or strongly innovative SMEs: “We consistently seek new products, I was ahead of my time, we have
transformed the Tunisian habits.” (enterprise N). The attitude to risk is mainly reluctant since 9 out of the 12
encountered managers make cautious statements: “There are opportunities, the market is growing, but I also go
ahead.” (enterprise P). Environmental commitment corresponds to an adventure or to actual risk taking only for
enterprises T and N, which attack new markets with new products, integrating social and environmental criteria
in their choices.
The analysis of the needs of entrepreneurs shows they are varied. The young enterprises ran by managers who
are less than forty years (P, R, V), were created to satisfy the need for autonomy and self-realization to which
environmental commitment contributes “I felt that I could not progress in my previous job, now I earn less [...]
but I do things the way I want, I participate in my own way to make things better.” (enterprise R). The
enterprises created during the 70s and 80s and managed by the founder (N, O, U, X) seem to respond to needs of
power, recognition and security. The last category concerns the entrepreneurs who, after an experience in the
Tunisian administration have created, for purposes of security and power, companies in new sectors encouraged
by the state such as environment (M, S) or private transport (T). Enterprises Q and W are exceptions because the
first is managed by an heir who seeks a sense of belonging and security and the second was created as a source
of income.
The selected sites exporting little in general, the motivations for environmental commitment in the twelve
Tunisian SMEs are rarely coercive. They engage primarily in environmental actions driven by the manager’s will
and / or state incentives: “I have always wanted my company to be at the forefront of innovation, that is what SD
is about… in addition, the state helps......” (Enterprise O).
4.2.2 Tunisian Managers’ Profile by Level of Environmental Commitment
The managers’ profiles in SMEs with low commitment present very few common features that would link them
or differentiate them from other more committed enterprises. Only the calculated and coercive motivations are
common to the SMEs W and X.
SMEs with medium commitment belong to three competitive contexts. Their entrepreneurial motivations are
various. Enterprises S and T manage their SMEs according to a managerial approach and try to manage risk
“penalties must be avoided.” (Enterprise T). Their degree of creativity is however limited “what’s the point of
proposing something else, if this was worth it, we would be more numerous (in the sector)” (Enterprise S).
Enterprise R is in a different situation since it is managed according to the entrepreneurial approach by a young
woman badly inserted into professional networks, but with high creativity and quest for singularity: “Iwant to be
part of those who change things.” The commitment of the SME is however low due to a lack of formalization
and of resources, particularly human resources. We can assert thus, that moderately committed SMEs are: 1/
small structures that are convinced, but poorly integrated in networks and lacking information and resources and
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2/ SMEs that are involved by the nature of their business (polluting or environment) but which scarcely go
beyond the law and the practices of competitors. They are responsive and proceed by successive adjustments.
Among the SMEs which are strongly committed and which operate in various sectors, the motivations are in 4
enterprises out of 5 (M, N, O, Q) of emotional and calculated nature. This combination of motivations does not
exist in SMEs with medium or low commitment. The stories of managers are different. The common feature for
strongly committed SMEs in both contexts (environment and industry) seems to be the presence of an
entrepreneurial environment and a connection to professional networks for four SMEs. Among the capabilities,
creativity is never low in this group of SMEs unlike the other two. The quest for power is also not an essential
need that determines the behavior of managers, who primarily look for recognition, sense of belonging or
self-realization.
A strong environmental commitment seems to be associated in Tunisia with innovating managers who are
personally aware of environmental issues but with different profiles: 1/ the founder of enterprises dating back to
more than 20 years, highly integrated in professional networks or 2/ the new entrepreneur presenting a high
educational level and characterized by autonomy, recognition or a sense of belonging. Investing in SD is
considered by enterprises’ managers adopting an entrepreneurial approach as an opportunity that can provide
leadership and secure a head start on competitors. It is therefore pursued for the purpose of recognition and
self-realization (P1). It is considered by entrepreneurs as a set of constraints or high-risk activities to be
minimized and followed for security reasons (P1). Motivations for environmental commitment are on an equal
stand emotional and calculated (P2). Participation to incentive programs involves all highly committed
enterprises and also enterprises with low commitment. It could hence respond to financial and political reasons.
Therefore, involvement in the incentive process represents an important indicator of the environmental
commitment of Tunisian SMEs of this study (P3), but it can lead to a real environmental commitment only if the
entrepreneur is convinced.
The fifth section of the article discusses the relationship between the environmental commitment of the SME and
the profile of its manager in an international comparative perspective.
5. Discussion of Results
Based on the comparison between the profiles of SME managers that are highly committed in France and Tunisia,
our results are discussed in terms of similarities (5.1) and differences (5.2) between the two national contexts.
5.1 Similarity of Results between French and Tunisian Managers
If we compare the profiles of French and Tunisian managers with a high level of commitment, few elements are
really different, which calls into question many previous conclusions regarding the influence of national culture
(P3), especially when public policies are comparable and the educational level of managers is high, as is the case
in this research.
