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ABSTRACT 

The importance of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in any economy must be balanced, 

yet hardly the sector attracts the needed attention for sustainability. This has led to 

unacceptable high mortality rates for the sector, especially in emerging contexts. Nevertheless, 

SMEs and sustainability agenda share significant melting pots of disrupting large-scale 

extreme poverty, among other benefits. Numerous literature supports this and acknowledges 

SMEs' potential for national employment, investment stimulation and gross domestic growth 

(GDP). This study aimed to unveil the impacts of managerial characteristics and stakeholders 

on Nigerian SME sustainability practices to understand SME business sustainability practices 

in developing countries. To fully investigate these impacts, three research questions enabled 

the navigation of this project. Firstly, to ascertain the current antecedents influencing SME 

sustainability practices. Secondly, we quizzed the relationship between the manager's 

characteristics and Nigerian SME sustainability practices. Furthermore, finally, we sort out 

how stakeholders influence SMEs' sustainability practices in Nigeria. 

 

A qualitative research approach was adopted within an interpretivist philosophical paradigm 

to construct participants narrated perspectives of sustainability practices. Data were collected 

from twenty-two (22) Nigerian SME owners/managers and nine (9) stakeholders in semi-

structured interviews, virtually. Participants' information was inductively condensed, analysed 

and thematically framed using the Upper Echelon and Stakeholder concepts. The findings 

were dimensionally extracted using Gioia's step/order analysis to develop a data structure for 

each research question.  

 

The findings for the current antecedence include the political and governance dimension, the 

cultural and societal dimension, the economic dimension, and the business orientation 

dimension. In contrast, the findings for the relationship between managerial characteristics 

and sustainability practices include observable dimensions and cognitive values. The finding 

for stakeholder influence on sustainability practices includes the managerial alignment 

dimension and the dimension of stakeholders’ intervention. Asides from the contribution to 

knowledge, the result presented national, organisational and managerial practical 

implications. Diverse organisational and regulatory policy implications were also presented 

with future research directions. 
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Chapter One: Background to the Study 
 

Sustainability must be a way of life to be a way of business (Anand Mahindra, 2014).  

1.1 Overview 

As an emerging idea and aspiration, sustainability is recently becoming the fastest and most 

comprehensive phenomenon across academic, business, and government platforms 

(Rockström et al., 2018). This global emergence of the concept is associated with its value 

propositions and solution orientations applicable to business and public contexts in the 21st 

century (Ng and Rezaee, 2015). According to Clarke (2017), sustainability ideas are urgent 

calibrations that respond to the changing global environmental and social landscapes for 

practical fiduciary duties and definitions of responsibilities like risk, strategy, and investment. 

These responsibilities are relevant to multi-dimensional businesses and governance issues 

across stakeholders (Fischer and Newig, 2016). Environmental problems include pollution 

(air, water, soil, or land), climate change, global warming, deforestation & logging, increased 

carbon footprint, and genetic modification (Garbie, 2016). Other sustainability issues are 

condensed into economic, social and governance decisions (Gupta and Singhal, 2017; Silva 

Junior et al., 2018). The crux is that sustainability inspires simplified leadership, transparency, 

democracy, responsibility, social justice and equality, and innovations (Clarke, 2017).   

 

Inundated as the subject may have grown, the unification of sustainability understanding and 

application across civilisations remains a considerable challenge (Miller, 2010). The 

escalating environmental issues like climate change, carbon footprint, deforestation, and 

pollution have seemed to have converged sustainability to only environmental actions  (Lin 

and Zheng, 2016; Walls and Berrone, 2017). Conversely, the prevalent inequalities, extreme 

poverty, and other daunting social challenges narrow the idea to social-economic incentives 

(Chete et al., 2014). Despite these conceptual spectra and diversities, sustainability remains 

the choicest proposition for protecting, preserving, and proffering efficient scientific or 

humanities management (Williams 2010). After all, the optimum utilisation of finite economic 

and environmental resources has always been business and government aspirations against 

incremental population, consumption, prodigious waste and inefficiencies (Pezzey and 

Toman, 2002). 
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IPCC (2018) and Clarke (2017) claim that the world is unprepared for the imminent risks of 

a changing climate, even with an opportunity for a sustainability response. The global 

environment changed relatively, with multiple evidence that these changes have impacted 

organisms, ecosystems, human systems, and well-being (IPCC, 2018). The risks will be 

challenging to mitigate at such a high level of warming. Another good rationale for 

accentuating sustainability intensity is the latest global financial crisis (2007-2008) and the 

ripple effects across economies (Williams, 2010). Unsurprisingly, businesses and academia 

embraced sustainability to elevate organisational leadership, responsibility, performance, and 

accountability(Gray, 2010; Arroyo, 2012). Contemporary companies evaluate and report 

performances now with a sustainability framework made famous by the triple bottom line 

(Slaper, 2011). This bottom-line frame covers such business operations' social, economic, and 

environmental dimensions. Subsequently, different governments have evaluated social, 

economic, and ecological stewardship while balancing them with other models (Haanaes, 

2016). 

 

Clarke (2017) suggested that sustainability is globally on-demand for future-driven and 

transformational decision-making, especially ecological, societal and economic paradigms. 

These include the concentration on abject poverty and economic activities like small 

businesses. Hence, considering sustainability in interrogating multi-dimensional issues within 

a perennial challenging context like Nigeria as an emerging market is reasonable and strategic. 

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are often unregulated like giant corporations (Soininen, 

2013; OECD, 2017); responsible leadership and agency characteristics influence strategic 

choices of business sustainability (Searcy, 2016; De Falco et al., 2019). Therefore, more 

sustainability knowledge and practice are necessary for value-for-money and relevance in the 

marketplace (Soininen, 2013; OECD, 2017). That is significant for national and regional 

economic growth and development like Nigeria (SMEDAN, 2017; Kolawole et al., 2018).   

 

Ayyagari et al. (2011) and The World Bank (2020) ascribed the conception and expectations 

of small businesses like SMEs to social-economic interplays and poverty eradication in 

emerging economies. However, SMEs have diverse contextual definitions, identities, and 

operations (Chendo, 2013). For most economies, SMEs are known by size, employment, and 

turnover (Soininen, 2013; Tell and Gabrielson, 2013). The SME has various economic and 

developmental perceptions, but its prominence was gained from being the economic bedrock 
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and development (AGC, 2015; Commission, 2018). SMEs attributed benefits like job 

creation, poverty elimination, living standard improvement, and innovativeness to earning 

such a title (Rezaee, 2016). The SME sector has significant visibility, global contributions to 

domestic products (GDP) and employment (OECD, 2013; Dimitratos et al., 2016). Therefore, 

sustainability aspirations for SMEs are invaluable social, economic, and environmental 

development solutions (SMEDAN, 2013), especially for emerging contexts challenged with 

extreme poverty. 

 

Nigeria, being the focused context, has been characterised and identified as the world's 

poverty headquarters following the World Poverty Clock 2018 report. The report used 

economic and demographic indicators (like GDP, population, and real-time forecast) to 

declare Nigeria's highest per capita demography living in abject poverty. Fifty-one per cent 

(51%) of Nigerians (105 million people) live below $1.90 (i.e., £1.44/day) daily as of June 

2018. The irking implication is that 43.69% of this population are energetic, uneducated, 

unemployable, or underemployed youths in ghettos and sub-urban cities (Simona, Varrella, 

2020). The potential implications are social-economic vices like dysfunctional families, 

explosive population growth, high social evils, high mortality rate, low living standards, and 

other social inequalities. A tragedy of exclusion for a country with enormous human capital 

potential and natural resources (De Wolfe, 2002). Such exclusion also promotes emotional 

and cultural challenges perpetuating depravity and poverty rather than reversing the trends 

undermining strategic sustainability initiatives (Kiron et al., 2013). These concerns remain 

relevant for social and economic sustainability interventions for all interested stakeholders in 

Nigeria's businesses and extreme poverty. 

 

1.2 Background to the Study -SMEs and Sustainability 

The sustainability of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) is not constrained to the 

engagement of the factors of production and the going concerns of a business alone. Instead, 

the integrated approach aligns with, and contextualised overreaching perspectives for the 

developmental agenda (Siegel et al., 2019). Though SMEs are characterised by positive social 

and economic contributions to nation buildings- like jobs creations, economic growth, and 

stability (Taiwo et al., 2012; Abiodun, 2014), they also generate negative environmental 

footprints. It becomes a broader sustainability problem when SMEs' collective economic, 

ecological, and social footprints are considered (Arosa et al., 2013; 2013; Soininen, 2013). 
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Therefore, the sustainability goal for SMEs is to thwart the negative environmental and social 

impacts while optimising the positive effects simultaneously (Johnson and Schaltegger, 2016).  

 

Business sustainability is a concept broadly ascribed to the pursuit of business growth, strategy 

and responsible practice of allocating resources (financial and non-financial) environmentally, 

socially and governance (ESG) (Tonello, Matteo & Singer, 2015; Rezaee, 2016). It involves 

balancing sustainability ideas/achievements in economic, governance, social, ethical, and 

environmental (EGSEE) (Brockett and Rezaee, 2012; Ng and Rezaee, 2015). Consequently, 

business sustainability generates economic and non-economic outputs through collective 

efficiency tools, governance, and opportunity for stakeholders' long-term value creations 

(Rezaee, 2016). 

 

Today's economic globalisation and the sustainability of small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs) were recognised within competitive survival and challenges- i.e., global, 

technological and sustainability (Prasanna et al., 2019). The pursuit for survival, 

improvements, availability of social capital, innovations, network and information sharing, 

technological adoptions, and productivity enhancements are influenced by resource readiness. 

In an organisational-resource-based context, the sustainability of SMEs is an implanted 

developmental strategy for harnessing contrasting perspectives like human resources and 

business concerns (Darcy et al., 2014). That composite model for effective, efficient, 

impactful talents for business bottom-line optimisations requires application and practice. 

 

That includes assessing the spectra of competencies and talent developments channelled for 

sustainability understanding, continuous growth and success (Darcy et al., 2014). However,  

Masocha (2018) related SME sustainability to its operational practices' outputs. This 

association is deduced and underpinned by financial sustainability, an economic indicator - a 

constant developmental barrier in emerging contexts (Shihadeh et al., 2019). Adopting 

context-specific solutions like guaranteed funds and policies can enhance SMEs' 

sustainability, economic growth and credit flexibility. 

 

Another way to improve the emerging context barriers is adopting composite business 

sustainability practices, understanding and systems management (sustainability management 

tools) (Johnson and Schaltegger, 2016). That encompasses integrating strategies within 
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various environmental, social, economic, and eco-efficiency analyses, life-cycle assessments 

(LCAs), social management systems, and sustainability reports. SMEs operating and relying 

on such aspirations could begin with practices like energy saving, improving public health, 

gender equality, promoting high living standards and environmental protection (Blundel et 

al., 2013; Raworth et al., 2018). Therefore, SMEs' sustainability is not in the rightness of 

expression or the definition of intention but in the cumulative solutions applicable to contexts 

and global issues. 

 

1.3 Statement of Problem- Nigerian SMEs 

Nigeria's small and medium enterprises (SMEs) have not made the needed developmental 

impacts despite the various interventions from successive governments. Experts' reports have 

identified Nigeria's deplorable performance and the alarming rate of SME failure (PWC, 

2019). A situation where 80% of registered SMEs fail within the first five years is 

unsustainable for global economic competition and development. Diverse scholars have also 

reported this Nigerian accelerating SMEs mortality rates in recent decades (Chendo, 2013; 

Etuk et al., 2014; Adeyemi et al., 2015; Taiwo et al., 2016; Soni, 2017). Though systemic 

inadequacies top the causal factors, the common slacks are operational (Orogbu et al., 2017). 

 

These operational slacks ranged from poor managerial awareness (Ikediashi et al., 2012) to 

risk cognition and lack of business plans (Urbański, 2013; Bjerregaard and Lauring, 2013), 

poor financial and accounting knowledge, insensitivity to environmental issues, and cultural 

discriminations (Muriithi, 2017; Woźniak et al., 2019). Others include low capacity, 

leadership inadequacies, poor market, and sustainability awareness (Thomas and Adekunle, 

2015; Afreen and Kumar, 2016; Samuel et al., 2017).  These problems have been consistent 

and confirmed by reports of the Nigeran SME Development Agency for decades now, inspite 

potential benefits of SMEs to the economy (SMEDAN, 2013). 

 

Aside from the performance, the practitioners' unique experience is a significant factor in 

global SME output (European Commission, 2011). Evidence shows a disproportionate 

outcome for the Nigerian SME situation by the African sub-regional analysis. For example, 

while South African SMEs are associated with prolonged insecurity and political instability 

(Guardian & Mail, 2017), Nigerian SMEs are known for strategic inadequacies (PWC, 2019). 

This underpinned the call for developing effective strategies to address mortality rates within 
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Nigeria and the sub-region by UNIDO ITPO (Nation's Industrial Development Organization's 

Investment and Technology Promotion Office) (Guardian, 2017). These cognitive and 

integrated strategic transformation has been recommended to bridge operational gaps 

(SMEDAN, 2013; Haanaes, 2016; Carollo and Guerci, 2018). 

 

Adopting sustainability frameworks is recommended for positive personal, organisational and 

national strategic impacts (Haque and Ntim, 2018). However, some scholars argue that the 

observation of frameworks does not necessarily provide coherent, user-friendly, and 

transparent sustainability practices with firms (Bernard et al., 2017). The argument is 

primarily relevant for mildly regulated SMEs in operations and reporting requirements or 

external evaluations. That leaves SMEs' degree of sustainability adoption managerial 

discretions, awareness, and willingness (Windolph et al., 2014). This stimulation further 

reinforces the inquisition to understand SMEs' operational position with sustainability 

practices and their integration in optimising developing contexts (Morioka, Evans and 

Carvalho, 2016). 

 

1.4 Motivation for Research Gaps 

Greater percentages of current literature on small and medium enterprise (SME) sustainability 

are driven by business issues and challenges in diverse contexts, especially within developing 

economies (ACCA, 2015; Salimzadeh et al., 2015; Muriithi, 2017; Eggers, 2020). Other 

studies within this area are submerged in developmental attributions for existential 

organisational issues (Etuk et al., 2014; Imeokparia et al., 2014; Matinaro et al., 2019; 

Woźniak et al., 2019; Lopes et al., 2020), and value creations and management tools (Johnson 

and Schaltegger, 2016; Bhamra et al., 2018; Shashi et al., 2018; Eniola et al., 2019). There 

are also common studies on strategic ramifications and dynamic capabilities (Bhamra et al., 

2018; Matinaro et al., 2018; Manzaneque-Lizano et al., 2019). The rest are entwined around 

sustainable development goals and framework exigencies like corporate social responsibility, 

governance, and green management approaches (Taylor, 2013; Dzigba, 2015; Turyakira, 

2017) in multidisciplinary studies and contexts. 

However, sustainability practice appears scanty in empirical studies within the SME literature 

(Bulgacov et al., 2015; Salas-Zapata et al., 2018). Studies on environmental orientations 

appear to follow the traditional trends for sustainability practices (Pimenta and Ball, 2015; 

Evangelista and Durst, 2016; Maranhão and Sant'ana, 2016; Nulkar, 2017), while green 
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energy initiatives (Ahmed, Alzgool and Shah, 2019), water and climatic values (Marshall et 

al., 2015; Al Bloushi et al., 2020) in diverse contexts which revolve around the manufacturing 

industry and economic explorations. The studies of sustainability practices in Nigeria often 

have an industry-specific focus (Chendo, 2013; Olawumi and Chan, 2019). Other numerous 

publications are conceptual papers with limited empirical and operational relevance for an 

emerging economy like Nigeria (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015; Daud, 2015; Pérez-lópez 

et al., 2015; Quarshie et al., 2016; Olaf Weber, 2017). Hence, fundamental caution was 

observed across contexts in filtering social and stakeholder uniqueness for SME sustainability 

practices as a study proposition.  

 

The stimulating gap for this investigation stems from the interplays of managerial dispositions 

for operating SMEs and integrated perspectives of sustainability practices (Rezaee, 2016). 

Studies on SME managerial traits are often associated with leadership roles interplaying with 

business outcomes (Dane and Pratt, 2007; Filatotchev and Nakajima, 2014; Carollo and 

Guerci, 2018) without sustainability trappings. This inadequacy signals the empirical 

inquisition for original interrogations of SME managers' characteristics linked to Nigeria's 

sustainability practices. Moreover, secondly reviewed literature directed investigation toward 

managerial dispositions and stakeholders' impacts on developing effective sustainability 

options (Bulgacov et al., 2015.p.158). Researchers ignored sustainability practice dimensions 

and suggested a future study by implication based on managers' dispositions and attitudes 

(Salas-Zapata et al., 2018.p.57). 

 

Finally, based on varying methodologies and political contexts, Chege and Wang (2020.p.10) 

suggested that future studies should investigate SME sustainability practices to confirm the 

economic relevance in enhancing SME identification, prioritisation, measurement, and 

disclosure of these practices. This evidence reinforces the study direction to bridge the 

Nigerian SME knowledge and practice gaps with plausible recommendations afterwards. 

  

1.5 Research Aim and Objectives.  

This study investigates the influence of stakeholders and managerial characteristics on 

sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs. The study explored and elucidated the diverse 

trappings of sustainability practices, the historical economy contexts, the SME concepts, and 
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the intertwined sustainability roles by various institutions and regions. The rationale for 

adopting SMEs' sustainability as development agents in Nigeria is also reviewed.  

 

The second part of the review covers the overarching institutional, organisational, and 

managerial factors influencing sustainability practices. Study literature covers a brief 

synthesis of sustainability development, the historical perspective of sustainability, and 

abridged sustainable development goals (SDG) from the triple bottom line concepts 

(Elkington, 1998). Emerging markets issues were also reviewed to deduce anticipations 

during field works. The intersections of literal insights and the research objectives decided the 

study's adoption of appropriate frameworks, philosophy, and methodologies. The research 

explored SME owners/managers and stakeholder perspectives as a practice-based study. 

These perspectives include participants' backgrounds, orientations, operational experience, 

and individual perceptions of SME sustainability concerns (Bolton and Landells, 2015). 

 

The review also identifies contemporary practice bottlenecks and critically evaluates the long-

term sustainability initiatives from interdisciplinary literature, practice gaps, and policy 

reformations. The following research objectives and questions have been set to guide this 

thesis's design, implementation, and evaluation phases into more profound insights.  

RO1. Critically and extensively explore existing literature to understand sustainability better. 

RO2. Investigate and evaluate stakeholders' impact on sustainability practices.  

RO3. Examine and evaluate sustainability practices from the field as operational in Nigerian 

SMEs. 

RO4. Develop a practical sustainability framework/model for SMEs that managers can 

implement and monitor their operations in a developing economy like Nigeria. 

The following questions guide this study: 

▪ What are the current antecedents influencing sustainability practices in SMEs? 

▪ How do the manager's characteristics influence sustainability practices in Nigerian 

SMEs?   

▪ How can stakeholders influence SMEs' sustainability practices in Nigeria? 
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Figure 1.0: Thesis Overview. 

 

1.6. Research Methodology  

The fundamentals of this research focus on the influences of managerial characteristics and 

stakeholders on Nigerian SME sustainability practices. It follows an eight-step thesis model 

of the research process, including a research overview; aims and objectives; literature reviews 

and formulation of frameworks; defining the research approach; identifying data sources and 

collections; data analysis; thesis writing; and research evaluation. 

 

An interpretive perspective became a suitable philosophical view for revealing the impacts of 

SME managerial characteristics and stakeholders on Nigerian sustainability practices. A 

qualitative inductive approach was adopted in leading the research investigation. A semi-

structured interview instrument was used in collecting SME owners'/managers' and 

stakeholders' experiential data. The current research employed a purposive (specifically, an 

opportunistic) sampling approach and got 31 stakeholder interviews; 22 SME 

owners/managers and nine expert stakeholders to understand the Nigerian phenomenon. The 

data analysis was thematically conducted to generate data structures, interpretive themes and 

narrative dimensions.  

