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The latest UN climate change report on emissions (UN, 2022) reminds us of the urgent need for changing 

consumption and production practices to reduce the carbon footprint and operate in a more sustainable 

way. Newspapers and media highlight an increasing customers’ demand for more sustainable products and 

sustainable business practices (Huang et al., 2023; Barrone et al., 2013). The finance world pay a growing 

attention to ESG (Environment, Social, Governance) issues that impact on economic stability (Chiaramonte 

et al., 2022) and, consequently, have become a priority for many supervisory bodies of the financial market 

and banking sector (ECB, 2020; EBA, 2021). At the same time, governments of many countries have started 

to set mandatory provisions (or strengthen existing provisions) that require large companies to assess and 

disclose their impact on society and the environment (Haji et al., 2023).  

To face this changing context, organizations respond by increasing stakeholder engagement and 

communication (Ruiz et al., 2021; Herremans et al., 2016) and by transforming their business model in the 

light of sustainability and circular economy (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Linder and Williander, 2017; Cano-

Rubio et al., 2021; Maglio et al., 2021). In addition, two recent phenomena shall be mentioned. First, more 

and more new ventures ‘born to be sustainable’ enter existing markets (Allal-Chérif et al., 2023). Second, 

new forms of hybrid firms that combine goals of profit seeking and social positive impact are diffusing 

worldwide (Battilana et al., 2017) and most of them are represented by SMEs. In this vein, Benefit 

corporations (Nigri et al., 2020; Gazzola et al., 2019) are deemed as promising and innovative business models 

vehicles derived from their prosocial orientation.  

Organizations of all types and size have understood that investments in sustainability contribute to value 

creation (Aureli et al., 2020), generate opportunities, risk mitigation, cost reductions and long-term survival. 

Both legitimacy and institutional theory explain that companies increase sustainable practices because 

motivated to gain the approval of the institutional environment that exert regulatory, normative, cognitive 

and mimetic pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). However, also values and business ethics explain 

corporate’s commitment toward sustainability (Freeeman and Auster, 2011), contending that sustainability 

is not mere greenwashing, or a marketing strategy used to attract “green clients”. 



This increasing attention on environmental, social and governance (ESG) issues no longer limited to large 

corporations that easily fall under consumers’ scrutiny and criticisms due to their size of operations (Del 

Baldo, 2012). Small and medium-size enterprises are also called to contribute to a more sustainable 

development and regulators are starting to ask them to be more accountable and transparent on non-

financial aspects (Calace, 2014; Bikefe et al., 2020; . The European Union is at the forefront on this matter 

with its latest Corporate Social Responsibility Directive (CSRD) that expands disclosure obligations for large 

undertakings listed in regulated markets and introduces new reporting standards for small and medium-sized 

companies). Prompted by the European Commission, EFRAG is also preparing new voluntary sustainability 

reporting standards that may apply to small- and medium-sized undertakings that are not falling in the scope 

of CSRD (EFAA, 2017). This coercive pressure has important managerial and practical implications: more and 

more companies should identify if they are subject to CSRD reporting or decide whether to start voluntarily 

disclosing ESG information, and consequently, begin building the processes, procedures and internal controls 

necessary to implement and report ESG policies (Scarpellini et al., 2020; Aureli et al., 2020). Reporting for 

topical social and environmental matters may push businesses to rethink their current strategies in the light 

of sustainability. 

Yet, many smaller firms still struggle to adopt a sustainable business model (Bikefe et al., 2020; Trequattrini 

et al., 2021) and report their non-financial performance. For example, SMEs encounter several difficulties in 

embracing circular economy practices (Rizos et al., 2016), although being aware of the greater sustainability 

performance associated to them (Dey et al., 2022). Creation of supply chains and networks of firms based on 

sustainability and circular economy represent a difficult challenge (Parida and Wincent, 2019; Scipioni et al. 

2021). Evidence on SMEs’ sustainability and integrated reporting often refer to case studies (Barbaritano and 

Savelli, 2020),  while large quantitative studies are lacking (De Villiers et al., 2020; Del Baldo, 2017). Some 

studies have pointed out differences in disclosure between large companies and SMEs (Dias et al., 2019) and 

investigated the factors hindering sustainability reporting of SMEs (Cavicchi et al., 2022). SMEs have fewer 

resources to report nonfinancial information (Baumann et al., 2013; Calace, 2014). However, this does not 

mean that they do not behave in a sustainable way or do not have a sustainable culture (Wehrmeyer et al., 

2019). Several scholars argued that SMEs adopt extensive and even more-authentically driven corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) practices since they are not opportunistic and externally driven oriented (Graafland 

et al., 2003; Del Baldo, 2012). In other words, they put in practice the CSR walk, rather than the CSR talk (Del 

Schoeneborn et al., 2020). 

Given the above, we invite contributions that offer theoretical reflections on SMEs’ commitment toward 

sustainability and/or practical solutions to overcome SMEs’ barriers in adopting and reporting CSR. 