Thus, the relational network and the presence of an entrepreneurial environment appear also important to allow
the entrepreneur access to information and resources and to encourage his commitment from an environmental
perspective (P1). This is consistent with the idea of the importance of “community, extended family, clan and
networks” in both contexts (Marchesnay et al., 2006). However, the presence of an entrepreneurial environment
is not totally discriminating: B (in France) and P (Tunisia) do not receive such support and have yet implemented
important environmental practices. Similarly, creativity and innovation (P1) appear to favor a high level of
environmental commitment: the concerned SMEs in both countries were identified as playing this card
moderately (B, E, P) or highly (A, C, D, M, N, O, Q). This confirms previous studies that present entrepreneurial
orientation as a prerequisite for the commitment of SMEs in SD (Spence et al., 2007a, b). Indeed, in the absence
of strong pressure from stakeholders and / or dissemination of responsible practices among competitors,
environmental commitment can be considered as a form of innovation. It requires organizational changes that
proactive and visionary entrepreneurs face more easily than others (Portugal et Yulk, 1994; Shrivastava, 1994).
Moreover, a high educational level of the manager (P1) (even if does not explain alone a high commitment)
could constitute an indication in favor of a high environmental commitment in both countries, the only exception
being the self-taught manager of enterprise N. This result is hardly surprising since the higher level of education
is supposed to allow the acquisition of information research methods on various topics and the dissemination of
universal managerial practices. However, caution is advised because of the relatively high level of education in
the surveyed SMEs.
While some authors call for challenging the cliché according to which “the Mediterranean area is reluctant to
entrepreneurship,” (Marchesnay et al., 2006), the fields of investigation selected for our study appear to have
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common characteristics reflecting weak entrepreneurial tradition (Zghal, 2002; Fayolle & Hernandez, 2008).
Both countries are characterized by the presence of a welfare state that has implemented incentive schemes for
several years and by SME managers showing a very cautious attitude towards risk. Among the most committed
SMEs in both countries there is a majority of enterprises that participated in an incentive process initiated by
public authorities. In contrast, only one poorly committed SME received an environment-oriented support in the
framework of environmental public policy. Therefore we consider as legitimate to emphasize the need to keep
these incentive schemes that are likely to play a catalytic role in environmental processes among SMEs (P3).
However, in the absence of a universal panacea, these policies are only one the mechanisms of environmental
commitment of these economic actors in view of their specific features particularly in terms of management
customization. Hence, emerges the importance of questioning the influence of the manager’s profile on the
commitment of SMEs. Considering the global phenomenon of SD, the calculated attitude in environmental
commitment seems important in both contexts (seven citations in France and nine citations in Tunisia) (P2).
Even if it is not enough to motivate a manager, it can contribute effectively and hardly to his commitment. This
calculated commitment may lead to a risk of customer loss, fear of paying fines, but more cynically, to an
opportunity to benefit from government subsidies or political support. However, this opportunistic approach
alone seems insufficient to trigger a process of high commitment among the managers of both countries.
5.2 Divergence of Results between French and Tunisian Managers
Some differences in behavior towards environment however appear between French and Tunisian entrepreneurs.
The needs of SME managers differ according to the national context. While the five strongly committed
managers of French SMEs primarily seek security (before social recognition and self-realization), their Tunisian
counterparts seem more eclectic in their choices. Hence, the need for security is less frequently cited than the
sense of belonging, recognition and self-realization. This hierarchy of needs, added to the importance of the
entrepreneurial environment as explanatory factors of the commitment of Tunisian SMEs confirms the very
important role of the managers’ social capital (particularly founders) and of the privileges pertaining thereto in
the creation of enterprises and their competitiveness at the expense of more tangible and reproducible resources
(Benhassine, 2009).
A divergence in the motivations of SMEs in both contexts is also visible. Indeed, despite the harmonization of
legal frameworks between the two countries. French managers evoke particularly compliance with increasingly
binding regulations, highlighting a significant coercive aspect emphasized in the 2009-2013 NSDS, in their
statements. Tunisian managers report more about their environmental commitment in terms of affect but often
along with the calculated incentive, which, does not imply a higher sensitivity to environmental concerns. It
would be the result of a combination of the manager’s long-term vision and the perceived absence of obligation
whether social or legal. The present low commitment to SD values of the Tunisian civil society as well as the
lack of resources available to the Tunisian Administration to conduct a rigorous control on enforcement of laws
by entrepreneurs in Tunisia (OTED, 2007) lead to this feeling of lack of obligation among some of the
encountered Tunisian entrepreneurs.
Beyond national institutional frameworks, this difference needs to be informed by the impact of the national
culture on management of organizations. According to Zghal (2002), Tunisian entrepreneurs tend to tolerate
uncertainty, which is expressed by a relative lack of written rules and procedures, making enforcement
problematic and difficult to reconcile with formalized practices. Environmental commitment in the Tunisian
SMEs of this research covered by our research is not of normative nature, since it does not correspond to a
pressing social demand that is supported by the collectivist dimension of arabic societies as defined by Hofstede
(1980). From this perspective, French managers, strongly marked by the seal of individualism, would be inclined
to commit themselves to environment, primarily, under coercion.