 

1.6 Thesis Original Contributions  

The gaps in sustainability knowledge, attitudes, and practices (KAP) for diverse contexts and 

stakeholders (Salas-Zapata et al., 2018p.57) led to the first objective to understand the 

contemporary antecedents influencing sustainability practices. The thesis contributions 

suggested dimensional factors like political, governmental, cultural, societal, economic and 

business orientations. With this knowledge contribution, SME stakeholders and practitioners 
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in emerging contexts like Nigeria require this repository for operational and strategic 

integration for sustainability practices. The knowledge is also a contextual feasibility map for 

business decisions, especially for SME investors and financiers. The results also provided 

forward integrations for governance advocacy and ethical bases for realising SMEs' 

sustainability practices. Finally, the emerging business orientation factors extend the 

management requirements within the stakeholder frame. 

 

Another original contribution of this thesis is linked to the gaps in managerial activity and 

responsibility in developing effective strategic sustainability practices (Bulgacov et al., 2015. 

p.158), among diverse nuances. The dimensional insights of managerial impacts suggested 

include owners'/managers’ observable characteristics and cognitive capabilities. The 

backward integration confirms the Upper Echelon theory (Hambrick and Mason, 2010) in the 

Nigerian SME context, except for the neutrality of gender characterisation in sustainability 

practices. This contribution suggested that managers’ physical and cognitive capabilities are 

necessary for hiring actors/agents in envisioned sustainability practices/engagements. Other 

deeper knowledge contributions to managerial characteristics include motivations and social-

cultural nuances. These factors stimulate policy changes and cultural reforms by educating 

the informal sectors and mainstreaming the Igbo apprenticeship scheme (IAS). 

 

Finally, the contributions of Nigerian stakeholders' dispositions to sustainability practices are 

elicited from the gaps in SMEs' performance in developing economies (Chege and Wang, 

2020.p.10). these emerged in two-dimensional factors: managerial alignments and stakeholder 

interventions. The contributions on managerial alignment resonate with practical demands on 

managers' skills, cognitive excellence and entrepreneurial culture that influence SME 

sustainability practices. These alignments are sustainable directions for Nigerian 

organisational (SME)  policies and institutional enhancement. Stakeholders’ intervention is 

another practical contribution focusing on policy, education, political and power devolution 

and cultural reformations as stakeholders' responsibilities for sustainable SME practices in 

Nigeria. The Nigerian stakeholders include legislators, educational stakeholders, foreign 

investors and policy advocates who have substantive duties in Nigerian sustainability 

progress. The theoretical contribution here is aligning business (corporate) stakeholders' 

impact classifications of inter and external influences. 
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1.7 The Thesis Scope 

This thesis scope aimed to understand the ramifications of business sustainability in the 

emerging context of Nigeria. The proposition led to understanding the contemporary factors 

influencing adopting sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs. Additional scope of 

understanding the impacts of managerial characteristics and stakeholders on Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices in the same context was covered. The qualitative interpretive 

methodology was adopted by interviews with Nigerian SME owners/managers and 

stakeholders to extract research data. Data was collected from thirty-one (31) random but 

willing Nigerian respondents. They include twenty-two (22) SME owners/managers and nine 

(9) Stakeholders. 

 

The thesis aims, objectives and research questions were observations of the gaps in literature 

reviews. Research data were framed with the Upper Echelon concept to inform managerial 

characteristics, while the stakeholder theory framed the stakeholders' perspective of Nigerian 

SME sustainability practices. Thematic analysis was embraced to make sense of participants’ 

narrations through the step or order system using the data structure. 

 

The research participants are Nigerian SME owners/managers and knowledgeable 

stakeholders/experts in SME practices. Nigerian SMEs remained the rationale for 

investigations, asides from participants' cooperation and willingness. The diverse study 

limitations have been discussed in the limitation section. The criteria for selecting SME 

owners/managers include availability, willingness and sustainability reputations, like having 

a registered SME that meets standard definitions and is locally managed. The SME 

stakeholders/experts were selected based on their interfaces with SMEs as either private 

consultants or public sector agents for SME sustainability development. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 

2.1: Sustainability  

This section critically reviews the works of literature on sustainability concepts, 

interpretations and phenomenology. It further examined the understanding of sustainability 

practices, the historical evolution of sustainability concepts, sustainable development goals 

(SDGs) and the overlapping dimensions of sustainability. Further empirical and practitioners' 

perceptions of sustainability ideas are reviewed based on diverse stakeholders' views and 

organisational/ managerial impacts of sustainability. The chapter also carefully examined the 

relevant influences on sustainability practices in emerging economies. These reviews aim to 

extrapolate sustainability baselines and necessary insights for evaluating the dimensional 

sustainability concept for investigations. 

 

The chapter back-burner concentrated on empirical reviews examining and substantiating 

theoretical frameworks suitable for the research aim and objectives. Upon condensing and 

exfoliating the research aims and objectives, emphasis is placed on managerial characteristics 

and stakeholders’ impacts on Nigerian SME sustainability practices to investigate. Reviewing 

contemporary literature and organisational theory anticipates suitable frameworks for 

sustainability practices fieldwork (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2006). Subsequently, the Stakeholder 

theory and the Upper Echelon concept were considered and reviewed to frame, articulate, 

describe, and support the emerging study’s rationalisation. That framing also cascaded into 

the subsequent chapter of exploring philosophical and methodological dimensions embraced 

in understanding business sustainability practices in Nigeria. 

 

2.11: Sustainability Practices. 

The modern sustainability concept is rooted in Brundtland's Report on sustainable 

development ideas of 1987, known as the World Commission on Environment and 

Development. It is embedded in ideas, initiatives, agendas, practices or development-driven 

concepts that "…meet the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED, 1987.p8). Based on this definition, 

researchers have spun and interpreted sustainability as balancing perspectives (between social, 

environmental, or economic) for short- and long-term performances (Wirtenberg et al., 
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2007a). Others reasoned sustainability within the intergenerational relevance of meeting the 

present needs without compromising future generations' ability to meet theirs (Perez-Batres, 

Miller and Pisani, 2010; Wolf, 2014; Salinas Fernández et al., 2020). 

 

The definition of sustainability practice has an interchangeable perception with sustainability 

performance in many literatures (Sharma and Henriques, 2005; Schneider and Meins, 2012; 

Garcia et al., 2016; Shashi et al., 2018). For instance, Sharma and Henriques (2005) perceived 

sustainability practice/performance as evaluating stakeholders' strategic and operational 

procedures for achieving social and ecological concerns. That measures the practical 

governance mechanism for fostering the triple bottom-line framework implementations of 

sustainability. Schneider and Meins (2012) also regarded sustainability practice as 

implementing sustainability-oriented functions through managerial value creation. Such 

managerial implementations include financial and non-financial processes that enhance 

necessary governance and firms' sustainability. 

 

Wolf (2014) considered sustainability practices as positive organisational contributions, like 

positive reputations, bottom line impacts, boosting team morale, and customers' experience, 

while simultaneously countering external culpabilities in driving sustainability management. 

Rezaee (2016) regarded sustainability practices as integrating dimensional factors like 

economic, governance, social, ethical, and environmental (EGSEE) for strategic, cultural and 

value creation and reporting. Contrarily, Katiyar et al. (2018) held sustainability practices as 

the motivating performances necessary for long-term survival and competitive advantage. 

That definition endorsed the Brundtlands' report and reinforced good ideas, engagements, and 

movements within diverse political and business communities (Gao and Bansal, 2013).  

 

Shashi et al. (2018) considered sustainability practice as integrated implementations and 

orientations of sustainability notions in businesses for strategic fulfilments, legal obligations 

and competitive achievements. This integrated model presents a self-review and desirable 

reputational projections for economic motivations rather than sustainability practices' 

objective and comprehensive goal (Gao and Bansal, 2013). In a similar but specific view, 

(Mani and Gunasekaran (2018) referred to sustainability practice as integrating social 

sustainability ideas within business operations and supply chain fields. These social 
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sustainability goals include promoting poverty reduction, equality, meeting basic needs, 

qualitative living, using natural resources, and recycling products. 

 

The conceptualisation of sustainability practice along the triple-bottom-line reasoning 

signifies business practices that promote economic viability, social responsibility, and 

environmental friendliness. These associations are common among scholars (Garcia et al., 

2016; KKlll and Kuzey, 2018; Chiaramonte et al., 2020). The encompassing implications 

suggested that strategic sustainability practices are wrapped within social responsibilities, and 

sound environmental policies to grow economic values amount to sustainability practices 

(Chiaramonte et al., 2020a). Haugh et al. (2010) and Banerjee (2011) maintained that the lack 

of universality in scrutinising standard practices hinders the inconsistency in defining 

sustainability practices. This established unevenness in measuring sustainability practices is 

often unique context-driven and the subjectivity of social sustainability demands (Banerjee, 

2011). The predominant economic and environmental sustainability dimensions are mainly 

quantitative, with convertible matrixes for sustainability practices.  

 

Compensating social and environmental issues with economic activities is another reason for 

the non-universal definition of sustainability practices (Banerjee, 2011). This has remained a 

non-normative focus for profitability and competitiveness for businesses (especially SMEs). 

Furthermore, the practical necessities promoted by corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 

stakeholder theory require more justifications for economic sustainability to resolve social and 

environmental problems (Friedman, 2017; Wood, 2017). Nevertheless, the central tendency 

for practical sustainability is to create dimensional balances (social, economic and 

environmental) for all generations (WCED, 1987a). Bridging the acceptable balances between 

the present and the future has remained the stimulating aspirations and functional harness 

institutions, and stakeholders need as sustainability practices.  

 

Lawrence et al. (2008) summed sustainability practice as the links and alliances that influence 

strategic uptakes, characterised by relational qualities, reciprocated for governance 

mechanisms and standard policies. This considered strategic reduction in critical parts and 

costs for opportunity maximisation and organisational attainment. The attainment includes 

mutual awareness, equity norms, coordinated stakeholders and developed trust for innovative 

collaborations with given abilities (Lawrence et al., 2008). The study also identified 
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proactiveness, personal impact, and expertise influence environmental norms and practices in 

addressing sustainability issues. 

 

Scholars like Cloutier and Pfeiffer (2015),  Schaltegger et al. (2016)  and Kou et al. (2018) 

Kou et al. (2018) also agreed that stakeholder collaboration and active role play/actions as 

acceptable sustainability practices within public and private organisations. Moreover, with 

such measures in solving the world's problems (social and environmental) lies unlimited 

economic or business opportunities at the bottom of the pyramid (Hart, 2005). Burger and 

Christen (2011) considered sustainability practices a problem-solving strategy/idea for 

developmental phenomena. Such phenomena include "…projects with future orientation 

normative power, justice, universality, limited natural conditions, and high-level strategic 

actions" (Burger and Christen, 2011.p788).  

 

Evans et al. (2017)  perceived sustainability practices in business as detailed models' strategies 

for stimulating changes, rethinking theories, innovations or adjustments knitted with 

supporting the environment. This implies developing flexible companies adaptable to 

changing situations to create stakeholders' values. Nwokorie and Obiora (2018) held that 

sustainability practice is a practical idea that implements the 17 sustainable development goals 

(SDGs) for the well-being of all world citizens. By implication, formal and informal sectors 

are responsible for realising and complying with SDG principles to minimise the neglect and 

disharmony between businesses and the hosting environments (Nwokorie and Obiora, 2018). 

 

Sustainability practice aggregates concepts that illustrate cultural leadership, advocates help 

paradigms and think with professional brands (Bohle and Marone, 2021). Professional 

practices here refer to human interactions with the ecological system, which depends on space, 

time, and ethically sound choices regarding technical awareness and environmental, 

economic, cultural, and political limits in different contexts. In the study on environmental 

sustainability, Ukko et al. (2018) held that the implementation or practical principles can be 

characterised as sustainability practice in diverse ways. This doctrine is preceded by 

articulating contextual definitions, establishing desired goals, value highlights, and term (short 

or long) measurements (Diesendorf, 2000; Ukko et al., 2018).  
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Other scholars perceived sustainability practices in large businesses integrating functions like 

social responsibilities or state projects to their economic objectives (Bolton and Landells, 

2015; Ari, 2018). However, this proposition is bounded by organisational resource capabilities 

to perform and sustain the assigned business objective. Sustainability practice is also 

considered a collaborative effort necessary for mobilising and developing social movements 

(Vries, 2019). That includes social sensitisations, advocacy for alternatives, promotions, 

redemptive programmes, reformation of norms, and revolutionary living against harmful 

social-cultural beliefs or habits. 

 

Fairbrother (2017) stated that promoting sustainability includes organising and controlling 

institutions towards predetermined objectives. Institutions like the family, religious 

associations, governments at various levels, and educational institutions need to inculcate the 

pursuit of excellence and SMART (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-

bound) frameworks for all stakeholders. Crafting sustainability designs in science and 

technology fosters clean water, green energy, innovative and renewable productions and other 

modalities of practical sustainability (Wijethilake, 2017; De Clercq et al., 2018). Negotiating 

compromise grounds among stakeholders (social, economic or environmental) to enhance 

alternative performances is also a sustainability practice (Honig and Acquaah, 2016). The act 

of negotiation is emphasised by many sustainability scholars and linked to stakeholders-based 

conception, construction and diffusing of sustainability strategies (Dibie and Okere, 2015; 

Okeke, Ibenwa and Okeke, 2017).  

 

While Mitra (2016) submitted that sustainability practices call for organised and enabled 

resilience with adaptive alternatives in management. This type of orientation for systemic 

resilience means listening to stakeholders, adapting new communication practices, and 

designing new measures and standards for transformative success. The idea also supports 

reworking existing models and living practices in changing social and environmental 

conditions (Mitra, 2016). 

 

Sustainability practice is described as upholding the equilibrium between social and economic 

systems, with mutual interactions devoid of common defects (Dibie and Okere, 2015). That 

suggests that social-economic activities must be concerned with harmful environmental 

footprints to human and animal lives. Chams et al. (2019) stated that organisational tasks of 
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maintaining equilibrium without disproportionate tilting are relevant if sustainability 

orientations and practices remain the panacea for corporate objectives. Regardless of levels 

and sizes in harnessing workable capabilities and strategies, that also is true (Goyal et al., 

2015; Chams and García-blandón, 2019). However, (Johnson and Schaltegger, 2016) 

maintained that dimensional sustainability equilibrium exists and is possible within firms 

practising it. It, however, requires an approach that integrates viable assumptions and 

development involving efforts, strategies, reporting, and even practices across the platforms 

in a persistent manner (Johnson and Schaltegger, 2016). This balancing notion is supported 

by ecological, social, and economic sustainability practices  (Strezov, Evans and Evans, 2017).  

 

In the building environment, sustainability practices are considered the integration of 

materials and methods used in constructing and maintaining a structure that meets the present 

needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet theirs (Thanikal et al., 

2019). That is hinged on the global awareness that development and enhancement of 

production must include the protection of the environment, upholding social justice, and 

eradicating human challenges. This multidisciplinary integration of thoughts and decision 

recognises specific problems and solutions within a place and project. While in the (palm) oil 

refinery, sustainability practice is seen through strategic outcomes due to evolving technology 

in the industry. All strategies are bounded to continuous operational efficiency improvement, 

and reducing carbon footprints is considered a sustainability practice/outcome (Chan, 

Lakshmanan and Yung, 2020). Furthermore, the installation of improved technologies, 

replacement of old with newer equipment, switching to lower carbon emission designs, 

elimination of chemical dosage, recovering and recycling of utilities, implementation of 

innovative ideas, reductions of consumption, and clean working environment are considered 

as sustainability practices (Chan, Lakshmanan and Yung, 2020). 

 

Maranhão and Sant'ana (2016) conceptualised sustainability by saving water and energy, 

reducing waste, and using alternative transportation. That was based on the model of 

production and consumption in developed countries, which needs to change. The study called 

for modification of international economic relations to reduce imbalances, inequalities, and 

the high level of dependence between countries. The interpretations are more of desired 

outcomes than operational strategies. Some detailed steps to sustainability practices include 
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consciously promoting a new developmental model to reduce pollution and increase the 

quality of life for all (Maranhão and Sant’ana, 2016). 

 

Human resources management (HRM) perceived sustainability as the ability to 

simultaneously accept and pursue multiple and paradoxical corporate concerns (Guerci and 

Carollo, 2016). These corporate sustainability concerns are business versus values 

orientations, organisational insider versus outsider, and short-term versus long-term foci 

(Carollo and Guerci, 2018). (Jacobsen, Korsgaard and Günzel-Jensen, 2020) view 

sustainability practice as the approach that fits a firm's sustainability maturity rather than 

generic strategies. That was articulated with the sustainability practice cycle that flows into 

four categories: inspiration, information, productions, and collaborations (Jacobsen, 

Korsgaard and Günzel-Jensen, 2020). The active practices here are productive capabilities and 

collaborative efforts. Integrative approaches increase sustainability intentions in realising 

focused business objectives, from intentions to system building (actions) (Jacobsen, 

Korsgaard and Günzel-Jensen, 2020). 

 

Sustainability practices in finance are interpreted as aggressive policies for a firm's 

autonomous growth (Alhadhrami and Nobanee, 2019). Growth here is a function of a gradual 

increase in solvency, equity, and efficient management of accounts payable. The increased 

efficiency is using financial resources to grow turnover through sales promotion, inventory 

reduction, and rationing working capital. For small businesses, Ukko et al. (2018) referred to 

sustainability practices as the "systematic encouragement and exploration of a varying range 

of internal and external sources in the development of environmentally, socially, and 

economically sustainable technologies, services, business models, and other initiatives" 

(Ukko et al., 2018). That extends the focus beyond business operation into fostering and 

educational dimensions of managers for value creation through newer opportunities and 

stakeholders' active collaboration for innovative solutions. 

 

Sustainability practices also emerged with two varying complexities, which include the 

operational meaning and evaluation dynamics [with universal indicators] for corporate 

sustainability (Schneider and Meins, 2012). Based on these reviews, the definition of 

sustainability practices varies with context, dimensions and scholarship. In small and medium 

enterprises (SME) and emerging economies contexts, it will be valuable to construct 
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definitions that would guide the understanding of sustainability practices in this study. Hence, 

sustainability practices would be considered integrated business strategies that stimulate 

development, changes, innovations, and attainment of SME objectives within dimensional 

factors like economic, governance, social, ethical, and environmental (EGSEE) relevant 

across generations. Subsequent interpretation of the concept of sustainability practices would 

assume this construct to maintain uniform insights within diverse contexts of the study. As 

discussed in the subsequent sections, historical insights and active stakeholders' interplay are 

important in further understanding the concept and envisaging a sustainable future (Ongolo et 

al., 2018).  

 

 

2.12: Historical Development of Sustainability Concept. 

Sustainability as a phenomenon may have become a popular idea, but the concept is embedded 

and as old as human civilisation (Beddoea et al., 2009). The history of sustainability has been 

linked to human domination of the ecological systems from the earliest civilisation in solving 

the environmental crisis created by explorations with sustainability solutions (Wright, 2004). 

Earlier, the inherent need for sustainability was connected to unrestrained human and animal 

activities(Mebratu, 1998a). Wright (2004) rationalised these activities as the complete 

agrarian reliance on the environment for structures (houses, bridges), self-subsistence, and 

survival (Wright, 2004). The continued trend led to dysfunctional environmental and social 

systems as a logical consequence. Human unrestrained activities like regional conflicts and 

wars, unrestrained production and consumption, and adherence to harmful cultural beliefs 

deepened global sustainability needs (Abdulwaheed et al., 2012; Ongolo et al., 2018). 

