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Abstract
Although CSR has traditionally been associated with big business, the SME business sector is such a significant
sector worldwide in terms of the economic, environmental and social impact it makes, that attention has been
turned to discussion and analysis of principles and practice of CSR in small and medium size businesses. SMEs are
not merely small versions of big businesses, so as a result a particularly fast-growing body of academic work has
become focused on commitment to CSR in the sector. As a result, the aim of this article is to set out an analysis of
the main work carried out on the subject of CSR in SMEs. The analysis is a four part summary. In the first part, we
explore the definition and the main CSR practices found in SMEs. The second part relates to determining
characteristics of commitment to CSR within SMEs. Next we set out the challenges for SMEs and the constraints
made upon them by CSR. Finally, the last section deals with positive examples of CSR in SMEs. Taking this
literature review summary as a structural basis we then go on to demonstrate 3 research methodologies.
Keywords: CSR, SME
1. Introduction
Over the past fifteen years, discussion about CSR and its implementation in practice has increased in both variety
and volume. In 1953 Bowen first introduced the idea of CSR- describing it as an obligation for companies to take
certain factors into consideration during the course of their business activities and development of these factors has
continued to this day. Those factors are as follows: - the obligation to take into account the impact of a company’s
activities upon its human, social and ecological environment, and in particular to see responsibility as stretching
beyond responsibility to a company’s shareholders. From that point on, CSR came to be considered as the
introduction and implementation of sustainable development within the sphere of management.
The new awareness encouraged companies to implement practices compatible with the values of their business and
to take into account the expectations of all its stakeholders- namely employees, suppliers, clients, consumers, the
local community, environmental associations and NGOs - all those falling within Freeman’s theoretical definition
of a stakeholder as “any individual or group of individuals who can affect or is affected by the achievement of an
organization’s objectives”(Freeman, 1984: 46).
In the beginning, involvement was mostly restricted to larger companies. However, although CSR was
traditionally seen as the province of big business, because the SME business sector is such a significant sector
worldwide in terms of the economic, environmental and social impact it makes, attention has been turned to
discussion and analysis of the principles and practices in small and medium size businesses with the result that this
sector no longer finds itself outside the CSR movement (Spence, 1999; Spence et al., 2003, 2004; Jenkins, 2004,
2009; Murillo & Lozano, 2009). Since SMEs are not just smaller versions of larger scale businesses (Jenkins, 2004)
special attention needs to be paid to the specific ways in which they implement CSR measures, how these differ
from practices in larger firms and how this explains different perceptions and behaviors in between the two in
relation to sustainable development.
The aim of this article is to provide an overview of developments in relation to sustainable development as seen in
the small and medium size business sector and to back this up by way of specific example. Our analysis of CSR
within SMEs takes the form of a four part summary which enables us to discuss the wide range of intellectual
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contribution in thisburgeoning research area. In the first part of this article we define the term CSR and give
examples of it in practice in SMEs. In the second part we concentrate on the determining characteristics of
corporate commitment within SMEs. Next we look at the challenges and constraints involved in the
implementation of CSR for SMEs and then finally we offer positive successful examples of CSR in SMEs.
2. CSR within SMEs: Definition and Practices
From the SME point of view, we thought it important to start by setting out how CSR is defined by researchers and
managing directors, especially since the majority of the latter claim to subscribe to CSR (Saulquin & Schier, 2007;
Berger-Douce, 2008).
Taking the results of a “UK-wide study of socially responsible SMEs”, Jenkins (2009) pointed out that for
businesses considered to be exemplary in this area “CSR was seen as an ‘all-embracing’ idea that concerns having
an awareness of the impact of the business, and wanting to have a positive impact on a wide range of stakeholders
through the business decisions that are made”. Directors of SMEs in this survey don’t see CSR as an external
add-on but more as an integral part of the way they manage their firm.
In the same way, Blombäck and Wigren (2009) believe that commitment of a company to CSR relates to a firm’s
operational activities, such as the introduction of measures which respect the environment, and can embrace the
social by involvement in the community and by maintaining good working relations with local actors (local
sponsorship of events for e.g…).