Taking advantage of incentive public policy, entrepreneurs demonstrate a calculated commitment in both
countries. However, among the selected enterprises, those adhering to incentive programs are more numerous in
Tunisia. But this does not entail higher environmental commitment. This could be the translation of a systematic
adherence “in order to ingratiate themselves” (Hibou, 2005) combined with a certain distrust vis-à-vis the
actions taken because of “the risk of collusion between political rhetoric and advocated economic measures”
(Zghal, 2002). These incentive programs, have thus been interpreted as “a control process [...] as a new
expression of the relationship between companies and the central authority, formalized in administrative and
financial terms” (Hibou, 2005). The efficiency of these programs is also often criticized because of
administrative delays and difficulties in obtaining subsidies. Like in the French context, the incentive
mechanisms are largely unknown by SME managers. Hence, the pervasiveness of informal culture and of the
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influence of networks in Tunisia (P3) leads to large information asymmetries between economic actors, a
phenomenon that tends to penalize young entrepreneurs less integrated than seniors in the business community.
6. Conclusion
This deductive qualitative research analyzed environmental commitment of SMEs in France and in Tunisia. It is
part of the comparative studies between North and South countries within a global context characterized by
increasingly present public policies focused on SD. Based on the entrepreneurial theory, our analysis focused on
the relationship between environmental commitment of the SME and the profile of its manager and was
enhanced by the analysis of the influence of environmental public policy understood as a reflection of national
culture.
Our results suggest that environmental commitment of SMEs varies depending on the manager’s entrepreneurial
characteristic features and, more particularly, on his profile. The constituent elements of this profile (history,
aptitudes and needs of the manager) (P1) seem likely to guide the manager towards an environmental
commitment of varying intensity according to his motivations (P2) and the implemented environmental public
policies (P3). The analysis of similarities suggests that if the SME manager has a profile characterized by a high
educational level, an expanded relational network and a strong capacity for innovation and creativity associated
with high needs for security and self-realization, then the environmental commitment of his enterprise is likely to
be high. The analysis also suggests that if a commitment of calculated type is common to both studied contexts,
the differences are nevertheless perceptible. Thus, in a highly regulated environment (like France), the SME
manager is submitted to social and institutional pressure which are likely to lead to a commitment of normative
type. In a less coercive environment (such as Tunisia), the calculated commitment of the manager would, in turn,
be associated with a greater emotional dimension. It also appears that even in the presence of a significant
incentive, asymmetric information among economic actors and a lack of targeting beneficiaries can result in a
lack of confidence in public policy despite the costs borne by the State. The environmental commitment of SME
managers fully inserted into the networks, but not convinced by the environmental dimension, would thus be
limited to ad hoc and opportunistic adherence to the proposed incentive programs. It would not result in a
formalized, voluntary and integrated environmental management, which is likely to reduce the effectiveness of
these programs. In other words, the public environmental policies whether coercive or incentive, appear as
potential catalysts of environmental commitment of SMEs, but can in no way change alone the practices of SME
managers.
A limitation of this comparative study concerns the number of analyzed enterprises, and their diversity in terms
of size. This does not allow a statistical generalization of the results to the SME population. But the adopted
approach allows an analytic generalization (Yin, 2002) by validating theoretically based research propositions
and allows us to suggest the trends to be confirmed or refuted by future research. Hence, the quantitative analysis
of representative samples of SMEs in both countries would be useful to confirm or refute these initial results
statistically. Furthermore, our results are largely based on the interpretation of speech, which implies a risk of
social desirability bias.
On a theoretical level, the importance of the influence of manager’s profile (and his entrepreneurial environment)
on the environmental commitment of the SME, highlighted in our study, invites to expand the conceptual
framework used. It allows to resort to the social capital theory and to the notion of proximity (Torrès, 2003) for a
better understanding of the studied phenomenon from a perspective aiming at reconciling global and local issues.
From a managerial point of view, this analysis suggests to consider and question the relevance of procedures of
awareness and support of SME managers in their environmental commitment. Indeed, the transposition of
proven methods in a socio-economic context, if taken alone, cannot be considered as a sufficient guarantee to
convince a significant number of managers. In the context of globalization often experienced as a threat by SME
managers, recommendations common to both contexts can be proposed to public authorities. We consider,
stressing the need to inform these economic actors about the opportunities related to a potential environmental
commitment, as crucial. A successful dissemination of information should as a priority target entrepreneurs
demonstrating a spirit of innovation and already sensitized by their involvement in managers’ associations.
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Notes
Note 1. Conducted by the ICC Project Coordinator for environment to identify the broad lines of the enterprises’
environmental situation, the pre-diagnosis consists of a detailed questionnaire on water, air, noise, waste, security,
land and administrative situation with respect to the classified installations.
Note 2. For reasons of convenience of field access, these SMEs were located in the northern regions of France
and Tunisia.
Note 3. These SMEs were identified through the authors’ contacts with the supporting institutions involved in
environmental commitment.
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