Wilderer (2007) suggested that the term sustainability was earliest mentioned within forestry 

literature in the sixteen century (1713). It was derived from a German terminology- 

'Nachhaltigkeit', which translates to 'not to harvest more than what the forest yields in new 

growth', as it is traditional for farmers to preserve resources for a future generation against 

extinction (Kuhlman and Farrington, 2010). The futuristic intrinsics developed two opposing 

thoughts: care for humanity and concern for nature. While the latter is focused on adapting 

and harmonising natural resources (conservatives), the former is progressively conquering 

natural resources for perpetuity (Kuhlman and Farrington, 2010). While their approaches to 
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life and reasoning may differ, it is arguable that they both have a synchronised aim of ensuring 

the perpetuity of life and survival. 

 

Caradonna (2014) presented another historical dimension of sustainability rooted in the 

progression of agricultural success, population explosion, and, consequently, scarcity. The 

16th-century industrial revolution was considered a strategic solution to material scarcity 

(Wright, 2004). Pitelis (2004) regarded proffering solutions to lack further enmeshed 

environmental issues with emerging technological advancements in construction, mass 

transportation, and industrial combustion coals. That relegates the high impact of science and 

technology in supporting worldwide lives to deeper sustainability concerns (Pitelis, 2004). 

Other deteriorating contributions to environmental degradation of the period include the 

exploitation of forests, mountains, and the deep oceans for commercial and industrial purposes 

(Journeault, 2016). However, it is unclear what sustainability strategies mitigate the impacts 

and the corresponding stakeholders' response. These conflicts about environmental concerns 

and economic pursuits remained the concerted aspirations sustainability initiatives are 

expected to address. 

 

However, the solidarity initiatives of regional governments to address the ecological, social 

and economic issues began the contemporary and universal historic footprint for sustainability 

as a concept. At the end of World War II in 1945, four thematic aspirations emerged that 

eventually paved the quest for sustainability in all disciplines. The themes include; world 

peace, freedom, environment and development (Bjerregaard and Lauring, 2013). It became 

necessary to pursue these ideas because the world war ended, but regional struggles and arms 

races continued with potential nuclear exposure and global vulnerability during the cold war 

era (Kaplan, 2000). These themes continued evolving through re-characterisation and 

reinterpretations until 1992 at the Earth Summit. 'Sustainable Development Agenda emerged 

in the 1992 united nations (UN) Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) as 

a result of the same pursuit (Parry, 2012). 

  

Before 1992, the United Nations (NU) summit of 1968 on the Economic and Social Council 

(ECOSOC) resolved to convene and support conferences that focus on human interaction with 

the environment(DeSombre, 2006). That UN conference also held another summit in 1972, 

called the 'Stockholm Conference', that produced mandates and actionable guidelines on 
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environmental issues for regional and international governments and organisations. 

Specifically, the Stockholm conference was commissioned to concentrate on the human 

environment and sustainable development by utilising resources [species and ecosystems] 

(Robert, 2005). The commission, led by Gro Harlem Brundtland, the former Prime Minister 

of Norway, published her report in 1987. That report was later called the Brundtland 

Commission Report (Robert, 2005; DeSombre, 2006). 

 

The Brundtland Report was introduced and integrated with theories of economic development, 

environmental protection, and social justice(Bjerregaard and Lauring, 2013). That stimulated 

and generated solutions for contemporary issues with incremental values for other problems 

since they are interrelated (Robert, 2005). The commission focused on and reconciled the 

inconsistencies between the 1972 conference on the human environment and the 1980 strategy 

of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (Kuhlman and Farrington, 2010). 

Poverty eradication emerged in the reports' solution as it clearly stated, "see instead of the 

possibility for a new era of economic growth, one that must be based on policies that sustain 

and expand the environmental resource base…let it be essential to relieve the great poverty 

that is deepening in much of the developing world" (WCED, 1987).  

 

The report's linking poverty to the developing world triggered further interrogation for 

understanding. Mood and Jonsson (2016) strongly described poverty as a lack or absence of 

economic resources, social depravity, and neglect that inhibit resourcefulness and political 

participation. This definition is arguably narrow and insensitive to contexts if thoroughly 

analysed. There is no unilateral description of sufficient economic resources or a single social 

lens to depravity, neglect, and political participation (Glass, Cook and Ingersoll, 2016). Aside 

from such scholarly reasoning, the evidence of natural endowments is mostly identifiable with 

the developing and poor contexts (Wijethilake, 2017). 

 

The debates on the 'Environment' and 'Development' continued among scholars to understand 

what suits the singular narrative. For instance, some scholars hold the environment as the 

simplistic natural-geographical location or the space accommodated for human interactions 

and economic activities (Ghadge et al., 2017; Folk, 2018; Effiom and Etim Edet, 2018;  

Schleicher et al., 2018). Some uphold the environment within the built or artificial terms 

(Amaratunga et al., 2002; Siew, Rowlinson and Kong, 2016; Raworth et al., 2018). This 
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includes conceptual or constructed platforms like business explorations that ensure finite 

realities are maintained for posterity. In contrast, development is characterised as a need to 

satisfy people with low incomes and emerging nations or societies of many political 

communities (Parry, 2012; Bjerregaard and Lauring, 2013; Ibietan, Jide and Ekhosuehi, 

2013). This perhaps explains the benign minimisation of the concept and actions adopted by 

the wealthy and developed countries- a definition of self-alienation from the unwealthy. It is 

not surprising that Parry (2012) differed from such an idea and posited that development is 

what should be done to improve the quality of life in every context/scenario, as both 

environment and development are connected. 

 

Based on this concept, many international organisations like UNEP, the Club of Rome, 

Greening the Blue, the United Nations, and regional governments converge towards policies 

and acceptable standards to address environmental and developmental issues (Robert, 2005). 

The 'Earth Summit, a UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), 

developed 21 points agenda to improve the concept in 1992 (Kaimuri and Kosimbei, 2017). 

The international agreement on climate change and biodiversity principles on the forest has a 

similar focus (National Research Council, 1999). The World Summit on Sustainability 

Development in Johannesburg- South Africa, reaffirmed and made the agenda foci for 

commitments in 2002 (Eklund, 2014). This has spread worldwide in different countries and 

corporate organisations(Bjerregaard and Lauring, 2013). 

 

Peace, freedom, equality, development and environmental sustainability remained relevant for 

practice regardless of the varying expansions and understandings. Against this backdrop, the 

World Commissions were created to study and produce a bifocal strategic report that links 

those aspirations with implementable practices (WCED, 1987b). That shows how the pursuit 

of one great value will require others. The risks of unsustainable living can only be imagined 

in reality, and such dangers are inundated in literature by green movements and civil society 

organisations (Everingham, 2012; Millicent and Philip, 2017; Sroufe et al., 2018). Broadly, 

the predictive dangers of unrestrained human pursuits for modernity and industrial activities 

are highlighted as responsible for sustainability issues. Some include pollution, food 

shortages, business failures, increasing health challenges, and deaths (Ezeah, Chukwunonye 

and Robert, 2012; Searcy, 2012; Vries, 2019). Since businesses and economic activities 
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cannot be promptly submerged, the rationalisation and limit of expectations for corporate 

sustainability would be explored in line with established goals and standards. 

 

2.13: Sustainable Development Goals. 

The United Nations regional governments' endorsement and adoption of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) 2015 mark a new era for global development agendas. This 

developmental drive for sustainability shifted the international attention from the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) to SDGs. That is to emphasise the development interconnectivity 

of national environments, socials, and economics as SDGs targets (Blanc, 2015). Such 

ambition produced comprehensive and robust objectives for nations to pursue. Bell et al. 

(2012) suggest SDGs are designed for businesses to challenge predictable future outcomes 

critically. That involves managing reputational risks, responsibility to megatrends (like 

globalisations and digitisations), and transparency of investors' demands. A collaborative 

blueprint shows that the SDGs are not roles for businesses to achieve unilaterally (PWC, 

2018); governments' collaborative support with enterprises is necessary to modify impactful 

policies and practices (PWC, 2018). It is amenable for businesses to recognise the relevance 

of these developmental goals in their goods and services delivery practices.  

 

The urgent and increasing need for sustainability practices cannot be overemphasised as the 

world seeks solutions to social and environmental impacts exacerbated by global south 

economic traits and pandemics. Bell et al. (2012) suggest the encouragement of innovations 

and capabilities, ethical behaviours, stewardship, leading with strategic partnerships, 

governance best practices, and integrated reporting systems. Aligning overall business 

management with SDGs is advised to drive opportunity, prosperity, and trust for a sustainable 

future (Schaltegger et al., 2022). Encouragingly, collaborative efforts between diverse 

stakeholders and academics helped positively through action research, case studies, and 

workshops to further and alter developmental concepts like business sustainability practices 

(Tajik and Minkler, 2006). 

 

Therefore, business managers and leaders have fundamental roles in meeting the United 

Nations' 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and their 169 associated targets (Davies, 

2015). The skillsets for an organisational role and ethical commitment of management 

worldwide placed managers at the frontline of planning and implementing these goals 
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(Tavanti, 2010). Business managers in the global south economies are expected to prioritise 

discussions and interventions around social and environmental Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). The organisational goals and management capabilities determine how these 

goals are pursued and implemented (Tavanti, 2010). National and international communities 

must continue to drive research and policy-supporting developmental initiatives to achieve 

these necessary goals globally. The sustainable development goals and commitments 

managers need to actualise skillfully are listed below: 

SDG 1 -To end poverty in all its forms everywhere, 

SDG 2 -To end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable 

agriculture, 

SDG 3 -To ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all ages,  

SDG 4-To provide inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all,  

SDG 5-To Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls,  

SDG 6 - To ensure the availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for 

all, 

SDG 7 -To Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all, 

SDG 8 -To promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 

employment and decent work for all, 

SDG 9 -To build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialisation 

and foster innovation,  

SDG 10 -To reduce inequality within and among countries,  

SDG 11- To make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable, 

SDG 12 -To ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns,  

SDG 13 -Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts, 

SDG 14 -To Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 

sustainable development, 

SDG 15- To Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably 

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

loss, 

SDG 16 -To promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide 

access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels 

targets, and  
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SDG 17 To strengthen the means of implementation and revitalise the global partnership for 

sustainable development. 

The rationale for different stakeholders' engagement and findings in any of the sets or whole 

will subsequently be explored in the empirical reviews. 

 

2.14: Corporate Sustainability. 

The modern conceptualisation of sustainability in literature is curled from the Brundtland 

Report, which defines sustainable development (or simply sustainability) as the development 

that meets the present needs without jeopardising the future generation's ability to meet their 

needs (WCED, 1987). Since then, varying definitions of the concept have emerged, depending 

on the disciplines, dimensions, and regional context. Sustainability perception covers policies, 

standards, and frameworks (Silk and Lu, 2015; Baral and Pokharel, 2017; Westman, 

McKenzie and Burch, 2020), practice /performance, strategy, innovation, and leadership 

orientation (Bulgacov et al., 2015; Dissanayake, 2021), and solution notions, dimensional 

outlooks, organisational culture and others (Loreta, 2013; Chigbu, 2015; Rizos et al., 2016; 

Reynolds, Sheehan and Hilliard, 2018). However, this section explores the empirical 

perception of corporate sustainability within diverse contexts. 

 

In an attempt to define corporate sustainability, Penzenstadler (2013)  suggested the 

implementation of frameworks to guide firms toward balanced and equitable productions and 

utilisations. Understandably, the underpinning of corporate sustainability to production 

optimisation from an engineering context is very narrow and not generalisable. However, 

Goyal et al. (2015) considered corporate sustainability as the practice of identifying and 

prioritising the allocation of limited resources logically for corporate performance 

improvements. These improvement performances include pursuing market values, 

environment management and strategies like pollution prevention, research and development,  

corporate governance and investor responsibility (Goyal, Rahman and Kazmi, 2015). While 

this elaboration is enhancing, detailed responsibility of this corporate performance is ignored, 

especially for SMEs. 

 

Engert and Baumgartner (2016) suggested that corporate sustainability entails bridging 

strategic formulation and implementing sustainability values and initiatives. The article 

identified the supporting themes to successfully implement corporate sustainability, including 
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organisational structure, organisational culture, leadership, management control, employee 

motivation and qualifications, and communication (Engert and Baumgartner, 2016). The 

study's insight is relevant to stakeholders interested in practically translating strategic ideas 

and formulations. It also covers the practical challenges and coping mechanisms in emerging 

contexts like this research objective. Empirical gaps for social sustainability dimensions that 

examined concerns like employee motivation and communications were identified in 

corporate settings. Nevertheless, few works have embraced this challenge, especially in 

emerging contexts. 

 

Corporate sustainability is complicated even with congenial definitions but aims to flourish 

businesses perpetually for human and other lives (Marshall, 2011). Little wonder, 

"sustainability is said to be gained when everything is working well with everything" (Young, 

T. Scott and Dhanda, 2013.p.14). Futuristic orientation, strategic problem-solving, and 

developmental adequacy are characteristics of sustainability businesses' needs for high-level 

strategic actions (Penzenstadler, 2013). Actions, implementations, or practices are the logical 

roles and responsibilities to engage in business shifts and innovations. This thinking stimulates 

questions that narrow the focus and adequately address a better understanding of the concept. 

For example,  what to be sustained, why it should be sustained, and for whom businesses 

should be sustained often unfolds. Hence, corporate sustainability is estimated on the borders 

of improving business ideas /systems and the stakeholder implications of such businesses. 

 

Some scholars have argued that corporate sustainability does not, in practice, represent 

stakeholders' interests except for customer satisfaction to avoid social and environmental 

jeopardy (Siegel et al., 2019; Alipour et al., 2020; Pham-Do and Pham, 2020). Central themes 

operating within social responsibility, reliability, transparency, and stakeholders' engagements 

/feedback are avoided where normative forces are weak. Views earlier strengthened such 

perceptions that the sustainability concept is ambiguous, multi-faceted, and politically charged 

within the business lexicon (Funk, 2003).  Searcy (2012) objected to the stand, explaining that 

multi-faceted and multi-layered definitions of sustainability elucidate further understandings 

across disciplines with philosophical stimuli and extensive characterisation for applications. 

(Young,  Scott and Dhanda, 2013) also hold multidisciplinary definitions of sustainability as 

a concept, which reinforces the assertions by some authors that nobody knows the exact 

meaning of corporate sustainability. However, they (Young and Dhanda, 2013) accepted that 
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multidisciplinary views are geared toward all embeddedness of stakeholders' concerns and 

responsibilities. 

 

Corporations and businesses need to offer products and services with credibility and 

awareness. This addresses the interconnected interdependence of economic, environmental 

and social sustainability requirements at different levels (Hahn et al., 2015). However, 

instrumental and value logic scholars believe economic sustainability is superior to the other 

dimension (Gao and Bansal, 2013; Garriga and Melé, 2013). Their reasoning posits that 

business capabilities are enhanced with economic benefits to address environmental or 

societal concerns financially. This view is opposed by many realists and scientists as corporate 

financial benefits that are limited in addressing specific ecological or social situations (Hahn 

et al., 2015). Such benefits are inadequate with issues of global warming, deforestation, 

extinction of wild and aquatic lives, caste, and gender disparity, to mention a few 

developmental needs sustainability ideas could remedy. 

 

Landrum and Ohsowski (2018) compared corporate sustainability notions to corporate social 

responsibility (CSR), corporate responsibility, corporate citizenship, environmental 

management, sustainable development, and the triple bottom line. These concepts can be used 

interchangeably for value creation, balancing conflicting demands, and accountability actions. 

The study believes that action is the baseline for any perception regardless of the worldview. 

However, the debates about corporate sustainability implementation indicate the continuous 

emergence of the concept. While corporate sustainability implementation is understood for 

incremental business improvement, the paradigm shift in thoughts and actions is another 

(Landrum and Ohsowski, 2018). Similarly, Carollo and Guerci (2018) suggested that 

corporate sustainability is a typical business approach to managing the triple bottom lines by 

simultaneously balancing their environmental, social, and economic performances. Often, this 

is the challenging aspect of sustainability for businesses, as exceptional management 

characteristics are required to deal with the conflicting but equally important goals of the 

varying dimensions (De Clercq et al., 2018)  

 

The perspectives of environmental literature focused more on care and responsibility for 

natural capital or resources by corporations in their operations. The general views embrace 

articulated values and habits with environmental tenets  (Ibietan, Jide and Ekhosuehi, 2013; 
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Strand, 2014; Kassinis et al., 2016). Resonating corporate sustainability and responsibility 

themes tilt toward planetary concerns, human/manager's responsibility, resource recycling, 

limited earth as a habitat, and pollution control. The diverse perspectives of corporate 

sustainability are confusing when evaluated with different factors (Tavanti, 2015; Masocha, 

2018). These factors include economics, society, ethics, and the environment. These views 

are accentuated, but the strategic response for irreplaceable resources and their opportunity 

cost is ignored or technically impracticable for SME owners/managers.  

 

Corporate sustainability is also simplified as meeting stakeholders' needs by utilising finite 

resources over generations to adapt and be flexible in changing circumstances within the 

business (Kuhlman and Farrington, 2010). Clarke (2017) explained corporate sustainability 

as companies' managers' responsibility in mitigating and combating business risks and climate 

change. That is by building and adopting responsible enterprises through transformational 

paradigms, international initiatives, and civil recognition of the consequences of unrestrained 

economic activities in the future. That expounds on the shortfalls of utilising natural resources, 

whose actual cost is imposed on the future by corporate activities. The current generation uses 

goods without direct incentives to fix them beyond the normative business (Clarke, 2017). 

 

Social responsibility scholars view corporate sustainability in the light of social capital that 

emphasises shared values, communal vitality, equality, diversity, justice, and other social 

responsibilities towards extreme poverty and education (Glass, Cook and Ingersoll, 2016; 

Jitmaneeroj, 2016). In practice, corporate sustainability is a joint responsibility of 

stakeholders, i.e., business operators and external stakeholders, with futuristic social and 

environmental outcomes (Woodcraft et al., 2012). Woodcraft et al. (2012) also emphasised 

that social sustainability outcomes involve physical infrastructure and cultural design that 

supports citizens and engagement of opportunities to evolve. Earlier scholars viewed social 

sustainability goals in the light of equity, diversity, social inclusivity, social maturity, 

responsibility, and justice for human and labour rights (Adams, 2006).   

 

While scholars like Leach et al. (2018)  view corporate sustainability from the lens of 

corporate social responsibility (CSR), it holds the concept as a business procedure that sustains 

life and allows the next generations to strive comfortably. That involves maintaining a 

friendly, clean, and healthy environment for individuals and communities to be responsible 
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for their lives and respect work, aspirations, and rights. Corporate sustainability social roles 

are often not distinguishable from the government's. Business owners/managers are primarily 

faced with an economic goal, which makes extensive social responsibility an objective of last 

resort. Sroufe (2017) defines corporate sustainability as the positive business changes that 

uphold the environmental and social system the business is based.  

 

The positive changes are underpinned by coordinated and inclusive planning and policy that 

succeeds with the relative understanding between people and their environment towards 

changes. Similarly, Bansal and Song (2017) alluded to the concept of sustainability and 

responsibility with consistent and interchangeable commonalities. That implies that every 

sustainability-oriented business requires capabilities for dimensional performance. This 

observation was also reinforced by the UN's Global Compact (June 25th, 2016), noting that 

businesses should take shared responsibility for achieving a better world if they are committed 

to sustainability. How small businesses in emerging contexts would participate in such 

elaborate coordination and planning with resource constraints remains to be interrogated. 

 

Corporate sustainability is inundated in economics by economic justifications like revenue, 

financial capital and viability (Spangenberg, 2005; Gao and Bansal, 2013; Lin and Zheng, 

2016). Penzenstadler (2013) considered corporate sustainability to optimise greater 

values/variables in a business. This choice for these values/variables (time/scope, function, 

and system) requires deliberate decision and capacity by the operators. Other scholars 

elucidate corporate sustainability with a popular accounting reporting frame to explain the 

business or organisational performances in line with the triple bottom line concept (Lin and 

Zheng, 2016; Alikhani, Torabi and Altay, 2018 ; Oliver et al., 2018). This entails 

demonstrable responsibility for individuals' organisational and institutional commitment to 

improving the future with current decisions and actions. 