Other research has chosen to focus on CSR measures implemented by SMEs and has attempted to classify the level
and type of commitment involved. Three main categories are isolated (Vives, 2006; Russo & Tencati, 2009):
firstly internal social measures such as the development of talent, the implementation of health and social security
measures and the improvement of working conditions… Secondly, external social measures such as the
development of network links with the local economy, professional development and social integration… and
finally, environmental measures such as the reduction of energy consumption, reduction of waste and waste
recycling…
On this topic, the barometer of sustainable development within French SMEs (CROCIS, 2007) reports that the vast
majority of heads of business claim to have implemented sustainable development measures, state that they
manage their business with environment saving measures in mind (96% in the Paris area) and indicates that some
47% of SMEs have good links with the community through sponsorship deals, charitable events, and
back-to-work/employability schemes... (as opposed to 60 to 70% of SMEs reported by Berger-Douce in 2008).
The local community therefore would seem to be an important stakeholder for the majority of SMEs studied. The
same picture emerges in relation to employees who appear to be well-treated within the majority of SMEs
(Saulquin & Schier, 2005; Berger-Douce, 2008; Hammann et al., 2009). Many examples of measures targeting
talent development, improvements in working conditions or diversity in the workplace in terms of age and gender
(Saulquin & Schier, 2005; Berger-Douce, 2008) are recorded.
These results confirm the findings ofSaulquin and Schier (2010) who examine CSR in SMEs from the point of
view of different stakeholders. They report that great sensitivity is shown by SMEs in relation to the wellbeing of
their employees and their community links. This is explained by the closeness of relationships between managing
directors and their staff and by the fact that SMEs often have very strong links with their immediate locality
(Torrès, 2003).
The wide variety of CSR practices and measures in SMEs covered in research work has paved the way for further
research to be carried out into specific factors which can assist the integration and implementation of CSR
measures by SME directors. We will examine some of these main factors in the following section.
3. Determining Characteristics of Corporate Commitment within SMEs
SMEs can vary greatly in terms of size, mission, sector… and so commitment to CSR depends on various factors.
Lepoutre and Heene (2006) identify characteristics such as the individual personality of business directors,
organizational factors and other characteristics depending on context which all explain the differences in uptake
and style of CSR in practice. Similarly, Labelle and Saint Pierre (2010) identify three groups of factors
(institutional, organizational and personnel) which can influence the decision to implement responsible policy.
Nonetheless, certain factors and characteristics such as the size of the business, localization as well as individual
factors (linked to the personality of the business head of the SME) are more commonly identified in the research
than others.
The size of a business is an organizational factor in the uptake and implementation of CSR by SMEs (Labelle &
Saint Pierre, 2010). Some studies suggest the existence of a positive link between the size of a firm and its
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commitment to CSR (Lepoutre & Heene, 2006; Perrini et al., 2007; Cabagnols & Le Bas, 2008). Larger sized
SMEs are more sensitive to CSR issues than smaller or micro businesses particularly on the environmental front
(Sharma, 2000). Larger businesses are often more able to absorb fixed costs as well as having greater access to
resources. A larger workforce might make certain factors more likely (Berger-Douce, 2008). However, the picture
on the ground is very subtle and research findings vary on this issue.
Another determining factor is the critical role played by the business head of an SME. The smaller scale of the
business increases the personal contact a director can have with his staff and creates more informal working
relations as well as a smaller gap between the strategic and operational centers of the business (Torrès, 2000). The
same dynamic exists externally between the company and outside actors (Julien & Marchesnay, 1996; Torrès,
1999). This could mean that SME directors are more likely to develop ways of thinking about CSR which are more
ethical than economic in nature.
According to a survey conducted by CROCIS-Médiamétrie (2008), the main driver behind the implementation of
CSR policies according to 64.7% of SME directors interviewed, is citizenship. Personal or individual reasons
therefore remains the most important of all motivational factors in French SMEs thus confirming the findings of
Courrent (2004), Hemingway (2005) and Murillo and Lozano (2006).
According to several academics (Paradas, 2006; Spence et al., 2007a; Spence et al., 2007b) this public spiritedness
or citizenship is a reflection of the personal values and convictions of a company’s manager. In fact, according to
Gond and Igalens (2008) “CSR in a SME depends very much upon the personality and personalconvictions of its