Contributions that focus on the intersection of sustainability, circular economy, value creation, and decision 

making are highly welcome. Submissions are welcome from a wide range of theoretical, methodological, and 

empirical approaches. Possible themes include (but are not limited to): 

- Voluntary or mandatory reporting on social and environmental issues for SMEs 

- Integrated reporting, CSR reporting and SDGs reporting for SMEs  

- Organizational changes and information systems transformation to support sustainable strategies 

and ESG performance measurement 

- Climate change challenges for SMEs  

- Small and medium-sized benefit corporations 

- Education for sustainability  

- Sustainable business models in SMEs 

- Circular economy practices in SMEs 

- Sustainable entrepreneurship 

- Sustainable finance for SMEs/financing the green transition  

- Assessing sustainability risks and bank lending toward SMEs 
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Authors are required to select this special issue when submitting their manuscript on the platform. 

 

ABOUT THE JOURNAL 

Piccola Impresa/Small Business Journal aims to contribute to the study and diffusion of knowledge on small-

sized entrepreneurial firms. It is an academic journal with international vocation, dedicated specifically to 

the investigation and theoretical reflection on the administration and management of small businesses, their 

role in the economy, as well as the policies and regulations they face. Piccola Impresa/Small Business is 

an open access journal. Accepted articles will be published free of charge. 

 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

For specific enquiries you can contact:  

mara.delbaldo@uniurb.it 

selena.aureli@unibo.it 

 

REFERENCES 

Allal-Chérif, O., Climent, J. C., & Berenguer, K. J. U. (2023). Born to be sustainable: How to combine strategic 

disruption, open innovation, and process digitization to create a sustainable business. Journal of Business 

Research, 154, 113379. 

Aureli S., R. Medei, S. Gigli, E. Supino (2020). The value relevance of Environmental, Social, and Governance 

disclosure: Evidence from Dow Jones Sustainability World Index listed companies, Corporate Social 

Responsibility and Environmental Management, 27(1), 43-52. 



Aureli, S., Del Baldo, M., Lombardi, R., & Nappo, F. (2020). Nonfinancial reporting regulation and challenges 

in sustainability disclosure and corporate governance practices. Business Strategy and the Environment, 

29(6), 2392-2403. 

Barbaritano, M., & Savelli, E. (2020). Design and sustainability for innovation in family firms. A case study 

from the italian furniture sector. Piccola Impresa/Small Business, (1). 

Battilana, J., Besharov, M., & Mitzinneck, B. (2017). On hybrids and hybrid organizing: A review and roadmap 

for future research. The SAGE handbook of organizational institutionalism, 2, 133-169. 

Berrone, P., Fosfuri, A., Gelabert, L., & Gomez-Mejia, L. R. (2013). Necessity as the mother of “green” 

inventions: Institutional pressures and environmental innovations. Strategic Management Journal, 34(8), 

891–909. 

Bikefe, G.; Zubairu, U.M.; Araga, S.;Maitala, F.; Ediuku, E.; Anyebe, D. (2020). Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) by small and medium enterprises (SMEs): A systematic review. Small Bus. Int. Rev., 4, 16–33. 

Calace, D. (2014). Non-financial reporting in italian SMEs: An exploratory study on strategic and cultural 

motivations, International Journal of Business Administration, Vol. 5, No. 3. 

Cano-Rubio, M., Maglio, R., & Utrilla, P. N. C. (2021). Factors influencing circular economy implementation in 

smes business models: the case of Spain. Piccola Impresa/Small Business, 2. 

Cavicchi, C., Oppi, C. and Vagnoni, E., (2022). Mobilising management control systems to support 

sustainability strategy in SMEs: the case of a waste disposal firm. Meditari Accountancy Research, (ahead-of-

print). 

Chiaramonte, L., Dreassi, A., Girardone, C., & Piserà, S. (2022). Do ESG strategies enhance bank stability 

during financial turmoil? Evidence from Europe. The European Journal of Finance, 28(12), 1173-1211. 

De Villiers, C., Hsiao, P.-C. K. & Maroun, W. (Eds.) (2020). The Routledge Handbook of Integrated Reporting, 

Routledge: London, UK. 

Del Baldo M. (2017). The implementation of integrating reporting in SMEs. Meditari Accountancy Research, 

25(4), 505–532. 

Del Baldo, M. (2012). Corporate social responsibility and corporate governance in Italian SMEs: The 

experience of some ‘spirited businesses’. Journal of Management and Governance, 16(1), 1–36. 

Dey, P. K., Malesios, C., Chowdhury, S., Saha, K., Budhwar, P., & De, D. (2022). Adoption of circular economy 

practices in small and medium-sized enterprises: Evidence from Europe. International Journal of Production 

Economics, 248, 108496. 

Dias, A.; Rodrigues, L.L.; Craig, R.; Neves, M.E.D. (2019). Corporate social responsibility disclosure in small 

and medium-sized entities and large companies. Soc. Responsib. J., 15, 137–154. 