 

Corporate sustainability is also the process of building equitable, productive, and participatory 

structures for maximising financial benefits for firms and their communities or regions the 

Interfaith Centre for Corporate Responsibility (Jamali and Karam, 2018). From an 

organisational perspective, corporate sustainability is characterised as designed actions that 

lead to stakeholders' desirable outcomes (Funk, 2003). For instance, the investors' business 

case includes maintaining growth over the long-term, the talent markets, focusing on the 

http://www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission,
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adequate reward system and diverse workforce, and customers, product reliability, price-

efficiency, and constant services suffice the definition of corporate sustainability. 

 

Based on stakeholders thinking about social and environmental responsibilities, Clarke (2017) 

described corporate sustainability as a decision-making framework to promote environmental 

protection, social justice, and economic /financial commitment within a company's 

sustainability actions. These must be underlined with the overall objective of promoting 

human well-being for the present and future generations (Clarke, 2017). The central idea here 

is to balance the risks of environmental degradation and extreme poverty with corporations' 

unsustainable production and consumption patterns in response to a growing population. This 

is arguably the rationale for the goal-oriented perceptions adopted by the United Nations 

millennium declaration 2015. Corporations and organisations were enjoined to achieve 

sustainability by seeking specific goals or purposes on different time horizons  (United 

Nations, 2015). The time horizons include the short-term goal, the medium-term goal (or two 

generations transition and commitment goal), and the long-term goals that transcend beyond 

2050. 

 

The goal or value-oriented definitions of corporate sustainability are also upheld by scholars 

like Schneider and Meins (2012), Beckmann, Hielscher and Pies (2014), and Tsao and Laszlo 

2019). These humanistic stances adopted Socrates' ontological approach in addressing 

organisational goals for a company's leadership, like capacity, compassion, morality, 

character, and spirituality in taking sustainability actions in business. These values/goals 

encompass the worth of the three dimensions above of sustainability. Young et al. (2010) also 

conceived corporate sustainability through business latent beliefs and practices. That involves 

establishing goals and concepts, creating indicators and asserting ideations for productivity. 

In comparison, Hammann and Pechlaner (2009) embraced developing social movements, 

crafting sustainable science and technology, and negotiating compromising grounds for 

business operators to improve human conditions.  

 

Similarly, Voltanand Mills (2017)  defined corporate sustainability as a constellation of 

committed talents, ideas, communal activism, and institutional entrepreneurship to establish 

norms. These norms routinely build new fields and practices that could tackle unsustainable 

challenges and achieve solutions. Bansal, Gao and Qureshi (2014) further stretched the idea 
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by highlighting that tackling sustainability is the most significant human problem. 

Incorporating that visceral concern into business models at all levels is a goal for attaining a 

sustainable future (Bansal, Gao and Qureshi, 2014). That perhaps is the most challenging 

struggle for businesses as these perennial issues of incorporating sustainability concerns with 

business capabilities would determine the future of human civilisation and planetary 

sustainability.  

 

According to Kuhlman and Farrington (2010), the meaning of corporate sustainability swings 

between the contradictions of present welfarist goals and future conservatism of social and 

economic needs. However,  the degree of current well-being that should balance the future is 

not considered, particularly with irreplaceable human and natural capital (Brix-Asala et al., 

2018). Furthermore, considering the embedded tri-dimensional concepts of sustainability and 

corporate sustainability could be practised by integrating different adaptable capabilities, 

models and initiatives for innovative outputs capable of growing businesses, organisations or 

societies in the present and the future (Searcy, 2016). Corporate sustainability is the aggregate 

business practice necessary and commitment to positive changes for economic efficiency, 

social influences, and environmental protection. 

 

Therefore, business sustainability practices would be considered integrating progressive 

strategies, practices, and capabilities for business activities by converging environmental, 

social, and ethical impacts with their economic goals. Broad business acumen and shared 

responsibility are needed for long-term and short-term business goals with overlapping 

dimensional concerns. In the subsequent chapters, these rationalisations in SME's context 

require further empirical explorations as an objective design. Following the overstretched 

evidence knitting business values with strategic goals, it is expedient to understand managerial 

characteristics and the various stakeholders emboldened to cover the gaps following SMEs' 

objectives (Chasse, Sonia and Courrent, 2018). 

 

A: Social Sustainability 

The social dimension of sustainability is context-based, variable, diverse, and inexhaustible 

goals or expectations. Perhaps this is responsible for the numerous fixated pieces of literature 

on sustainability to balance human aspirations. Adams (2006) ascribed diverse perceptions of 

social sustainability based on the works and designs delivered. These include social equity, 
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health equity, community development, social capital, social support, human rights, labour 

rights, placemaking, social responsibility, social justice, cultural transformations, political 

competence, community resilience, and human adaptation. The conundrum in this definition 

is in determining the variabilities and benchmark limits.  

 

The complexity or simplicity of the concept depends on the degree of engagement and the 

embeddedness within a focused context. Similarly, Uchendu and Vandenbroeck (2019) 

presented that social constructs vary and are subject to distinct social realities. Take equality 

as an example, drawing from the famous maxim of George Orwell's play - Animal Farm: all 

animals may be equal, but some could be more equal than others. Hence, social balance and 

equality depend mainly on the stakeholders' contextual structure and accepted benchmark 

(Oti, 2013). Allanana (2013) identified the variable themes influencing social sustainability 

as the fusion of political system, economic dispersion, gender mainstreaming, democracy, 

patriarchal projections, social traditions and culture.  

 

The Western Australian Council of Social Service (Kaimuri and Kosimbei, 2017) suggested 

that social sustainability is attained when the formal and informal processes, systems; 

structures; and relationships actively support the capacity of current and future generations to 

create healthy and liveable communities. The only challenge in this generalised notion of 

social support is conceptualised in European and American contexts. That is primarily because 

of the established political systems and economic buoyance, which are novel and emerging in 

most developing societies. Bello et al. (2018) argued that the predominant nature of support 

in developing economies is family-based. Nevertheless, such societies have been sustained 

with or without conventional egalitarian structures. Notwithstanding, social responsibility 

literature mostly holds good ideas about social sustainability, which characterises equality, 

diversity, democracy, inclusivity, population control, access to healthcare, and concepts that 

provide a better quality of life across the board (Quarshie et al., 2016; Cabeza-Garcia et al. 

2018). 

 

James et al. (2015) suggested that social sustainability encompasses the interrelationship 

between the totality of human embeddedness in an environment. That perspective parallels 

the mainstream accounting and management framework called the triple-bottom-lines-TBL 

(Slaper et al., 2011). Based on these contemporary scholars, it becomes debatable whether 
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social sustainability is a fusion that embodies both economic and environmental sustainability, 

considering the people's inseparable economic, cultural, and environmental aspirations. That 

implies the totality of human activities and thereby de-emphasises economic and ecological 

focus relevance. For instance, the triple bottom line frame requires stakeholders' feedback on 

a firm's performance and assurance in social, economic, and environmental dimensions to 

justify a company's social performance. Other scholars stretched the idea by integrating 

ethical and governance dimensions amidst theoretical intellectual exertions (Rezaee, 2016; 

Vries, 2019). That would bring stakeholders' demands and strategic actions to five interesting 

dimensions: economic, governance, social, ethical, and environmental (Rezaee, 2016; Vries, 

2019). 

 

McElroy et al. (2008)maintained that the social sustainability dimension involves the 

maintenance of joint social capital like community values and moral standards. While values 

like equal rights have become norms in many developed societies, such egalitarianism remains 

an aspiration for developing contexts (WACOSS, 2002). Moreover, it is considered a travesty 

in many African communities due to particular cultural and traditional perceptions (Adams, 

2006). Cultural and religious interpretations continue to expand the gaps with patriarchy, 

rigid, dogmatic beliefs, child marriage, girls illiteracy, caste system, child labour, neglect, and 

clannishness (Allanana, 2013; Onwutuebe, 2014; Sarumi et al., 2019). These are despite the 

adoption and interventions of the United Nations charter to eliminate all forms of 

discrimination. Paradoxically, attributes of the queen bee syndrome have been found among 

women in leading positions oppressing other women, especially in the labour markets, to 

negate equal rights (Sobczak, 2018). By interpretation, people from oppressed backgrounds 

in privileged positions are not willing to promote younger professional colleagues to avoid 

competition and rivalry. 

 

For sustainability ideas to be improved, the sustainability outcomes must be pre-planned in 

decision-making and evaluated against such acceptable benchmarks (Morrison-Saunders and 

Hodgson, 2009).  Schaltegger et al. (2016) affirm that social sustainability requires collective 

social participation and investment. By inference, sustainability principles already exist in 

most local legislation, regulation, and policies that only need implementation support for 

assessments within institutional setups. Pratono (2016) agreed that solid social-capital 

investments like education, security, the justice system, and inclusivity campaign are 



 
 

46 
 

necessities. The study further asserts that societies not sustained are bound to experience 

breakdowns of civility, depletions of physical and moral infrastructure, ungovernable citizens, 

and unrest (Pratono, 2016). Sustainable societies lead organisations and their stakeholders to 

consider and incorporate sustainability programmes like health and safety, pay gaps, and 

gender inequality into their operations, aside from being accountable within normative 

boundaries (Ukko et al. 2018). 

 

B: Economic Sustainability.  

Economic sustainability has various definitions depending on the approach or the 

sustainability label used for evaluation. According to Nations (2018), economic sustainability 

is achieved when an organisation or nation has strived and surpassed the targeted economic 

goals or growths. Within the national context, economic sustainability pertains to a significant 

percentage of the population exceeding a certain minimum standard of living targeted in terms 

of welfare, wellness and above poverty (McElroy, Jorna and Engelen, 2008). Earlier economic 

literature often presents economic sustainability as the need to maintain steady incomes 

generated from non-declining capital (Spangenberg, 2005). This implies the combination of 

human, artificial, natural, and social capital as necessary criteria for economic sustainability.  

 

Economic sustainability is interpreted with either very weak or weak perspectives. 

Spangenberg (2005) suggested that the difference are purely based on scholars' divergent 

sustainability approaches or perspectives. From a fragile perspective, economic sustainability 

is the ability of an economy to support a defined level of economic production indefinitely 

(Spangenberg, 2005). In contrast, the weak economic sustainability perspective is linked with 

productive efficiency and economic growth. The basic idea is in the perpetual striving or 

continuity of the business organisation. 

 

Hence, economic sustainability implies utilising strategies that optimise existing resources to 

achieve responsible and beneficial balance in the longer term. De Clercq et al. (2018) hold 

economic sustainability as the cardinal commensurability and the non-declination of resources 

in organisational decisions and options. Therefore, the strategy for determining economic 

sustainability constitutes substitution and compensation rather than a single evaluation. That 

is because reducible values are unavoidable, but compatibility with rational choices and 

practical judgement is possible (Spangenberg, 2005).   
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Strong sustainability is emphasised from the stakeholder perspective. It considers economic 

sustainability to imply supporting sustainable social and environmental outcomes with 

economic systems as creating social and ecological values, which also varies with individual 

and social contexts (Kuhlman and Farrington, 2010). Economic sustainability is also akin to 

activating all factors of production, creation and innovative opportunities (Evans et al., 2017). 

Economic activities within space, place, and time and their social interactions are factors. 

Similarly, embracing all strategic mechanisms for additional values through cost savings, 

income generation, new business opportunities, capital appreciation, value transfer, and 

indirectly creating jobs defines economic sustainability (Ukko et al., 2018).  

 

Based on this understanding, economic sustainability undoubtedly is value-driven but 

measured in monetary or currency terms. It is evaluated by financial gains/profits (cost savings 

and differentiation) exploited from embedded opportunities in social and environmental 

issues. Exploring and using sustainable socio-environmental problems with entrepreneurial 

innovations leads to economic performance or business (Ukko et al., 2018). 

 

Economic sustainability is measured with quantitative metrics by informed managers as stand-

alone or combined social and environmental performance reports. The metrics/scales for 

measurement are still evolving and vary with markets and organisations (Greyson, 2006; 

Herremans et al., 2016). The frequently used scales for measuring economic sustainability are 

accounting indicators, systems, indexes, benchmarking, audit assessments, and financial 

reporting. Other widely used metrics for economic sustainability measurement include triple 

bottom line (TBL) accounting, corporate sustainability reporting, and qualitative governance. 

Global organisations like the United Nations NGOs and other civil society organisations use 

Green Economy Index (GGEI), Environmental Sustainability Index and Environmental 

(Morioka, de Carvalho and Carvalho, 2016). 

 

C: Environmental Sustainability. 

Ordinarily, sustainability in the environmental context refers to sustaining the planetary 

resources by controlling activities (human and animal) that degrades them. Environmental 

sustainability encompasses relevant guides for land use, water and energy consumption, air 

pollution and hygiene maintenance (Young and Dhanda, 2013). Environmental sustainability 
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is also multidimensional in its construction, focusing on the physical environmental systems, 

the social and institutional capabilities for global degradation, stress response, and 

stewardship (Husted, 2005). Social and institutional capability refers to social or national 

persuasions to foster effective responses to environmental challenges. Bansal and Song (2017) 

unequivocally submitted that environmental imbalance produces industrial excesses and 

human consumption. Therefore, ecological sustainability is supported by renewable resources, 

minimising climatic pollution, and depletion of non-renewable resources with substitutes 

(Ukko et al., 2018).  

 

To logically salvage systemic pollution, contemporary environmentalists proposed 

sustainable development as the panacea to industrial pollution in their debates (Fujii et al., 

2013; Patnaik, 2018). Pollution hazards, deforestations, land degradations, chemical 

poisoning and food adulteration are a few environmental impacts copious in literature (Escrig-

Olmedo et al., 2013; Putri and Aprilia, 2018). Social sustainability literature has diverse 

rationales for behavioural changes toward infrastructural decays and pollution avoidance 

(Strand, 2014).  

 

There are debates asserting sustainability development being birthed on environmental 

concerns arising from population growth, environmental degradation and depletion of natural 

resources, especially the irreplaceable ones that are slowly eroding (Kuhlman and Farrington, 

2010). Due to depletion and extinction concerns, some scholars argue that though natural 

resources are being used now, future generations would be compensated with capital 

(including knowledge) capable of enhancing well-being (Mebratu, 1998b). That neglects the 

limitations of compensating natural resources and intergenerational equity, i.e. balancing 

sustainability rather than complementary contradictions (Putri and Aprilia, 2018). 

 

Environmental sustainability is also considered a panacea to the exponential impacts of 

globalisation and industrialisation (Wilderer, 2007; Morioka and de Carvalho, 2016; Okeke, 

Ibenwa and Okeke, 2017). This has raised the living standards in developed countries, leaving 

most of the developing world in abject poverty infrastructure-wise (Okeke et al., 2017). The 

constant reminder about the natural environment reaching its limit that could ultimately 

destroy humanity is a strong justification for environmental sustainability. Perhaps, besides 
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philosophical conceptions, the right question should focus on what individuals and businesses 

could be done for sustainable development.  

 

SMEs have responsibilities for environmental issues or impacts. Individual SME activity may 

not significantly impact environmentally, but their collective operational contributions impair 

sustainability goals clearly (Lawrence et al., 2006). Large corporations execute environmental 

sustainability due to capacity and normative forces in many contexts (Bulgacov et al., 2015; 

Haller, 2018). Unlike large companies, SMEs are unbounded by statutory codes to perform 

beyond self-regulation and their characterised limitations. The limitations for SMEs globally 

include access to finance and infrastructure, stiff competition, entry barriers, strategic 

stability, management enlightenment, firm size and market viability (OECD, 2017; Banwo 

and Onokala, 2017).  

 

SMEs in developing economies are affected more by business externalities. These 

externalities vary from inadequate infrastructural developments like good roads, security 

issues, and power supplies to other macroeconomics inhibitive factors (Bowale, 2013; 

Nwokoma, 2015). Such factors include access to the market, raw material issues, unhealthy 

competition due to imports, technological deficits, political instability, and policy 

inconsistencies are other attributes inhibiting SMEs in developing countries (Sibani, 2017). 

Nevertheless, environmental sustainability is achievable by reappraising economic drives, 

reorganising living conditions and fostering innovative technologies, like renewable energy, 

green practices, and eco-communities/villages (Pinelli and Maiolini, 2017; Folk, 2018; 

Chiaramonte et al., 2020). Pursuing such innovations regulates the quality of air, water, soil, 

plant life, animals and wildlife habitats, minimal waste, and greenhouse gas emissions (Evans 

et al., 2017). 

 

2.2: Stakeholders that Influence Sustainability Practices in SMEs 

This section emphasises the empirical diversities of stakeholders' influences on SMEs' 

sustainability practices. Clarke (1998) rigorously argued and conceptualised stakeholders' 

contractual bases (shareholders, employees, customers, lenders, distributors, and suppliers) 

and community (pressure groups, governments, regulators, the media, and local communities) 

as the baselines for sustainability initiatives. Savga et al. (2018) also categorised stakeholders' 

connection to sustainability from internal and external standpoints. This empirical review also 
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supports the study’s objective and direction of investigating stakeholders’ impact on various 

sustainability contexts. An exploration of stakeholder theory is thoroughly engaged within the 

theoretical framework subsequently. 

 

To better understand how various stakeholders influence SME practices, distinguished 

stakeholders are isolated and explored empirically to explain their unique influences and 

characteristics from extant works of literature. These stakeholders’ influences are implored 

following institutional, organisational, and managerial dimensional levels (Arroyo, 2012). 

These influences on sustainability practices are also viewed from strategic and operational 

decisions wrapped within social responsibility, sound environmental policies and growing 

economic values for the present and the future. The institutional influencers highlighted 

include the government, civil society groups, trade unions, cultural beliefs, standards, and 

educational organisations. The organisational factors include processing technology and the 

human resources of SMEs.  The SME owners' and managers' characteristics are explored for 

suitable alignments of research objectives, providing operational factors influencing 

sustainability practices, whether social, environmental, or economic. 

 

2.21: Institutional Stakeholders and SME Sustainability Practices. 

Institution refers to integrated systems or structures that rule social interactions (Hodgson, 

2015). It represents how individual and community behaviours are governed for collective 

social purposes. Institutions are human constructs for organising social, political and 

economic relations (Lipscy, 2015). They transcend individual intentions by facilitating the 

conduct everyone needs to follow within such a context. Institutions could be formal or 

informal, with rules or norms that provide predictable social, economic, and political 

operations (Guerriero, 2016). Hence, institutional stakeholders represent parties, systems or 

groups of persons joined by a common purpose who are involved/ interested in setting the 

strategic and operational codes towards a common goal like sustainability practices. 

 

Institutional stakeholders like the government, non-governmental organisations (NGOs)/ civil 

organisations, trade unions, and educational/training bodies are empirically examined to 

highlight their roles in strategic choices. Efforts are directed towards the concept of 

sustainability practices for relevance. The review baselines focused on normative, regulative, 

and cognitive elements that promote or hinder SME sustainability practices across markets.  
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2.22: The Roles of Government Systems in SME Sustainability Practices. 

Government is the stakeholder and philosophical foundation that initiates and negotiates 

economic, environmental, or social standards like sustainability practices at strategic levels 

(O’Connor, 2013). Governments lead through established regulatory components like 

legislation, laws, commands, and consequences. Regional governments regulate pressure, 

invest, and promote sustainability ideas undertaken in the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Charter (O’Connor, 2013). Most regional governments of the world practice 

political economics (Charonis, 2012; Osita-Njoku, 2016), which implies that government 

businesses are operated with the concept of value-for-money (economy, efficiency and 

effectiveness), and welfare outlooks  (Osita-Njoku, 2016). Hence the impact of government 

in achieving any short and long-term development objective cannot be overemphasised.  

 

Bell (2002) illustrated how big corporations are leading with the responsibility of advancing 

sustainability agenda with a global index of 35%, while the governments are responsible for 

24%. Besides the different public duties and values, sustainability tasks have become 

additional roles for governments globally (Young and Dhanda, 2013). Though government 

could be structurally complex, institutional sustainability is hinged on its fundamental 

viability as a system to influence a broad spectrum of developmental issues through policies 

and interventions (Atsu and Ojong, 2014).   