managing directors”. Similarly, Spence et al. (2007a) highlight the fact that it is a director’s vision for the future of
his business and his understanding and perception of internal resources which influences commitment to CSR.
Directors of SMEs are not subject to pressure from shareholders keen to see short term returns and this frees them
up to invest in the field of human dynamics and the forging of relations with all stakeholders, mindful of the fact
that profit-making is not the only raison d’être for a company.
Following on from this, research academics have explored and tried to explain the determining components of a
director’s ethical value system. Ede et al. (2000) suggest that age plays a significant part in the value system of an
SME director concluding that younger directors are more socially responsible than their elders. Similarly, they
believe that neither gender nor education has any significant role to play when it comes to a director’s value
acquisition. However, other academics suggest that the educational level of a company director does play a
significant role in this domain (Spence & Lozano, 2000).
Other authors believe that territorial cohesion and company’s local foothold might have an effect upon the
implementation of CSR initiatives. The majority of SMEs have strong local attachments and identify generally
with the region where they are based. In addition, the local area offers businesses the benefit of many resources
such as infrastructure, workforce, raw materials, and expects in exchange some economic and community benefit
by way of reciprocation. A director therefore has to make sure his practices fit in with the values and expectations
of the local community.
According to Torrès (2003:125) “from an external point of view, the image of a company will be affected by the
human relationship capital a director can bring to the job and this often plays a key role in his public, professional,
social and political dealings”. These relations which connect the SME to different external actors are particularly
important for the encouragement and implementation of CSR measures and practices and can even influence the
behavior of other SMEs in the same sector. In this regard, the aim is to deal collectively with ecological and social
issues, to reduce the cost of implementation and to go beyond the constraints imposed by some types of market.
Following this reasoning through further, some authors believe that commitment to CSR in SMEs is all down to
the pressure applied by stakeholders (Worthington et al., 2008). Lepoutre and Heene (2006) believe that SMEs are
more sensitive to practices relating to internal stakeholders e.g. their employees, clients and suppliers. In fact,
according to several authors, these are the three most influential stakeholders for SMEs (Murillo & Lozano, 2006;
Perrini et al., 2007; Saulquin & Schier, 2005, Gadenne et al., 2009). This hypothesis carries even more weight
when we consider that many SMEs work together with big businesses and are therefore encouraged to develop and
change their methods of production, at the same time as preserving the environment and guaranteeing equitable
social dealings. Lapointe (2006) is of the opinion that it is through the intermediary of the value chain – mainly the
pressure exerted by big business, that SMEs commit to and implement CSR practices.
Continuing this debate further, other research studies conclude that in the case of SMEs, pressure exerted by
stakeholders is often not very effective and is not the catalyst for a business to implement measures which go
beyond legal and administrative requirements (Worthington et al., 2006; Ellerup Nielsen & Thomsen, 2009).
According to Courrent (2006), SMEs are not very keen on collective issues. For their part, in relation to the
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implementation by SMEs of CSR policies, Quairel and Auberger (2007) believe that France is not particularly
influenced by big business in this regard.
The aim of this section was to highlight the main determining components behind implementation of CSR in SMEs.
Next we are going to give an overview of the constraints and challenges associated with the implementation of
CSR for SMEs. This is the third area of academic research studies into CSR in SMEs.
4. A Complex Commitment for a SME
Although SMEs are integrating CSR more and more into their day-to-day management, they have to overcome
many obstacles in order to do so. Several research studies have explored the constraints to successful
implementation of sustainable development for SMEs in a wide range of business contexts (Observatoire des PME,
2003; Lapointe & Gendron, 2004; Berger-Douce, 2007; Crocis-CCIP, 2007).
Whilst acknowledging an increase in levels of awareness of CSR, the above studies indicate that some directors
remain skeptical as to the benefits to be derived from CSR initiatives and are not inclined to go beyond what is
strictly required of them legally (Revell & Blackburn, 2007). In actual fact, these directors report that they are
pretty much overwhelmed by the day-to-day operation of their business, and too busy to concern themselves much
with issues relating to society at large which have no immediate return or benefit (Lepoutre & Heene, 2006). They
also report that there is a lack of information about CSR and that this hasn’t exactly encouraged them to become