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The iron cage revisited: Institutional isomorphism and collective 

rationality in organizational fields. American sociological review, 147-160. 

EBA-European Banking Authority (2021). Report On Management And Supervision Of Esg Risks For Credit 

Institutions And Investment Firms, 2021, EBA/REP/2021/18. 

ECB – European Central bank (2020). Guide on climate-related and environmental risks Supervisory 

expectations relating to risk management and disclosure, 2020, 

https://www.bankingsupervision.europa.eu/ecb/pub/pdf/ssm.202011finalguideonclimate-

relatedandenvironmentalrisks~58213f6564.en.pdf 

EFAA (2017). The trickle-down effect – IFRS and accounting by SMEs. https://efaa.com/wp-

content/uploads/2021/06/20170329_Trickle_Down_Landing_Page.pdf 

Freeman, R.E., Auster, E.R. (2011). Values, Authenticity, and Responsible Leadership, Journal of Business 

Ethics, 98(SUPPL.1), pp. 15. 

Gazzola, P., Grechi, D., Ossola, P., & Pavione, E. (2019). Certified Benefit Corporations as a new way to make 

sustainable business: The Italian example. Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 

26(6), 1435-1445. 

Geissdoerfer, M., Vladimirova, D., & Evans, S. (2018). Sustainable business model innovation: A review. 

Journal of cleaner production, 198, 401-416 

Graafland J, Van De Ven B, Stoffele N. (2003). Strategies and instruments for organising CSR by small and 

large businesses in the Netherlands. Journal of Business Ethics, 47: 45-60.  

Haji, A.A., Coram, P. and Troshani, I. (2023). Consequences of CSR reporting regulations worldwide: a review 

and research agenda, Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal, Vol. 36 No. 1, pp. 177-208. 



Herremans, I. M., Nazari, J. A., & Mahmoudian, F. (2016). Stakeholder relationships, engagement, and 

sustainability reporting. Journal of business ethics, 138, 417-435. 

Huang, C., Chang, X., Wang, Y., & Li, N. (2023). Do major customers encourage innovative sustainable 

development? Empirical evidence from corporate green innovation in China. Business Strategy and the 

Environment, 32(1), 163-184. 

Linder, M., & Williander, M. (2017). Circular Business Model Innovation: Inherent Uncertainties. Business 

Strategy and The Environment, 26(2), 182-196. 

Maglio, R., Rey, A., Agliata, F., & Cano-Rubio, M. (2021). Business Model, Sustainability, and Intangible 

Resources: Challenges and Opportunities for SMEs. Piccola Impresa/Small Business, (2). 

Nigri G., Del Baldo, M., Agulini, A. (2020). Governance and accountability models in Italian certified benefit 

corporations, Corp Soc Responsib Environ Manag. 2020;1–13.  

Parida, V., & Wincent, J. (2019). Why and how to compete through sustainability: a review and outline of 

trends influencing firm and network-level transformation. International Entrepreneurship and Management 

Journal, 15, 1-19. 

Rizos, V., Behrens, A., Van der Gaast, W., Hofman, E., Ioannou, A., Kafyeke, T., ... & Topi, C. (2016). 

Implementation of circular economy business models by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs): 

Barriers and enablers. Sustainability, 8(11), 1212. 

Ruiz, S., Romero, S., & Fernandez-Feijoo, B. (2021). Stakeholder engagement is evolving: Do investors play a 

main role?. Business Strategy and the Environment, 30(2), 1105-1120.  

Scarpellini, S., Marín-Vinuesa, L. M., Aranda-Usón, A., & Portillo-Tarragona, P. (2020). Dynamic capabilities 

and environmental accounting for the circular economy in businesses. Sustainability Accounting, 

Management and Policy Journal, 11(7), 1129-1158. 

Schoeneborn, D., Morsing, M., & Crane, A. (2020). Formative perspectives on the relation between CSR 

communication and CSR practices: Pathways for walking, talking, and t(w)alking. Business and Society, 59(1), 

5–33. 

Scipioni, S., Todisco, L., & Niccolini, F. (2021). Barriers to implementing circular economy learning processes 

in the construction sector: An analysis of Italian SMEs. Piccola Impresa/Small Business, 2. 

Trequattrini, R., Lombardi, R., Manzari, A., & Roberto, F. (2021). Business models, circular and green economy 

towards sustainability. A systematic literature review. Piccola Impresa/Small Business, (2). 

United Nations Environment Programme (2022). Emissions Gap Report 2022: The Closing Window — Climate 

crisis calls for rapid transformation of societies. Nairobi. https://www.unep.org/emissions-gap-report-2022 

Wehrmeyer, W., Looser, S., & Del Baldo, M. (2019). Intrinsic CSR and competition doing well amongst 

European SMEs. In W. Wehrmeyer, S. Looser, & M. Del Baldo (Eds.), Intrinsic CSR and competition doing well 

amongst European SMEs. Springer International Publishing. 

 

 

 