 

Arguing for public intervention in promoting environmental responsibility amongst SMEs, 

Blundel and Thomas (2013) extended the knowledge to encourage pro-environmental 

entrepreneurship and innovation as one of its objectives. The study argues that while some 

policy interventions have proven effective, improved integrations are necessary to address 

contemporary sustainability complexities challenging SMEs. Government policy 

complexities include indistinctive purpose, lack of policy integration, interactions, trade-offs, 

correct appropriation of policy tools, and context sensitivity in promoting SME governance, 

sustainability, and entrepreneurial initiatives. Based on the increasing role of SMEs in 

promoting environmentally sustainable economic activity in policies, the study adopted a 

comparative case analysis of four policymaking samples from different European countries 

and industry sectors (Blundel et al., 2013).  
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Another way of influencing SME sustainability practices in a government agency is patronage 

and resourcing (Walker and Preuss, 2008). This qualitative case study elaborated on how four 

local government areas in England fostered SME sustainability practices through direct 

patronage and resourcing. The study argues for innovative green products and services in the 

food sector, strengthening their community and inclusive operations (Walker and Preuss, 

2008). This transparent practice level is mostly achievable within developed contexts where 

processes, products and services have attained specific sustainability standards. 

 

Thanh et al. (2006) examined the factors influencing SME growth using the Vietnamese 

transitional economy as an operational model experience. The study revealed government 

weakness and unstable policy coordination, formation, and implementation, responsible for 

weak SMEs growth. The study also shows that the central government focused on increasing 

the SMEs' numbers instead of revamping qualitative performance and competitiveness. Policy 

reformation and operational clustering were advised as the panacea for SME resource 

constraints (Nguyen and Alam, 2006). Policy and conceptual framework analysis, like 

resource, cluster, networking, and institutional theories, underpinned the study.  

 

Eniola and Entebang (2015) conceptualised the relationship between government policies and 

Nigeria's SMEs' performance. Even with the crucial roles of SMEs in the economy, it appears 

SMEs are inhibited mainly by government instruments like laws, ordinances, and rules that 

frustrate the sector's growth. The study offered conceptual recommendations to policymakers, 

entrepreneurs, and managers relevant to improving Nigerian SMEs. The survey shows that 

SME performances vary with the choice of government policy, spatial relations and 

guidelines, schemes, incentives and support arrangements for the sector (Eniola and 

Sakariyau, 2015). In another conceptual model, building, government supports, and other 

alliances with local NGOs are necessary to assist SMEs in navigating the post-global financial 

crisis to gain international exposure, network, and competitiveness (Genc, 2016). 

 

In Nigeria, government fiscal and economic factors determine the competitiveness of SMEs’ 

value, volume, marketing outcomes, and business articles through fiscal and monetary policies 

like labour cost, interest rates, taxes, inflation rate, and management (Adebisi and Gbegi, 

2013). Adebisi and Gbegi (2013) examined the effects of multiple taxations on the 

performance of ceramic SMEs in Kogi state. The study surveyed 74 samples out of 91 
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populations in quantitative data analysis to find that various taxation and management policy 

costs significantly harm SMEs’ sustainability and growth. Hence, the article suggested the 

unification of government tax policies favourable to SME development and considerations for 

business size. That position supports a range of literature results and is not limited to SMEs. 

 

For instance, Rusu and Roman (2017)  highlighted fiscal policies on the inflation rate, foreign 

direct investments, access to finance, and total tax rate as macroeconomic determinants in 

business sustainability practices across industries and economies, especially in emerging 

markets. Forstater (2003) also argued that unregulated capitalist economies are economically 

and environmentally unsustainable, and applied taxations (direct and indirect) control 

economic, environmental, or social behaviours. Therefore, the government can promote 

sustainability through environmental monitoring, clean-up, recycling, and education with 

taxes (Forstater, 2003).   

 

To incentivise quality employment, Ashford et al. (2012) challenged government policy to 

abolish employment income tax but tax the carbon footprints and pollution advocated by 

ecological economists. The study suggested that higher corporate taxes, capital gain taxes, 

offshore capacity movement taxes, and closing corporate tax loopholes would protect 

individuals, environmental rights, social investments, and future generations, among other 

benefits (Ashford and Ashford, 2012). Such a policy with intensive responsibility on the 

corporations would shut down businesses or become unaffordable for their outputs. Revoredo-

Giha et al. (2018)  supported this claim with the finding that suggests creating environmental 

sustainability with taxation is challenging and requires a compromise between product 

benefits and ecological sustainability. That explains the emergence of ad-valorem taxes on 

carbon emissions in the UK, considering the environmental impact of greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions (Revoredo-Giha et al., 2018). 

 

Rogers et al. (2012) suggested government economic interventions through progressive 

taxation, redistribution of resources, responsible consumption, nationalisation and 

enlightenment policies in creating equality and social sustainability behaviours for social, 

economic, and political problems delinks materialism with social status. The unfortunate 

factors are socially acceptable in some developing contexts where excess acquisitions are 

attached to social class. Hutchins and Sutherland (2008) also believe that deducing the quality 
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of social sustainability directly correlates to government standpoints in paid taxes. It takes 

cognisance of developing economies’ reality that government higher tax rates dampen 

economic initiatives and lower tax revenues for social services. While taxation informs 

behavioural transformations in developed contexts, it informs unsustainable businesses in 

developing contexts.  

 

Lamoureux, Movassaghi, and Kasiri (2019) interviewed 75 SMEs in New York state of the 

United States of America, investigating the role of government (as driver and barrier) on 

SMEs’ engagement in sustainability practices. Although standard sustainability solutions are 

implemented, and governments at various levels offer incentives and regulations to motivate 

SMEs’ sustainability strategies, the findings suggest that the interventions have limited 

impacts. The standard sustainability solutions include recycling, waste reduction, renewable 

energy use, reusable materials, local sourcing supports, and third-party sustainability audits 

utilisation and accreditations. Industry associations, awareness programmes, and 

implementation assistance are recommended to advance SME management and public policy 

designs by governmental institutions (Lamoureux et al., 2019). 

 

Environmental degradation exacerbates the negative impact of climate change in Africa. 

Adekunle (2020) examined the role of governments in environmental sustainability from 

unbalanced panel data on good governance and strong institutions to explain the 

transformation of ecological sustainability. The study used a dynamic system generalising 

African institutional environmental sustainability response data from 1996 through 2017. The 

result suggests a positive relationship between government regulatory quality and ecological 

sustainability transformation. However, it was an inverse relationship between government 

effectiveness and environmental sustainability. Hence, institutional efforts and collaborations 

were suggested to align appropriate policy with compensations where sustainability 

(greenhouse) strategies are violated (Adekunle, 2020). 

 

Rulangaranga et al. (2020) investigated the correlations between the government support 

structure and SME sustainability in Uganda using questionnaires with 384 sample data from 

SME owners or managers. The test findings show that the components of the government’s 

support are significantly correlated with the sustainability of SMEs in Uganda. The 

government support structure in this study comprised the quality of government support and 
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the degree of policy implementation, respectively. The quality of government support here 

means the best modalities government deploys its interventions through agencies to the 

needed SMEs. At the same time, policy implementation refers to the efficiency of government 

departments with policy-related operations (Rulangaranga et al., 2020). The study further 

stressed the need to monitor and track SME policy implementation levels to ensure SME 

sustainability goals are enhanced in Uganda. 

 

Following the resource barriers faced by private organisations in growing economies, 

AbuBakar et al. (2020) considered the role of government in adopting sustainable technology 

in SMEs using a structured quantitative approach that covers 263 SMEs as samples. The paper 

found that government policies and subsidies are critical in encouraging the adoption of 

sustainable technology in Malaysian SMEs through organisational ethics and attitudes 

(AbuBakar et al., 2020). They hold that the government has the power and resources to 

intervene in adopting sustainable technology in SMEs.  Similarly, Sunaryo, 2020 analysed the 

mediating impacts of government support on innovation development and improving the 

competitiveness of food SMEs in the Malang area of Indonesia. A quantitative study covering 

100 registered food SMEs found insignificant links between SMEs’ innovative 

competitiveness and government support despite abundant evidence that innovation 

influences incremental competitiveness. The unit of analysis for government support here 

includes credit facilitation, business licensing, promotion, marketing, and training. The 

government’s insignificant role in competitiveness is due to narrow impacts on SMEs and the 

non-integrated components of an innovative ecosystem within the food industry (Sunaryo, 

2020). 

 

A comparative study researching the impact of social factors on SMEs ' business environment 

in the Czech Republic (CR) and Slovak Republic (SR) shows negative consequences based 

on political attitudes, public opinion, and media (Belas et al., 2020). The research covers CR’s 

312 and SR’s 329 SMEs in a quantitative study that analysed data with chi-squared and Z-

score. Both show countries have similar insignificant impacts on government institutions in 

their business environments, but the tremendous significant impact of family networks in 

motivations whose intensity is limited (Belas et al., 2020). 
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Following the second Markets in Financial Instruments Directive provisions (MiFID II) in 

Europe as of 2018, Amzallag et al. (2021) analysed the impact of the MiFID II research 

provisions on the European Union SMEs Equity market. The quantitative study found 

immaterial evidence linking regulatory requirements with any detrimental effects on SMEs’ 

research quality, quantity, coverage propensity, and liquidity conditions relative to larger 

firms (Amzallag et al., 2021). The apparent rationale for SMEs' characterisation with less 

analyst research, higher probability of losing coverage, worsened study quality, and limited 

market liquidity is unrelated to the regulatory or normative disposition of MiFID II research 

unbundling provisions.  

 

Szabo (2019) explored the impact of Brexit on the United Kingdon SMEs since SMEs' 

response to the phenomenon carries significant implications for the whole economy. 

Regarding job creation and economic volatility, 99% of business SMEs are covered. Brexit is 

characterised by uncertainties and rapid change for SMEs following the UK Government's 

parliamentary stalemate to implement Article 50. The impacts include low business 

confidence and planning difficulties while the hesitation lagged (Szabo, 2019).  

 

A plethora of literature covers the role of the government interplay with developmental plans, 

not necessarily the sustainability of SMEs. A few of them captured relevant scopes of this 

study. Such studies include government roles as the baseline for promoting strategies and 

management necessary for economic, social, and environmental practice-oriented investments 

(Searchinger, 2009). Bell (2002) reasoned that the government is the largest institution 

impacted by sustainability issues and the largest producer of sustainability problems in 

developed countries. That explains the stand to integrate sustainability principles thoroughly 

into governance. This integration is intensive in developing countries because of the dual foci 

or challenges embedded in sustainability programmes: enlightenment and development 

(Leach et al., 2019). These complexities hardly function effectively in emerging economies, 

and rarely are sufficient human and material resources to enact them. They facilitate and 

enforce government sustainability policies in developing economies across huge populations 

with a lean budget (OECD, 2019). 

 

Wulandari (2016) found that government/state detachment from state-owned forestry in 

Indonesia negatively influences the sustainability and preservation of the forest. 
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Inconsistencies in legislation and chaotic policy implementation of the law deny the 

community and other stakeholders their ownership, responsibility, and rights to forest 

management (Wulandari, 2016). Similarly, there are scholarly positions of the state that can 

distort development initiatives with heavy regulations and opaqueness (Yamak and Süer, 

2005). The state plays an overlapping role for both the regulator and the stakeholders. The 

state's position on the institutions is feared for political opportunisms, which contradicts 

corporate responsibility and wealth maximisation (Yamak and Suer, 2005). The study also 

affirmed that the government is the most potent stakeholder influencing sustainability 

initiatives like development and responsibility. 

 

However decisive and central the role of government is, sustainability discussion is growing 

both in the public and private sectors. Acknowledging the challenges and opportunities of 

sustainability is an imperative role and agenda. No single government or stakeholder can attain 

the sustainability aspirations encumbered by many issues. There is a need for government 

collaboration with other stakeholders to create economic, environmental, and social 

sustainability through fresher thinking, innovative practices, and policy reformations that 

drive and reward economies (Young and Dhanda, 2013).  

2.23: Roles of Nongovernmental Organisations on SME Sustainability Practices. 

Nongovernmental organisation (NGO) refers to the various private, civil, and non-profit 

groups, usually defined by public interest pursuits (Young and Dhanda, 2013). Another 

scholar described NGOs as non-profit groups that combine resources, mobilisation, 

information provision, and activism to advocate for changes in certain issue areas (Spar and 

La Mure, 2003). They are characterised by social activism, businesses, conservativism, radical 

awareness, development promotions, intergovernmental collaborations, and charities 

worldwide (Davies, 2015). It is believed that NGOs and civil society organisations gained 

notoriety for Anti-slavery activities and abolitionist movements in 1839 (Spar and La-Mure, 

2003; Young and Dhanda, 2013). Such activist groups have become dedicated channels for 

development and liberalisation agendas in contemporary social, environmental, and economic 

worlds (Spar and La-Mure, 2003).  

 

This section focuses on the influence of NGOs and civil society organisations on the 

sustainability practices of SMEs, whether it be activism, charitable, educational promotions, 

or advocacy. NGOs increase their power of activism and persuasion on firms to respond to 
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social and environmental issues. The responsiveness may not be evenly perceived across 

industries or firms due to ‘activist sensitivity’ often seen as attacks (Spar and La-Mure, 2003). 

Accordingly, the twist on standard models for profit maximisation explained this sensitivity/ 

variation. In other words, when compliance costs are low, the benefits are high, and firms are 

more likely to concede. Ngos' activities and pressures have forced decisions on firms in ways 

that once could have been ignored. For example, Unocal in Burma, Nike, and Novartis 

capitulated to activists' pressure to meet social and environmental concerns. The article 

concluded, "If managers relied exclusively on cost-benefit analyses, then resistance would 

almost certainly be their dominant response. However, firms (including SMEs) do capitulate 

to NGO demands and sometimes even pre-empt them" (Spar and La-Mure, 2003.p.85) 

 

Young and Dhanda (2013) summed the vital roles of NGOs in sustainability plans in the 

following ways: shaping and implementing participatory democracy, facilitating and forging 

a sense of purpose with the willingness for partnership in social issues (with views of capacity 

and responsibility), replacing of unsustainable developments across sectors, deployment of 

well-established, diverse experience, expertise, and capacity for social and environmental 

development, fostering communication and cooperation between international organisations, 

regional governments and NGOs to promote mandates and programmes designed for 

sustainability practices. 

 

In a conceptual study, Genc (2016) modelled the alliance of non-governmental societies and 

the government in fostering support for SMEs to navigate the post-global financial crisis to 

gain internalisation, international exposure, network and competitiveness (Genc, 2016). In a 

qualitative study, Harangozo & Zilahy (2012) analysed civil society's role in the corporate 

greening process in Budapest. The study suggests that the civil sector has a non-negligible 

influence on the environmental behaviour of companies. Beyond their direct impacts, the 

indirect dimension (their chances to influence the expectations of key stakeholders, such as 

customers, regulating authorities, and competitors) can increase their weight in forming 

corporate environmental decisions. An analysis of the opportunities, aggressive drawbacks 

and cooperative NGO strategies seemed supplementary to each other on the civil society level 

(even where incompatibility to a few specific NGOs exists). The stakeholders surveyed are 

owners, managers, non-management employees, customers, institutional customers, 
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regulatory authorities, creditors/banks/ insurance companies, residents and (Environmental) 

NGOs (Harangozo, Gabor & Zilahy, 2012). 

 

Stekelorum et al. (2020) extend the knowledge to develop transportation SMEs' corporate 

social responsibility (CSR). It investigated the role of CSR activities in SMEs through the 

cooperation of international NGOs and supplier assessment. Data from 8000 SMEs in France 

reveals that NGOs link positively and significantly influence France's transport SMEs' 

economic, social, and environmental CSR. The links are attracted by SMEs’ size, CSR 

practices, and supplier assessment. The study, which adopted a quantitative structural equation 

modelling, further emphasised that SMEs cooperating with international NGOs assume CSR 

practices, which translates to maintaining or increasing legitimacy (Stekelorum et al., 2020). 

This legitimacy could also be linked to customers’ expectations of SMEs implementing 

sustainability practices like CSR. 

 

The role of microfinance institutions (MFI) as a non-governmental set-up in bridging the SME 

financing gaps was analysed in Ghana (Quaye et al., 2014). The study adopted a case study 

approach with a sample of 225 SMEs and 35 MFI managers within the Kumasi metropolis. 

The finding suggests a positive and significant impact of microfinance institutions (MFIs) on 

SME operations and sustainability. The study also highlights some business risks facing SMEs 

' access to mainstream finances, including the provision of collateral securities such as landed 

properties, any other valuable assets, business records, and credit history. These risk 

mitigation tools are identified as inhibitions for granting loans to SMEs (Quaye et al., 2014).  

 

Considering the narrow research size that links NGOs and SMEs’ sustainability practices, 

broader sustainability initiatives interplay with NGOs and CSOs. For instance, Bundela 

(2017) stretched the role of NGOs into a humanistic dimension with a focus on non-violent 

protests against women's harassment in India. The study reviewed available resources, 

relevant materials, and country data. Up to 70 per cent of women experience physical or sexual 

violence from men in their lifetime; the majority are by husbands and those they know. Acts 

of violence have caused more death and disability among women between the age of 15 and 

44 than cancer, malaria, traffic accidents and war combined. The number of sexual abuse cases 

of domestic violence and harassment against women shows that women in India do not enjoy 

fundamental human rights (Bundela, 2017). The World Bank and related Ngo developmental 
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projects are around to play prevention, advocacy and protesting roles in improving human 

rights issues through resource provisions that serve social or political purposes. 

 

Oliviero et al. (2007) viewed the roles of NGOs and civil society organisations (CSOs) from 

two dimensions: outsiders and insiders. The outsiders’ role involves stirring up public opinion 

by staging dramatic actions on issues that generate public agenda. The insiders’ role leveraged 

public awareness to link governments and businesses to sustainability programmes or change 

initiatives. There are some CSOs/NGOs that operate both ways and simultaneously, like 

working with one multinational business to develop monitoring schemes while at the same 

time leading sustainability campaigns with the government (Oliviero et al., 2007). The study 

also highlights CSO activism, including business confrontation, lawsuits, media/public 

awareness, socially responsible investment, alliances, boycotts, shareholders resolutions, 

lobbying government and collaborations. Activist impacts are often temporary unless where 

actions are followed by legislative efforts (Fabig and Boele, 1999). 

 

The International Institute for Sustainable Development IISD (2013) and the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development OECD (2017) agreed that social and environmental 

externalities from businesses had been critically scrutinised by NGOs pressure. Some 

externalities include labour law issues, environmental degradation laws, and human rights in 

multinational companies (brands). The NGOs use social media, advanced information 

technologies, and advocacy as stakeholders. With such corporate pressures, many businesses 

are minimising their narrow traditional shareholder’s (Milton Friedmanite) view of value in 

favour of the stakeholder approach beyond capitalist pursuits (Clarke, 2017).  

 

Similarly, the Christian Aid organisation report on supporting small businesses in developing 

countries held that the need to help with internationalisation is greater for SMEs than for big 

companies (Christian Aid, 2016). The report argued that home-based NGOs' alliance with 

SMEs could foster internationalisation and increased performance through an international 

network, entrepreneurship, and trust with foreign partners. It also found positive impacts of 

NGO programme participation on SME intermediate outcomes but mixed results for impacts 

on business performance. The study noted that many developing countries SME cases gain 

intermediate outcomes such as R&D expenditure, worker training, new production processes, 

quality control programmes, networking, alternative information sources and funding. 

https://issuu.com/christian_aid/docs/christian_20aid_20cam6_20aw_20issuu
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Conversely, Analoui and Samour (2012) analysed the impact of strategic management on 

NGOs in Palestine. The result suggests that NGOs use strategic management systems and 

perceive strategic management as essential for increasing quality-of-service delivery, 

achieving goals, and overall organisational performance. Data were obtained from 657 Gaza 

Strip NGOs and analysed qualitatively and quantitatively.  NGOs’ overall performance was 

evaluated with service quality, goal achievements, environmental adaptability, problem-

resolution, conflict reduction and development (Analoui and Samour, 2012). 