committed. On this specific point, the barometer of sustainable development - the Crocis-CCIP survey also
highlights the fact that lack of information is the first obstacle to implementation of responsible management on
the part of SME directors (47% in 2007) despite numerous initiatives and campaigns to increase awareness and
help directors overcome this very same obstacle (AFCI, 2006).
Moreover, SMEs don’t generally have the capacity to collect and analyze useful data on the subject of sustainable
development themselves (Lepoutre & Heene, 2006). In addition, their access to information is limited as too is
their knowledge of CSR- whether this is gathered from technical support organizations orreference data. A study
of some 138 SMEs conducted by Berger-Douce (2008) illustrated that less than 30% of SMEs knew anything
about support organizations which offer assistance for CSR start up initiatives and less than 25% knew anything
about CSR reference data. This lacuna illustrates a reactive as opposed to a pro-active approach in relation to the
issue of seeking out information.
A further barrier is the cost of implementing reasonable measures and the lack of financial resources to do so
(ACFCI, 2006; Lepoutre & Heene, 2006; Roberts et al., 2006; Berger-Douce, 2008; Revell & Blackburn, 2007).
The perception of a company’s resources as seen from the point of view of its managing director is a crucial matter
here (Spence L. et al., 2007). SME directors who believe that their companies do not have sufficient financial
resources are less likely to think favorably about CSR and to believe that the resources required for investment will
not be compensated for in terms of cost savings.
Commitment of SMEs also meets obstacles linked to the market, principally the difficulty of applying
environmental and/or social legislation because of its complexity and the rigidity involved in certain procedures.
SMEs also lament the lack of adequate support services and infrastructure.
A lack of availability of tools is also blamed for lack of uptake. Those which exist appear to be designed for big
business and not easily adaptable to SMEs (Studer et al., 2006). Formal systems of environmental management
have thus not been very successful amongst SMEs because their complexity precludes adoption by smaller
structures (Watson & Emery, 2004 quoted by Berger-Douce, 2010).
Despite the barriers SMEs face, the idea of implementing CSR measures nonetheless continues to take hold
amongst SME directors who are conscious of the many advantages of responsible management. The following
section outlines practical examples of CSR with positive consequences for SMEs.
5. Positive Examples and Consequences of CSR in SMEs
According to several studies, implementation of CSR brings a certain number of advantages for a company- for
instance enhanced reputation and corporate image, improvement of working relations with staff, improvement in
production processes and quality (Vives, 2006; Saulquin & Schier, 2007; Berger-Douce, 2008; Worthington et al.,
2008; Russo & Tencati, 2009).
According to Jenkins (2009), by adopting a CSR strategy, a SME can develop innovative products and services
and thus take advantage of new and emerging markets. Several academic studies highlight the fact that responsible
behavior brings financial advantages such as a reduction of costs and increased efficiency (Jenkins, 2009; Russo &
Tencati, 2009). In effect, by implementing more careful management practices and measures or using substitute
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products which are less harmful to the planet, a SME can reduce wastage and secure a reduction in costs or outlay
(Reynaud & Mathieu, 2005).
CSR can be a catalyst for increased motivation and productivity amongst a company’s workforce (Saulquin &
Schier, 2007; Berger-Douce, 2008). At the same time, awareness and understanding of the challenges and issues
involved in CSR can actually form a very good basis for competitive differentiation and ultimately contribute
towards the improvement of company image. CSR can be viewed as a method of achieving company objectives
and this can have a very helpful knock-on effect in communications with stakeholders – particularly company
clients and commercial partners – the upshot of which will be enhanced corporate image and reputation (Collins et
al., 2007).
Not all research studies agree with the latter however. Other academics believe that SMEs have a tendency to
commit themselves to social responsibility for its own sake and do not seek to use it as a method of advertising
themselves or as part of a PR exercise as is often the case in large companies (Jenkins, 2006). In fact, the rather
informal strategy which characterizes the make up of an SME means that CSR tends to be more intuitive than
strategic (Fassin, 2008) and that within a communications framework managing directors only use the strategic
documents in their possession very rarely indeed.
As we have just demonstrated, a SME adopts responsible strategy for a variety of reasons.
6. Conclusion and Discussion
This study has enabled us to summarize the up-to-date position in relation to academic research on CSR in SMEs.
The table below presents a summary of the main ideas discussed above. This is followed by a research proposal for
specialists in the field.
Table 1. Research in the field of CSR in SMEs
Definition of CSR in SMEs