 

Another NGO's role in the sustainability course is to investigate NGOs' impact on youth 

development in India (Dhavaleshwar and Khandre, 2020). The survey examined 12 NGOs 

and found that over half a million youths benefited from implemented programmes by various 

NGOs in the Vijayapur district. Most of the youths gained relevant skills and training in 

organising rehabilitation programmes, training and development activities, self-employment 

training, outreach activities, referral services, social work intervention and development, 

counselling and psychotherapy who are currently independent business owners and 

developers through the NGOs  (Dhavaleshwar and Khandre, 2020).  

 

Jakia et al. (2020) investigated the role of NGOs in the sustainable socio-economic 

development of rural poor people of Bangladesh, with a sample size of 819 respondents from 

Bangladesh. The research finding suggests that beneficiaries of NGO programmes have more 

food intake based on income generation, nutritional value, and health consciousness. The 

study analysed household landholdings, monthly cash income, and the number of children in 

school as variables within a blended quantitative and qualitative culture to arrive at these 

results on the impact of NGOs (Jakia, Hosain, and Hossin, 2020).  

 

Kato & Kato (2020) investigated and analysed the impact of venture capital financing on 

Ugandan SMEs' performance, showing extraordinary evidence for companies’ growth. The 

study covered 90 Ugandan SMEs, adopting a mixed survey questionnaire and semi-structured 

interview data methodology. Sales turnover, profitability growth and return on assets were 

evaluated using multiple regression and correlation coefficients for social science statistical 

packages (Kato & Kato, 2020). Though venture capitalists may be non-governmental, their 
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vested interests (Sales turnover, profitability growth, and ROA) are more on economic bottom 

lines than the holistic sustainability agenda  (Pinelli and Maiolini, 2017). 

 

A few international NGOs' strategic objectives and functions are summarised below to explore 

further NGOs' role in influencing sustainability initiatives. The International Organisation for 

Standardization (ISO) - is an independent NGO with 164 national standards bodies. ISO 

standards facilitate and support international trade by maintaining and developing standards 

globally. ISO also pursues the balance between profitability and environmental footprints. 

Experts share knowledge and develop consensus-based, market-relevant, and international 

standards that support innovative solutions for global challenges through its members. Their 

framework focuses on positive social impacts through the core operations, supply chain and 

community engagement initiatives (ISO, 2019). 

 

Conservation International (CI) has had paths with companies through its efforts to preserve 

and protect biodiversity since its founding in 1987. Conservation International (CI) offers two 

prominent corporate partnerships: inviting companies to donate to projects unrelated to their 

businesses, like forest protection, and helping companies create best practices to reduce their 

environmental impacts, such as biodiversity conservation policies. CI is also interested in 

significantly influencing whole industries toward better green practices rather than one-off 

efforts with individual companies (International, 2019).  

 

Carbon Trust is a United Kingdom (UK) non-profit outfit that helps the business community 

toward a low-carbon economy. Its resource base and stream are growing as its program 

focuses on large and small businesses. It helps more giant corporations create climate change 

strategies while providing small businesses and entrepreneurs with free energy audits and no-

interest loans for energy-efficient equipment. It works with product carbon footprints 

contributed to Publicly Available Specification (PAS) 2050. PAS is a product life cycle 

standard that PepsiCo, Cadbury and Coca-Cola have tested (OECD, 2017; Carbon Trust, 

2018).  

 

Green Blue works mainly with private sector businesses to ensure environmentally sustainable 

manufactured goods and systems. It is known for sustainable packaging alliances that 

converge bright minds in businesses in determining what sustainable packaging means. That 
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is done by producing the packaging processes' design guidelines, metrics, tools, and resources. 

Its Clean Gradients and Green2Green projects also help manufacturers and building 

professionals make clean, constructive products. It also provides advisory services to help 

individual companies and SMEs (GreenBlue, 2019). 

 

Another NGO using social and environmental pressures toward policy formation and 

implementation is the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 

(UNGP). That could be built on such context's awareness level, reputation, and social 

objective (UNGP, 2017). UNGP also recognised that societies and businesses need to aspire 

towards legitimate goals without sacrificing their most vulnerable members at the expense of 

actualisation. Therefore, it confers regulators, investors, civil society, media, and consumers 

to ensure profitability and economic value creation are not prioritised over human rights. 

NGOs with regulatory and framework supportive roles, include the Sustainable Purchasing 

Leadership Council (SPLC) and Vinyl Business and Sustainability Council (VBSC  works 

with government agencies for regulatory and policy reformations (SPLC, 2013). 

 

 To achieve this, companies must be ethically transparent and accountable with their 

operations and reporting (UNGP, 2017). Consequently, stakeholders like investors and 

shareholders in many nations are pushing for sustainable products and services because of 

value creation that meets sustainability frameworks like life cycle assessment (LCA), 

sustainable operating system (SOS), sustainable balanced scorecards (SBSC), and 

environmental management system (EMS) (Pitelis, 2004; Evans et al., 2017). In practice, 

these cover all the production processes and procedures from material sourcing, handling, 

packaging, and delivery at acceptable standards (Cha, James and Cichy, 2018).  

 

Nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) and civil society have also escalated efforts from 

human rights activism, aid agencies, public interests campaigns, inter-governmental 

negotiations and policy promotions expediency (IISD, 2013). A good example includes 

regulations on hazardous waste, a global land mining ban, LGBT rights, equality, diversity 

and inclusion policy (Blanc, 2015; Patnaik, 2018). NGOs function in various activities due to 

their historical achievements via increasing economic powers and undiluted independence 

(IISD, 2013). They are known for divergent agendas and devotions to both short-and long-

term issues (Davies, 2013).  
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Other NGOs influencing sustainability goals include the United Nations Global Compact, 

Global Reporting Initiative, CERES, Committee on Food Security and Sustainable 

Development, United Nations Economic and Social Council (UN ECOSOC), United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP), Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

(FAO) and United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF). UNICEF, originally known as the 

United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund. UNICEF works with global 

partners to promote social and environmental sustainability initiatives through policy and 

access expansions for all people and future generations (Chiaramonte et al., 2020b). 

 

2.24: The Roles of Culture on SME Sustainability Practices. 

Culture is arguably the central focus of sustainability practices within a society (Naidu and 

Chand, 2017a). To understand the role of culture in SMEs’ sustainability practices, we need 

to examine how culture (which incorporates themes like beliefs, religion, and norms) has 

played out in diverse SME contexts from literature. The context here refers to a society, 

organisations, groups, or social constructs that identify with social, economic, and 

environmental sustainability agendas and how they influence businesses. Husted (2005) held 

that community culture, public norms, and people’s willingness to pursue sustainability values 

determine the business practices embraced.  

 

According to Horlings (2015), embracing sustainability transformation requires 

fundamentally altering the system or culture when the current conditions become untenable 

or undesirable. This alteration involves change value (inner sustainability dimension) or 

behaviour change (outer sustainability dimension). The scholar argued that both dimensions 

are indistinct in attaining sustainability transformations. However, sustainability 

transformation is value-based regardless of the beliefs, attitudes, and worldviews. Concepts 

operationalised for value include economic value, motivational value, symbolic value, 

evaluation processes, mediating value, and system values. These values are intertwined, 

context-based, culturally varied, and personally and collectively perceived pluralistically 

(Horlings, 2015). 

 

For instance, Hessel's religious study on the United States (US) sustainability agenda (2009) 

shows that many religious leaders and adherents are slow to comprehend the sustainability 
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crisis's urgency or grasp the connections between sustainability concerns and faith. They are, 

however, involved in diverse forms of conservative initiatives to protect the environment. This 

informed congregational action groups that participate and affirm the spiritual and ethical 

importance of creations, preservation struggles, ecological restoration, community 

agriculture, and sustainable living, such as energy efficiency practices. Major Christian 

denominations in the US, like the Episcopalians, Lutherans, Methodists, Presbyterians, 

Synagogues and Roman Catholics, support ecological agenda, aside from other interfaith 

networks (Hessel, 2009). 

 

Edirisinghe et al. (2011) explored the role of religion in rehabilitating prisoners /offenders, 

whether they are on a short-term long-sentence life sentence. This Vipassana Bhavana 

religious training includes meditation, which enhances inmates with self-control and 

interpersonal crisis, found a tremendous link to the character and behavioural reformations of 

the religious program even after prison terms in Sri Lanka. Data were sourced and analysed 

qualitatively from 40 inmates using a purposeful social-sustainability sampling method 

(Edirisinghe and Gunathilake, 2021). Similarly, the Christian religion promoted and 

encouraged complex work culture among worshippers concerning the sacredness of life and 

the celebration of life amidst violence. Aside from the adherents’ group gatherings, the 

frequent congregation supports one another to provide for the needy, orphans, and the poor 

through humanitarian, social, recreational, and financial support. They also educate one 

another, informing and warming members of their communities on facing the challenges of 

HIV/ aids and its impact on their environment (Amaechi, 2011). 

 

Based on business reputational issues and scandals by the Enron and MCI-WorldCom 

phenomenon that caused bankruptcy, personal financial losses, and loss of investors' trust, 

Emami and Nazari (2014) qualitatively examine the ethical attitudes of a group of 

entrepreneurs linking entrepreneurship and religion to business ethics. The study suggests a 

positive relationship between religious faith and entrepreneurial ethics. The faith factor 

appears to affect ethical judgments far more than others. The degree to which faith orthodoxy 

affects ethical judgments attains importance to cultural/religious interests. In any case, the 

religious element influences entrepreneurs' judgment of greater ethical sensitivity and 

morality in personal and public life (Emami and Nazari, 2014). 
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However, Arbuckle and Konisky (2015) examined the role of religion in public environmental 

practices. They found that religious people are less concerned about environmental protection 

than nonreligious peers in the United States of America. The study used a quantitative 

regression analysis to reveal further variations among the religious respondents, making the 

result inconclusive (Arbuckle and Konisky, 2015). 

 

As Leary, Minton, and Mittelstaedt (2016) investigated, consumers' sustainability behaviour 

has been linked to their religious beliefs. The study examined consumers based on their belief 

in environmental responsibility (sustainability) in the United States of America. Based on 

scripture references, the study also investigated how religious dominion and stewardship 

explain sustainable behaviours against non-religious individuals. The findings support posited 

literature that holds that Western religious followers (Christians, Jews, Muslims) are less 

concerned than non-religious counterparts due to dominion-induced scriptural references 

believed. Customer’s pre-purchase intentions, purchase behaviour, and post-consumption 

behaviour were measured by surveying 1,101 adults. It reveals that those who expressed 

beliefs in dominion-induces scriptures than stewardship are less inclined to sustainability 

practices/behaviour  (Leary, Minton and Mittelstaedt, 2016). 

 

Kavas, Jarzabkowski and Nigam (2020)further bolstered the idea dominant religion's role in 

Turkish family business activities/practices. The scholars examined the mechanisms by which 

religion affects family business practices through a qualitative study and found that (the 

Islamic) religion provides a dominant system that influences the bases of the family business, 

the values for decision-making, and the governance values. The study also highlights that 

while religion informs a range of rationality for business practices, it is also embedded with 

limiting potentials (Kavas, Jarzabkowski and Nigam, 2020). Similarly, Kamarudin 

(2020)discussed the influence of religion on entrepreneurial activities by reviewing the review 

of spirituality and religiosity in entrepreneurship development. The study concludes that 

religious belief could influence an entrepreneur’s decision-making, even when such a decision 

economically harms sustainability interests and generates entrepreneurial social capital. 

Orthodox and reformed religious entrepreneurs have more ethical judgment and sensitivity in 

business (Kamarudin, 2020). 
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Contemporary studies intersecting culture/religion with SME sustainability practice broadly 

reviewed the influence of culture/religion on sustainability ideas. For instance, religion and 

spirituality's role in Turkish SMEs' business networks (Kurt et al., 2020). In their submission, 

the scholars suggest that spirituality has a distinctive effect on business practices (networks). 

They argue that religion can create and weaken business networks internationally. However, 

these networks can be strengthened through increased emotional intensity, intimacy, and 

spirituality's reciprocal service. 120 SME owners/top managers were interviewed and 

analysed with homophily principles. The homophily principle implies that similar people are 

more likely to engage than dissimilar people (Kurt et al., 2020). 

 

Linnenluecke and Griffiths (2010) hold that sustainability practices differ in context due to 

cultural divergence. The scholars identified sustainability-oriented culture within internal 

processes, human relations, reasonable goals, and open system models. The integration aspect 

holds shared cultural values, while the differentiation aspect holds the comparative uniqueness 

suitable for competitions and exchanges. However, changes in the values in the higher social 

hierarchy will translate into changes in actual practice through institutional mechanisms 

(Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). Furthermore, on whether a context can be better through 

culture change, the rigidity and conservatism of the prevalent culture are to be considered. 

 

Scholars discovered that factors like political disruption and uncertainty, war, economic 

depressions, technical innovation, pandemics, climate change, and social and individual 

survival depends on cultural differences and adaptation (Bentley et al., 2004; DeJoy, 2005). 

Even social changes are subject to relative stability, prosperity, and the social awareness levels 

of the ruling class (Ji, Nisbett, and Su, 2001). Conversely, stable and convenient social and 

economic environments are also known to inhibit social-cultural changes, especially where 

the benefits and welfare of the citizens are inclusive and comprehensive programmes. 

 

Loreta (2013) examined innovative culture as a determinant of sustainability in firms. The 

study formed a synthesised description of the concept as the ability to define, implement, and 

develop new products and processes regularly, making it an organisation's daily life. Every 

innovation starts with improving things, be it resources, technology, supply methods or 

structures, for long-term efficiency. Innovating for sustainability requires intentional changes 
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to organisational processes that produce environmental, social and economic benefits  

(KPMG, 2012).  

 

Innovation itself is temporary, but keeping the advantage requires lasting systematic 

capabilities. The needed value for contextualising cultural identity includes value, strategy, 

structure, behaviour and communication (Loreta, 2013).  While the value depicts features like 

freedom, risk-taking, trust, openness, creativity, flexibility and continuous learning, and 

strategy include an innovative strategic goal, strong identifications and future orientation, the 

structure refers to autonomy, flexibility, cooperative teams, and group interaction and 

transparency. The behaviour and communication represent supportive collaboration, tolerance 

for mistakes, openness to new ideas, the ability to adopt new ideas, processes, or products, 

adapt quickly to external market shifts, trust relationships, and focus on edge competencies. 

At the same time, leadership is framed from the innovation of the core leadership agenda, 

modelling behaviour that encourages innovation, such as risk-taking, support for change, and 

rewards (Bentley et al., 2004; DeJoy, 2005; KPMG, 2012; Loreta, 2013). 

 

Roy and Goll (2014) examined the influence of national culture on sustainability indicators 

like environmental performance, human development, and corruption avoidance from 57 

nations within cultural practices.  Performance-based culture (PBC), socially supportive 

culture (SSC), and gender egalitarianism culture (GEC) were the three selected cultural 

dimensions. Findings implied that both PBC and GEC are positively influenced by 

environmental performance. GEC interacted with economic freedom and positively 

influenced ecological performance. GEC also positively influenced human development, 

GDP and economic growth rate. That supported the argument that performance-based, 

socially supportive, and gender-egalitarian cultures affect social sustainability practice and 

human development. The study applied a quantitative approach that embraced a population 

sample from developed countries; the overarching support for social-cultural sustainability 

practices is suitable and provable. 

 

According to Huste (2005), a performance-based culture focuses on risk avoidance, future 

orientation, productivity, and institutional collectivism. For example, a culture that maintains 

social norms and bureaucratic practices like gender equality has a greater sustainability index 

in such a context. Stephan & Uhlaner (2010) stressed that a sustainability culture engages with 
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plans, prevents negative social occurrences, rewards performance, and promotes gender 

equality. Institutionally, this factor legitimises behavioural social and environmental 

compliance to follow. Hence, businesses in such a context can also gain trust, reputation, and 

competitive advantage through proactiveness to sustainability practices. As a society, they 

build institutions consistent with their culture and norms (Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010). 

 

Culture is upheld at three levels: artefacts (include visible aspects of the culture, like physical 

environment, language, products, manners, and organisational structure); Espoused beliefs 

and values (include goals, strategies, philosophies) and underlying assumptions (beliefs, 

thoughts, feelings) (Schein, 1990). These concepts or cultural beliefs uphold the social and 

environmental responsibility of conserving resources, protecting the environment, and 

respecting all beings who embody religion (Hessel, 2009). This value pursuit informs the 

various ethics, faiths, and morality concepts that emphasise social and ecological balance for 

everyone concerned with nature and nurturing our environment (Schein, 1990). 

Comprehensively, the religious assignment for sustainability practices is to see personal, 

organisational, and institutionally (political) engagements for ecological and social 

flourishing.  

 

Other scholars argue that the genuineness of contextual change is generated and sustained on 

the premises of cognitive values and internalisation (Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016; Muriithi, 

2017). They support adopting behavioural change based on the human agents' environmental 

beliefs and social inclusion rather than regulative frameworks or spiritual affinity, as most 

religious body claims. That implies that the more society becomes dissatisfied with the 

existing sustainability status quo, the faster the societal cravings for better sustainability ideas 

and practices across boards (Palthe, 2014a). 

 

Vries (2019) reviewed the ethical basis for the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDG) with the worldview lens to balance the ideas to uphold sustainability. This explains 

citizen engagement in real-world diversity and development towards respect, empathy, and 

collaboration with others holding divergent values, beliefs, and morals. Two dimensions or 

polarity views are introduced to discuss the tensions between universal, individual and group, 

private and public, and material and immaterial worldviews to sustainability. The scholar 

expressed these dualities through the ethical school of libertarianism and utilitarianism to 
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elaborate on development, eco-spiritual, and virtue ethics. Libertarianism focused on the 

rights and freedom of choice in religious matters, opinions, and lifestyles instead of collective 

frameworks from authoritative platforms. In comparison, Utilitarianism evaluates an 

individual’s action based on the consequences of utility, the maximising difference between 

pleasure and pain (Vries, 2019). 

 

Operationalising the balances, Vries (2019) conceived that sustainability could be 

successfully realised by acknowledging and appreciating social diversity. Human dignity and 

sustainability's core objectives are realising and synthesising diversities and creating balance 

and harmony. This middle road concept also presented a freedom and capability approach to 

balancing responsibility and institutional care, options and knowledge, habits and intrinsic 

value (Gadenne et al., 2011; Aja-okorie, 2013). Responsible behaviour is required for maturity 

and empathy towards decent and effective government and business for mutual socio-

environmental benefits (Barber and Deale, 2014). The literature points to value sets, beliefs, 

morals, respect, empathy, cooperation, and ethics that interpret the goals of the citizen as 

religious and cultural norms. 

 

This realisation perhaps emanated from the rigidity of religion or the failure of development 

planners, rooted in morality or traditional ethics in developing countries like Nigeria (Ibietan, 

Jide and Ekhosuehi, 2013). Similar studies show the applications of diversity, inclusion and 

equality or justice across all social strata for processing and operational practices (Ifemeje, 

2012; Bako and Syed, 2018). Hence this explains the poor sensitivity to planning and effective 

policy and programme implementations (Ibietan et al., 2013). Another empirical finding 

corroborating rigid beliefs and culture is the accentuation of the patriarchal culture (Allanana, 

2013; Chigbu, 2015), especially in the developing world. 

 

For example,  Oti (2013) examined the social predictors of female academics’ career growth 

and leadership position in Nigerian universities. The evidence from the analysis shows that a 

preponderance of parental influence and spousal support is essential for career growth. At the 

same time, all four external factors are crucial for female academics’ leadership attainment. 

These external factors include academic men's attitudes, collegial support, parental influence, 

and spousal support contributions to sustaining leadership positions. The study underscores 

the need for aspiring women to learn and gain support from male colleagues who are in the 
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majority even when they are less qualified. It also re-emphasises that women's leadership is 

shaped by parochial and patriarchal relationships experienced by parents in building their self-

confidence, especially in a male-dominated environment (Oti, 2013). In similar gender 

academic studies, educated women are empowered to explore their capabilities, assert their 

agency, and challenge structures and institutions of limitations. This could be done through 

government gender policies and women and girls' education (Ebubedike, 2015; Freitas, 2016). 

 

Erhuvwujef (2015) examined the evolutionary trend of women's development through social 

and historical contributions, economics, and politics in different African communities. The 

study highlighted the varying discriminations and marginalisation that existed pre-

independent era. The finding shows factors like educational constraints, self-antagonism, 

unethical conduct, uncomplimentary remarks, religious restrictions on women’s participation, 

and shortage of women activists in Nigerian politics as the militating factors for change 

(Erhuvwujefe, 2015). There are logical recommendations from the literature. However, the 

extent of independent implementation requires further examination. Momodu (2017) also 

collaborates this position with evidence that women's discrimination is mainly based on the 

level of education or access to education as well as culture and religion, which equally regulate 

the rights and duties of women in various backgrounds. 

 

The better idea is the profound insights from a Nigerian context that challenge developing 

nations' popular baseline or culture. Bello et al. (2018) examine subgroup cultures and 

leadership styles in organisations with power distance and individualism /collectivism. The 

survey made analysed 345 members of staff selected from among the Yoruba subgroups in 

the Central Bank of Nigeria. Finding accentuates and holds that having a direct superior one 

can respect is pertinent, but the leader must consult his subordinate in decision-making. 

Leadership analysis shows a favourable preference for a democratic leadership style (Bello, 

Deva Vincent and Iguisi, 2018). This position is also replicated nationally in similar 

institutions, but how it is enforced and operated in a private business environment like SME 

remains unravelled in democratic and consultative leadership styles (Plöckinger et al., 2016). 

 

Contrary to the religious constraints against women's participation in change initiatives 

(Erhuvwujefe, 2015), another piece of literature analysed the links between religion and 

gender participation in politics (Onwutuebe, 2014). The scholar also examines the intrusion 
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and diffusion of patriarchal interests, sustained religious fundamentalism and doctrines that 

marginalise women. They submit that religious interpretation is responsible for discrimination 

against women and gender inequality rather than the religion itself, asides from patriarchy and 

fundamentalism. The literature recommended deconstructing context and recontextualization 

of social instruments like cultural norms, values, ideals, and aspirations that par women's 

participation to men when transmitted into the public space. Sustainability practices will gain 

cultural value that will seriously hold social and environmental concerns. 

 

2.25: Trade Union Roles on SME Sustainability Practices. 

Trade union interest in the sustainable initiative is informed by the quest to improve living 

standards and future generations  (TUC, 2002). The 1992 Rio Summit ushered trade unionists 

worldwide into various international forums to address sustainable developments. These 

include the UN Commission on Sustainable Development, OECD, EU, ILO, and international 

conferences, organised around specific water, climate, change, and poverty (TUC, 2002). The 

TUC has contributed to the global debate through collaboration with international and 

European trade union organisations to influence better deals across nations and organisations. 

The campaign of trade associations is to improve issues like the health and safety of workers 

and their communities, sustainable production and consumption, and environmental 

protections (Holton, Glass and Price, 2008). Generally, basic security livelihoods like 

employment, access to social amenities, and representations are connected to social and 

environmental issues that trade unions promote globally (TUC, 2002). Moreover, these 

contributions to the international debate have continued through collaboration with the global 

and European trade union organisations.  

 

2.26: The Roles of Standard Organisations on SME Sustainability Practices. 

This review aims to ascertain the impacts of standard organisations and other professional 

institutions on sustainability practices in organisations. The standards organisation or 

standards-setting organisation (SSO) is an organisation whose primary activities are to 

develop, coordinate, promulgate, revise, amend, reissue, interpret, or produce technical 

standards intended to guide groups of affected adopters for fair trade (Wang, 2011). While 

professional bodies are meant to set up and assess professionals, provide continuing 

professional development (CPD), publish journals or magazines on relevant subjects, network 
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professionals to discuss experts’ matters, and issue professional behaviour with codes of 

conduct (ACCA, 2015; CIPD, 2019). 

 

According to Wang (2011), organisational standards initially morphed from technological 

innovations that sought to standardise production processes. It has since expanded in scope in 

manufacturing devices, raw materials, workplaces, operating actions, and general quality of 

goods and services (Qi et al., 2013). Most standards are voluntary because they are offered 

for adoption by people or industries without being mandated by law (Wang, 2011). Some 

standards become mandatory when regulators adopt them as legal requirements within states 

or regimes (Bell, 2002;  Jepson, 2005). 

 

The impact of Standard organisation on sustainability practice depends on the industry or 

segment of the supply chain in Portuguese manufacturing firms (Mani, Gunasekaran and 

Delgado, 2018). Listed companies’ non-financial reports were the unit of analysis for 

compliance with social sustainability issues. Part of the norms of being listed with the stock 

exchange commission and Business Council for Sustainable Development (BCSD) is the 

global reporting initiative (GRI) standard compliance  (Lourenço and Branco, 2013;  Lloret, 

2016). The study showed that the degree of impact varies with higher ratings in the energy, 

power, and technology sectors than in the food, health, and mining sectors. The prevalent 

social issues in these industries (energy, power, automobile, chemical, and technology) 

addressed by the upstream supply chain include the employment of children and forced labour. 

This is achieved with Government crackdowns and social initiatives that garnered legitimacy 

and stakeholder support in achieving sustainability. This idea of collaborative efforts for 

achieving sustainability is prevalent among scholars investigating social issues (Everingham, 

2012; Masocha, 2018; Raworth et al., 2018). 

 

Similarly, research proved that the upstream supply chain is instrumental in achieving better 

sustainability practices like safety, health, and philanthropy (Fuisz-Kehrbach, 2015). The 

sustainability taxonomy in the findings could benefit small and medium-sized enterprises 

aspiring to build business sustainability. However, GRI compliance is far-reaching for SMEs 

aside from the operational constraints affiliated with small businesses in emerging economies. 

Lydgate (2012) also argued strongly against the challenges posed by the lack of international 

standards and its effects on trade liberalisation production processes and achieving 
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sustainability by World Trade Organisations (WTO). The framework limitations for articles 

like biofuel energy efficiency, the land type used in production, emissions savings for 

extractions, cultivations, transportation, and distributions reveal how impactful and relevant 

standard organisations would be globally (Lydgate, 2012). 

 

Depending on the sector and the development cycle in emerging nations, the impact of 

standard organisations on sustainability practices varies. Al‐Ghamdi et al. (2007) examined 

the performances of consumer protection agencies in Saudi Arabia. The result shows a 

positive correlation between consumer satisfaction, consumer protection agencies' role and 

objectives.  An otherwise result would have attracted the consumerism movement, leading to 

the demand for more product information, more protection standards, and more testing 

agencies like in European and American countries(Al‐Ghamdi et al., 2007). 

 

Likewise, Donoghue and De Klerk (2009) attempted to develop a framework that enables 

consumer scientists, consultants, behaviour researchers, and complaints handlers for 

responsible and sustainable, establishing standard organisations like customer protection 

agencies to allow redress management environments in developing countries. An 

understanding of specific consumer complaints must characterise this. The manufacturer, 

retailer, and other stakeholders must collaborate and understand the complaint process, 

including cognitive and emotional processes, the consumer's post‐complaint perception of 

justice, and their satisfaction with the complaint handling. Complaint‐related justice is a 

matter of economic and procedure, loyalty, interaction, and sustainability (Donoghue and De 

Klerk, 2009).  

 

2.27: The Roles of Educational Institutions on SME Sustainability Practices. 

The limited literature on the relationships between specific educational/research institutes and 

sustainability practices exists. However, studies associated with distinct sustainability ideas 

like innovation, developments, and collaborations in academic research were found across 

disciplines and philosophical views. Nevertheless, how different sustainability notions 

interact with educational/research institutes is cautiously explored in this section. The 

recommendations and experience could elucidate sustainability practices and justify the study 

objective. 
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Grossman, Reid and Morgan (2001) dwelled on the contributions of academic research 

towards growth and competitiveness in industrial performance like aerospace, medicine, 

communications, transport and logistics and financial services. The link between academic 

research and industrial performance showed a range of training of graduates and professionals 

with modern research techniques, concepts, and critical ideas formed out of basic and applied 

research and the development of tools, prototypes, marketable products, processes, and 

services. Historically, university involvement was the testbed for new networking concepts 

before spawning in firms. At the same time, the medical research centres provide testing and 

an incremental environment for medical devices and other clinical trials. In financial services, 

economics and mathematics, research contributions have been significant, despite the lack of 

infrastructure deficiencies in the industry. Regardless of these feats, the challenges of 

regulations, innovations and enhancement opportunities still abound in universities and 

research centres in emerging markets.   

 

Similarly,  Blumenthal (2003) agreed to follow the reviews on the relationships between 

academic institutions and industrial outputs in the United States, emphasising similar 

developments. The findings suggested a strong tie of academic research to industrial 

performances by fostering medical advances' development and value dissemination. However, 

this position compromised research integrity due to financial conflict interests threatening 

clinical trial subjects' welfare. The article outlined management strategies for safeguarding 

academic-industrial relationships. Medical schools need universal disclosure of stakeholders' 

relationships in future research activities. Legislation, or review boards, screen and monitor 

potential conflicts of interest, a collaborative initiative for both private-sector and government 

pressure to keep close management, monitoring and disclosure are going, and clarity of ethical 

clearing academic-industry related research.  

 

Nathan and Goldberg (2005) reviewed academic and pharmaceutical industry collaboration 

models. They debated the values of their partnerships for stakeholders' prior contemplations 

regarding purpose, nature and process in the biomedical discipline in Germany. The findings 

suggest that while there is a general qualitative difference between the academic and industrial 

chemistry departments, the attitude towards industry is very positive. Hence, the industry 

describes this collaboration of departments as synergistic in resolving different facets of 

intellectual demands. Regardless of the debates on innovation from research institutes, 
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benefits like royalty incomes, grant incomes, contract incomes, patent applications, and 

licensing deals are significant. Universities in many emerging markets would only inspire or 

depend on external motivations to claim such. 

  

In a scoping literature review, Villag (2011) investigated the role of educational institution 

sustainability and ecological preservation as a strategic choice. The study identified 

government and non-governmental collaboration in protecting and promoting sustainable 

utilisation of natural resources in diverse practices. These practices include reducing 

transboundary pollution, conserving biological diversity and natural heritage, and applying 

best practices in ecology. These best practices include forest management, urban management 

and governance, responsible mining, water resources, multilateral agreements on climate 

change and chemical waste-related partnerships. Universities and educational institutions 

enhance national capacity building, knowledge exchange, and public and active private roles 

that enforce laws and policies at both national and international levels (Villag, 2011). 

 

Due to the scarcity of empirical studies linking educational institutions to local sustainability 

initiatives, Leal Filho et al. (2019) examine the role of educational institutions across 22 

universities from both industrial and developing economies. The qualitative study 

recommended local and international partnerships to understand local needs and engage them. 

The result suggests that universities have positive associations with their local communities 

and rated themselves as operating sustainably beyond 5years. The universities also recorded 

similar barriers like availability of resources and inadequate coordination hindering broader 

local cooperations. Hindrances like poor waste handling and sub-optimal energy utilisation 

are generally identified; lack of university interest and time are additional challenges for 

developing economies. University leadership was also crucial to strategic priorities and local 

sustainability engagement (Leal Filho et al., 2019). 

 

In understanding what business schools communicate through their sustainability reports 

when they pursue stakeholders' acceptance and legitimacy, Miotto et al. (2020) found that the 

17 United Nations development goals were re-ranked according to competitive relevance. The 

business school report suggests their responsibility (CSR) strategies are through the lenses of 

teaching, researching, institutional policies and service-learning. However, the sustainability 

reports are aimed at external communication, self-assessment, relevant information, business 
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ethics and responsible management tools of the institutions. Hence, academic research ranks 

second in business school investment due to resource attraction, innovativeness and long-term 

profitability advantage (Miotto, Blanco-González and Díez-Martín, 2020). Faculty and 

program directors should foster service-learning practices to enhance students' capabilities, 

competencies, values and social contributions. 

 

 

2.3: Roles of Organisational Antecedents on SMEs' Sustainability Practices 

This section reviewed the intersecting roles of research works of organisational nuances with 

sustainability practices. It further explored the interactions of these phenomena with small and 

medium enterprises (SMEs) in diverse contexts. Haven explored various institutional roles 

influencing sustainability practices, emphasising the interplays of SMEs' operations and 

organisational forces becoming the main focus (Wiesner et al., 2007). Jaakson et al. (2017) 

described organisation antecedents or characteristics as the internal control systems, policies, 

ethical infrastructure and dominating leadership behaviour that moulds operational patterns 

and intensity. However, organisational antecedents are the unique cultural ideology that 

creates various subcultures capable of constructing or obstructing the distribution of 

sustainability orientations (Harris and Crane, 2002). Accordingly, the factors influencing 

shared subcultures at strategic or operational management levels include rigidity, 

conservatism, institutional ideologies, and traditional bureaucracy (Harris and Crane, 2002). 

 

Scholars hold that organisational factors like finances, customers, internal procedures and 

capacity build-up are strategic viewpoints for evaluating an organisation (Kaplan and Norton, 

2005; Adams and Frost, 2008; Garcia et al., 2016). Sustainability ideas are more 

encompassing than bottom business lines and capacity utilisations (Journeault, 2016). The 

integrated element of the sustainability initiative requires a holistic view that harnesses human 

resources management and business opportunity utilisation for both the present and future 

generations (Journeault, 2016; Rezaee, 2016).  

 

A plethora of scholarships held the view that sustainability indices are adopted for reporting, 

corporate sustainability networks, practice certifications, and performance responsibility 

rankings (Morioka et al., 2016; Stacchezzini, Melloni and Lai, 2016; Corbett, Webster and 

Jenkin, 2018; Nwobu, Iyoha and Owolabi, 2018). Such ideas are reputable among the 
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developed markets' large corporation's competition. The pressing challenges lie within 

emerging market businesses without such networks to impress or structure for accountability 

and standards (Vives & Wadhwa, 2012). Based on these business context disparities, the focus 

on organisational factors is constrained to human resources, internal processes and creative 

inclinations that are common denominations. 

 

2.31: Role of Human Resourcing on SME Sustainability Practices. 

This section examined the interplay of human resources management with practical 

sustainability initiatives within the business operations space. Some of the recent works 

focused on Organisational Success/failure (Wirtenberg et al., 2007; Chams and García-

Blandón, 2019; Bilan et al., 2020; Elhusadi and Demirel, 2020), Corporate Responsibility 

(Glade, 2008;  Haviernikova and Betakova, 2020; Pandey, 2020), and Innovative approaches. 

A couple of other scholars focused on context-specific connections between sustainability 

nuance and the SME sector at large. 

 

In the Enron case, Spector (2003) pinned HRM as the unindicted co-conspirator! Such a macro 

focus on the HRM role ignores individual workers as instrumental to sustainability concerns 

and denies the importance of the sustainability of individual workers. That idea obscures the 

meaning and content of HRM and sustainability. Describing HRM as a tool for delivering 

organisational sustainability while the actual activities separating other business functions are 

inadequately examined (Spector, 2003). 

 

Scholars like Wirtenberg et al. (2007) interviewed and examined the role of Human Resources 

(HR) in balancing the social, environmental, and economic factors for short-and long-term 

business performance as a sustainability journey. That involved the engagement of nine of 

key world's most " sustainable " businesses that exhibited first-class sustainability results on 

various dimensions. Following a pyramid model, the scholars found HR roles to include 

leadership development, training and development, change management, collaboration and 

teamwork, talent management, diversity and multiculturalism, ethics and governance, 

teaching values, health and safety, and engagement in achieving a broader stakeholder 

engagement and holistic integration. The scholars concluded and acknowledged that the lofty 

huddle challenging HR is embracing the responsibility to develop the necessary capabilities 

to foster greater business sustainability (Wirtenberg et al., 2007). 
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Meanwhile, Colbert (2007) investigated sustainability outputs using selected firms' triple 

bottom line (TBL) framework. A dimension is with the human resources (HR) managers and 

executives to understand the sustainability concepts relevant to HR management processes. 

Some of the findings helped generate dialogue, build consensus on the sustainability 

intentions, and build capabilities to realise that intentions. As for practice, effective 

organisation, change management, talent management, training and development, and 

strategic HR planning are the discovered essence.   

 

Uysal (2015) examined the relations between human resource management and sustainability 

practices, among other objectives, by adopting a literature-scanning approach. This also 

includes identifying how human resources management approaches impact SMEs' short- and 

long-term productivity. The result revealed the importance of enabling a sustainable 

atmosphere for human resources management to strive in an organisation. These include 

increasing productivity, labour participation, employee consultations, career development, 

organisational learning, organisational change, policy support, work-life balance, and 

institutional/workplace systems improvement. The study concluded that sustainability 

practices in human resources could be condensed into developing positive organisation 

attitudes and behaviours in employees (Gurhan Uysal, 2015). 

 

Chams and García-blandón (2019) systematically reviewed selected empirical and conceptual 

articles that promote organisational Human Resource Management (HRM) in line with 

Sustainable development goals (SDGs). The review identified sustainability antecedents, 

outcomes, and implementation hurdles of sustainable human resources management (SHRM) 

in their findings from various perspectives. Identified antecedents include organisational (HR 

functionalities, collective identity, support, flexibility and transparent culture) and individual 

(voluntary behaviours, acquired competence, altruism, empathy and self-effacement). The 

outcomes of human resources management with sustainability notion discovered are financial 

and communal benefits, practice convergences, and achievement of SDGs. At the same time, 

SHRM aspirations include social awareness and responsibility, involvement, engagement, 

resources management and allocations from both organisational and international 

perspectives. 
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Similarly, Bilan et al. (2020) examined the problems of human resource practices in hiring 

and retaining skilled employees in Ukrainian SMEs via a clustered analysis. This was 

achieved by evaluating the efficiency of skilled employees at the macroeconomic and 

enterprise levels. It was discovered at the macroeconomic level that attracting and retaining 

skilful talents are yet to be management's prime competitive objectives. In comparison, the 

enterprise level (SMEs) established that hiring and retaining skilled talent has relationships 

with profitability and competitiveness after evaluating 526 respondents. This competitiveness 

factor for enterprises forms HR management systems' important cognition for proven 

economic influences (Bilan et al., 2020).  

 

Using a quantitative methodology and the distribution of questionnaires to over 300 

respondents, Setiawan et al. (2020) analysed the Impact of Human Resources Practices on 

SMEs' Sustainability. The study aimed at distributive and training justice as key variables for 

organisational citizenship behaviour (OCB). The finding shows a correlation between self-

efficiency and OCB as a good one since SMEs can practice self-efficacy in work tend to have 

a higher retained workforce rate, which results in better performance. However, the results 

show a significant connection between self-efficacy and OCB. It further suggests positive 

relationships between work-climate education, distributive justice, and OCB. That is because 

SMEs with excellent working environments appear to have greater OCB success than SMEs 

with a poor climate in sharing knowledge and contact (Setiawan et al.,  2020). 

 

Also, adopting the survey data collection method, Elhusadi and Demirel (2020) reviewed the 

role of employees' empowerment in the Libyan banking sector risk management. The study 

utilised distributed questionnaires with 320 employees in six banks operating in Libya's 

eastern part. Variables such as training, incentives, participation, sharing of authority, and 

teamwork were analysed within the quantitative approach to verify the study's hypotheses. 

The finding statistically showed positive relationships between the variables- dimensional 

employees' empowerment and effective risk management. This study appears consistent with 

similar literature (Ajibo, 2015; Herrera-Cano, 2016). 