CSR in SMEs is on the increase. SME directors consider CSR not as an add-on but rather as part of their

and practices

overall day-to-day management. Their responsible practices can be classified into three main categories
namely internal social dynamics, external social dynamics and environmental dynamics.

Determining

factors

for

Academic research reveals several factors which predispose towards commitment to CSR in a SME. The

commitment to responsible

central role played by the director himself or herself, internal and external proximity of the company and

practice in SMEs

finally small size of operation all tend to encourage development of ethical rather than economic
considerations.

Obstacles to adoption and

SMEs have certain weak spots such as the lack of resources, time and knowledge particularly of matters

implementation of CSR in

pertaining to sustainable development. In commitments to CSR a SME faces obstacles linked to the market

SMEs

particularly the difficulty of applying environmental and/or social regulations. Tools available are also poorly
adapted to SMEs.

Positive

and

There are many advantages for a SME as a result of implementing a CSR strategy. For instance reduced costs

consequences of CSR in

and increased efficiency bring financial advantage. In effect, by implementing more careful and cost saving

SMEs

examples

measures or introducing products less harmful to the environment, a SME can reduce waste and develop
innovative products and services. CSR also enables a business to increase the motivation and productivity of
its workforce. Being aware of the challenges of CSR can actually constitute the basis of competitive advantage
for the business and enhance corporate image.

As a result of studying these different research documents, a further area of study is now suggested- dealing with
three different issues as follows:
Firstly, the existing studies do not discuss the dynamic dimension of CSR for a SME. So, following this up would
be useful to understand the evolution of CSR practices better and to identify the stages of development towards
CSR by way of longtitudinal case studies.
Next, by studying the determining characteristics of responsibility within SMEs, we have noticed that few research
studies highlight particular business sector activities. It would be interesting to carry out comparative studies
between different sectors in order to measure this influence.
Thirdly, in relation to challenges faced by SMEs in the implementation of responsible strategy, many studies
confirm that the lack of resources represents a considerable obstacle. Examining the links between financial
viability and commitment to responsible management for SMEs would therefore appear to be a promising avenue
of further research. In our opinion, a comparative study would be most appropriate in order to examine whether
viable SMEs can be distinguished from those with more limited resources.
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Finally, our literature review shows the need to develop tools for managing directors of SMEs. In order to do this it
would be necessary to evaluate the effects of initiatives and campaigns to increase awareness by various public
organizations more effectively than is currently the case.
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