 

Haviernikova and Betakova (2020) utilised questionnaire surveys among 1018 Slovak SMEs 

to compare the responsibility of SME human resources (employees) for risk management in 

two SME groups– technological and tourism with sizes and regional considerations. Risk 
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management in this context represents developing appropriate strategic mitigation against 

deviations from the organisational goal. It was discovered that each SME and risk are unique 

in comparison, and mitigating risks requires continuous development. Hence, SME human 

resources managers require contemporary competence, knowledge, and experience 

responsibilities and anticipate changes to reduce negative impacts like capital loss, insufficient 

working capital, financial losses and bankruptcy. A Chi-square test was used to associate 

respondents' answers and evaluated through Cramer's V model for different results in risk 

responsibility management among Slovak SMEs.  

 

In like manner, Pandey (2020) empirically evaluated socially responsible human resource 

practices with SME employees' well-being as stakeholders in India. Social responsibility in 

this context refers to positive prerequisites beyond the law to enhance organisational 

performance and satisfaction. These include improving employees' knowledge, 

communication, networking and social power. The identified study result showed that a 

substantial link exists for companies that implement HR practices and policies that are socially 

responsible and could positively influence all areas of employees' well-being and 

organisational effectiveness. These HR well-being practices include job satisfaction, stress, 

and trust in management. The study surveyed 1550 employees aged 25 or above to complete 

the investigation based on descriptive statistics analysis.  

 

On the human resources innovation dimension, Mitiko et al. (2020) examined the relationship 

between human resources (HR) practices and gender diversity in companies considered the 

best places to work in Brazil in 2017. The main focus is to evaluate how organisations 

practice/serve in attracting, developing and retaining women workforces/talents. The outcome 

suggested that women engaged at management and director levels are substantially 

insignificant. However, it could not be established if these outcomes are related to the HR 

practices in most (63%) companies because a simple correspondence analysis disassociated 

HR practices and gender equality within surveyed companies. The study used a quarter of a 

million workers as respondents from 365 companies and analysed data with descriptive 

statistics, simple correspondence analysis, and multidimensional scaling (MDS) techniques 

(Mitiko, Hanashiro and Mackenzie, 2020). 
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Lawal and Olawoyin (2021) studied area research and audit reporting to discover the 

connection between green human resources and sustainable business performance. The 

explorative study focused on stakeholders and their interests through instrumental theory. The 

suggested recommendation is that organisations align their operational objectives through 

effective green human resources practices to achieve sustainable business solutions like 

environmental sustainability. These solutions also require policy formulations and 

implementations for green human resources (HR) practices. They concluded that HR 

managers and professionals are responsible for organising employees' commitment as a green 

exercise for estimating and assessing sustainable business performance (Lawal and Olawoyin, 

2020).  

 

Zahoor and Mustafa (2021) used a convenient sampling technic to examine the impact of 

human resource practices as an amplifier for emotional managerial intelligence in boosting  

HR managers' performance in the secondary health care units of Karachi, Pakistani hospitals. 

Data were analysed using relevant descriptive statistics, mean, correlations and simple linear 

regressions, using IBM SPSS21 and ANOVA (Analysis of variance). Results demonstrated 

the positive relationship between Selection and Promotion with managerial employee 

intelligence, training and development. They, therefore, concluded that human resource 

practices, i.e. selection, promotion and training & development, have a positive relation with 

emotional managerial intelligence, which directly impacts employees' performance (Zahoor 

and Mustafa, 2021).  

 

Anwar and Abdullah (2021) utilised a quantitative method to analyse the impact of human 

resource management practice on organisational performance in Iraq. They are following a 

sample size of 240 employee respondents in the Ministry of Regional Municipalities and 

Water Resources in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. Variables like incentives, training, selective 

hiring, job security and decentralisation were independently selected to measure the influence 

on organisational performance in public institutions. The predicted outcome shows that none 

of the chosen variables significantly impact organisational performance, except 

decentralisation, which directly correlates positively with government corporate 

performances. This outcome shows that the links between human resource management 

(HRM) practices and organisational performance are divergent in contexts and with 

researchers (Anwar and Abdullah, 2021).  
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Similarly, Muñoz-Pascual et al. (2021) analysed human resources, innovation performance 

and employee creativity from 245 Spanish-certified innovative SMEs to ascertain the 

relationship between sustainability development in small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs). The study identified innovative themes like knowledge development, motivation, and 

employee relationships to impact creativity positively. These creative factors also fully 

mediate human resources and sustainable product innovation performance. However, 

innovative performance requires adopting multidisciplinary approaches and various context 

analyses to realise most internal employees' influences (wishes, emotions, ideas, or feelings) 

and creative explanations to employees. Data were captured by online questionnaires and 

tested using the Structural Equations Model designed for individual and organisational 

innovation levels. (Muñoz-Pascual, Galende and Curado, 2021). 

 

Wilkinson, Hill and Gollan (2001) also focus on the importance of human resources for 

achieving corporate and environmental sustainability while arguing for human resources' 

sustainability. They asserted the presence of internal organisational pressures associated with 

the sustainability of human resources in an environment of increasing staff turnover, declining 

firm loyalty, increasing work hours and stress levels, and declining satisfaction levels' 

(Wilkinson, Hill and Gollan, 2001). They draw on Dunphy and Griffiths (1998) and Dunphy 

et al. (2000), which hold human and ecological sustainability as sharing important 

commonalities and impactful interdependently. The study encouraged businesses to manage 

the building of the capacities of their human resources by moving away from short-term 

strategies to developing skills for the long term (Wilkinson, Hill and Gollan, 2001). 

 

Spooner and Kaine (2010) examined the fundamental meaning of HRM and sustainability 

within the employment relationship context. The scholars argue that human resources are the 

core factor in analysing organisational and environmental sustainability in contemporary 

capitalism. It amplifies the workers (people) against radical concerns like human survival and 

death on the job. Paying attention to their psychological and physical well-being and capacity 

through employment development is a logical concern. Such situations perhaps stimulated the 

call for unconventional human resources practices for sustainability (Gupta and Barot, 2015).  
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These 'unconventional' HR practices involve planning human resources, recruitment, 

selection, welfare, and legal aspects but thriving on ethical approaches to lead businesses 

towards sustainability and competitive growth. A satisfied and enthusiastic workforce, i.e., 

human capital, is considered the first customer. It synchronises all business functions; Men, 

Materials, Money and Machinery (4Ms) (Gupta and Barot, 2015). This result reviews cases 

using ethical and strategic human resources practices that resolved unconventional human 

resource practices as acceptable sustainability practices (Gupta and Barot, 2015). 

 

Patil and Chettarjee (2014) found a similar idea by investigating unsustainable practices in 

employee training within the telecom industry. The unsuitable approach that cancelled over 

122 licenses generated economic turmoil and rough times in the sector. However, a closer 

study of well-striving businesses suggests that HR management promotes training 

imperatives, knowledge and skill upgrades, quality and impactful training, and association 

with relevant training parameters. These suggest that HRM positively influences innovative 

and better sustainability practices (Gao and Bansal, 2013). Profound evidence 

notwithstanding, it must be amenable that human resources remain on the front line to sustain 

business sustainability (Gupta and Barot, 2015). It reinforces the idea that employees must be 

treated with respect and dignity because even in the most automated factories, the power of 

the human mind is required to generate innovations. If working with high-quality minds is 

needed, the employees' "respect and dignity" must be protected, which remains relevant and 

unbeaten in attaining business sustainability (Gupta and Barot, 2015). This idea also sets the 

pace for distinct sustainability employees or managers. 

 

2.32: Role of Operational Processes on SME Sustainability Practices 

A firm's operational procedure (internal process) is hinged on the improvement and delivery 

mechanisms that provide all stakeholders' interests and information efficiency (Kaplan and 

Norton, 2005). Other scholars consider internal processes an organisation's effectiveness in 

terms of quality of planning, employee, deployed technology, and management delivery of the 

firm's goal (Young and Tilley, 2006; Damanpour et al., 2018). Another scholar portrays the 

internal process as a control process of a firm that plans, coordinates, and controls, with 

informational support in adopting management decisions (Koniukh and Yushchyshyna, 

2018). These entailed the sustainable control and utilisation of the firm's available resources 

for operational goals. Hence, the benefits of control functions include creating, processing, 
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verifying, and submitting management information systems (Koniukh et al., 2018). This 

practice is the manager's responsibility, and it fits the baselines, defines the task, standardises 

operations, decentralises authority, details planning, and monitors and evaluates (Koniukh and 

Yushchyshyna, 2018). 

 

Hadi and Santoso (2020) investigated small and medium e-businesses to uncover the 

integrated context factors that improve enterprise performances. The study used technology, 

organisation, environment (TOE) and the resource-based model to survey 325 Indonesian 

SMEs data. The finding explained how operational-level e-business influences more 

managerial and strategic performance levels. Reducing operating costs and productive 

efficiency may be logical determinants for this result. Applying this reasoning across sectors 

and its acceptability may differ due to the hard-line reconciliation of multiple and conflicting 

stakeholders' interests (Afreen and Kumar, 2016). 

 

Competencies and green values are sustainability drivers (Harris & Crane, 2002; Gottlieb, 

2006). Green behaviour is the integrated and responsible conduct toward colleagues, firms, 

social communities, and the environment that benefits collective interest. This behaviour 

could be task-induced or voluntary (social factor). Green competencies are employees' skills 

and talents for promoting environmental friendliness, social sensitivity, and alignment with 

green consumerism (Torres and Villapando, 2013). Green values refer to leadership 

characteristics compatible with or converge with organisational values to enforce green 

environmental concerns. This higher predisposition for engagement, involvement and 

participation in communism induces positive outcomes achieved gradually, i.e., emerging 

from personal initiatives and expanding into an organisational and environmental framework 

(Liu and Yan 2018). 

 

Cenamor, Parida and Wincent (2019) investigated how entrepreneurial SMEs enhance 

strategic performance within a digital platform and capability. The result suggests that 

entrepreneurial SMEs have significant positive relationships with digital and networking 

capabilities. The result also shows that network capability positively affects SME performance 

and sustainability. The scholar argues that digitalisation has become a strategic priority for 

entrepreneurial SMEs, with unprecedented benefits for managing increasingly diverse 

business relationships. These relations also entail opportunities for efficiency, improvements 
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and innovation thrusts. However, the performance implications of many firms' digitalisation 

are unsuccessful owing to unique challenges like access to finance, smallness limitations, and 

necessary capabilities of operators (Cenamor and Wincent, 2019). 

 

2.33: Role of Family Ties on SME Sustainability Practices 

In North America, Perreault et al. (2007) examined the links between social capital and the 

performance of ethnic businesses in Canada. The study chose a sample size of 573 

entrepreneurs from Chinese, Italian, Indian and Jewish backgrounds to test social capital 

variables on the ethnic business performance index. Social capital is confirmed to have links 

with business performance. Business performances were negatively related to ethnic-based 

employment but positively associated with ethnic organisational membership. Practically, 

ethnic-based employment is higher in lower-performing firms. It is unclear if firms' low 

productivity is responsible for ethnicity line recruitment or the absence of external capability 

only market employment could offer. Ethnic networking is related to higher business 

performance at the organisational level. These include the proxies like ethnic group financing, 

group resourcing, and networking hours. Descriptive analyses, correlation tests and 

discriminant analyses tested the variables-none of which measured individual characteristics 

or values for sustainability or developmental practices. 

 

Similarly, in the Asian market, Anantadjaya et al. (2010) used a non-probability cluster 

convenience sampling method to obtain data from numerous smaller-scaled organisations in 

Indonesia (Bandung and Jakarta) to examine the psychological contract/ties of family 

members to family business practices. Tested variables such as job satisfaction, internal locus 

of control, involvement, motivation, and mood/attitude toward work evaluated the 

psychological contract. The results signify negative psychological contracts among family 

members with strong internal control and moderate attitude toward responsible routine 

performances. That implies that the business productivity level depends on the family 

members' decisions and controls their career path (Anantadjaya et a., 2010). These 

psychological attributes appear insufficient to evaluate a business's success or failure without 

excluding personality variables like educational qualifications, experience and values (Seidel 

et al., 2018). 

 



 
 

87 
 

Therefore, Zapatero and Jiménez (2013) analysed the influence of family business values on 

family members' behaviour in Córdoba. The scholars used a sample of 446 people from 112 

family firms to answer questions instrumental to values and behaviours evaluated from one to 

five. Results show significant correlations among variables that shape the family members' 

values system and behavioural distribution at an individual level. Family value systems 

moderate major business behaviour like ethics, cohesion, and austerity. In contrast, 

business/corporate ethics are influenced/moderated by an individual's skill and talent, like 

communication, cooperation, compromise, cognition, cohesion by trust, and acquiescence 

(Zapatero and Jiménez, 2013). 

 

Similarly, trust, confidence, and communication moderate economic values behaviour in 

Rodríguez et al. (2013). The study further reinforced existing knowledge that influencing 

values are complex structures with established beliefs for specific behaviour. However, 

individual dispositions are temporary mental states relating to practices (Rodríguez et 

al.,2013). 

 

A recent study of social capital and contemporary business development interactions in 

Ukrainian by Hrynenko and Kyryliuk (2019) suggested varying themes like trust, leadership 

qualities, social cohesion, and employee interactions as key social factors responsible for 

organisational development. The sociological study selected six (6) business organisations 

from different industries and questionnaires to study the business employees. There is also a 

decline in trade union confidence, which has been low. Social capital influences organisational 

activities and, ultimately, social-economic development functions of leadership market 

relevance, socially responsible policies and innovations in personnel management (Hrynenko 

and Kyryliuk, 2019). Different governments must be attentive to trust, loyalty, involvement, 

cohesion, and other social capital as development factors emphasising involvement, results, 

employee freedom and local initiatives. 

 

Sharma and Vij (2020) conceptually examined the relationship between communities of 

practice (CoP) and business performance through social capital. Community practices like 

joint enterprise, mutual engagement and shared repertoires are mediated by cognitive, 

structural, and relational social capital for business performances. These business 

performances were measured with the balanced scorecard (BSC) dimensions; employee 
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potential, information systems potential, motivation, and individual alignment. All these 

require healthy interaction, transparency, trust and a shared mission and vision with 

employees in an organisation. Top managers must also recognise potential community 

practices that can improve the firm's strategic capabilities and support such communities by 

providing the requisite infrastructure to effectively apply their expertise (Sharma and Vij, 

2020). 

 

Conroy and Deller (2020) adopted two alternative social capital metrics to explore how 

community structure influences the five-year survival rates of businesses started in 2000 in 

the US. Employing a family of spatial estimators to derive global estimates and 

Geographically Weighted Regression (GWR), they found strong evidence that community-

level social capital positively influences business survival rates. Social capital community 

characteristics statistically evaluated include residential stability, organizational density, 

educational patterns, population, employment and income growth. Results also suggest that 

social capital is important in understanding business survival rates, but the relationships vary 

significantly across space. They used the National Establishment Time-Series (NETS) 

database of US establishments maintained by Wall & Associates. However, it is unclear if 

earlier studies correlate with these findings (Conroy and Deller, 2020). 

 

 

2.34: Role of Leadership on SME Sustainability Practices 

Research interests in organisational leadership have gained traction lately (Cenamor, Parida 

and Wincent, 2019; Dolz, Iborra and Safón, 2019; García-Vidal et al., 2019). Examining 

leadership is a complementary factor relevant and integrative perspectives for sustainability 

definition. Accordingly, according to Cenamor et al. (2019), ambidextrous leadership is a two-

dimensional orientation comprising strategic exploration and exploitation by implications. 

The exploitation orientation dwells on current internal knowledge, capabilities, and well-

established decision-making skills suitable for maximising profits in an existing business. The 

focus is on realising and optimising revenue, high control and efficiency for short-term 

success. However, the exploratory orientation focuses on learning new knowledge, 

discovering new capabilities, and investigating new business ways for long-term views and 

uncertain outcomes (Cenamor et al., 2019). 
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Examining the role of leadership ambidexterity in entrepreneurial SMEs competing through 

digital platforms, Cenamor et al. (2019) found distinct outcomes for the different orientations. 

While the exploitation orientation exerts adverse relationships on SMEs' capabilities and 

performance, the exploration orientation positively affects SMEs' network capabilities and 

performances. Other scholars argued that positive leadership influences achievable short-term 

and long-term designs when exploitation and exploration are reconciled with trade-offs (Van 

der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). However, these trade-offs require different structures and 

resources isolated from the SMEs. This shortcoming is a prevalent struggle in balancing 

demands for sustainability (Corbett, Webster and Jenkin, 2018). Therefore, ambidextrous 

leadership may be an unsustainable organisation approach where SME exploitation and 

exploration orientations are simultaneous (Cenamor et al., 2019). 

 

Dolz and Safón (2019) also investigated the correlations between SMEs' ambidextrous 

leadership during the global financial crisis and the top management team. The variables 

analysed include firm survival, tenue diversity, and family ownership ties. In the findings, 

business survival, top management tenure, and diversity positively relate to leader 

ambidexterity. On the other hand, such leadership has no significant association with family 

ownership. Family ownership and firm survival are also positively associated with business 

size and solvency as predictors for ambidextrous leaders. The study provided additional 

perspectives on SME ambidexterity and the upper-echelon arguments. The scholars conceived 

ambidexterity as the ability of an organisation to be simultaneously efficient and adaptive to 

changes, a critical management construct linked with long-term and short-term performance 

(Dolz and Safón, 2019). 

 

In analysing the innovation ambidexterity drivers on the performance of small-medium 

enterprises (SMEs), Wiratmadja and Rumanti (2020) interrogated 223 poultry farmers in West 

Java-Indonesia. The scholars found that all the examined variables have acceptable and 

significant associations with innovative ambidexterity. Owner-manager characteristics, 

technological capability, environmental dynamism, and innovative ambidexterity are some 

variables studied and found to correlate positively with SMEs' performance. In this case, 

ecological dynamism and management moderate between innovative ambidexterity and 

strategic business performance. However, the quantitative approach constrains the fuller 

understanding of the owners' characteristics and the degree of cognition associated with 
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innovative ambidexterity. Examining these variables in other contexts for more profound 

insight will also be empirically motivating. 

 

2.35: Role of Inclusion and Diversity in SME Sustainability Practices 

Business organisational actions that promote equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) of 

employees and managers in the marketplace remain the main review (Sarumi and Okeke-

Uzodike, 2019; Goh and Okumus, 2020). That involves policies and programmes that 

accentuate the cooperation of people of diverse backgrounds, gender, and cultural orientations 

to attain sustainability agenda like a positive change, collaborative impacts, innovation, and 

growth for the businesses (Azmat and Rentschler, 2017; Samdanis and Ozbilgin, 2019). 

 

For example, Azmat and Rentschler (2017) found that an inclusive and diverse board 

composition influences organisational responsibility(sustainability), especially regarding 

gender and ethnicity. This Australian arts board members' and stakeholders' study also 

recognised that board dynamics and composition are not solely influencing factors but the 

individual passion, skill and capacity for development and networks. The qualitative research 

investigated 92 board members and stakeholders of 66 art boards. 

 

Gupta (2017) explored women's empowerment from the Indian social inequalities context 

despite their economic contributions like the men typified in developing countries. Women's 

empowerment is profound but seldom included beyond income and education because of its 

diversity and prevalent use. The study highlighted inclusive social components like the sense 

of self-worth versus the right to choices, the right to opportunities/ resources versus the right 

to life and the ability to lead social change. These strong women empowerment indicators 

symbolise personality traits capable of social transformations and subsequent sustainability 

status (Gupta, 2017). 

 

Bjerregaard and Lauring (2013)studied the literature on managing contradictions between 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the sustainability of diversity in the Danish market. 

Findings suggest some arguments for ethnic and cultural diversity to facilitate strategies for 

the international market and their interactions. That calls for synchronising CSR with business 

concerns in diversity talent engagements. Secondly, business or HR managers should also 
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focus on professional qualifications and competencies in the different teams to consider equal 

opportunity maintenance for ethnic, gender, and CSR balance.  

 

Marshall (2011) explored gendering in sustainability leadership at an individual managerial 

level. The study reviewed the tractions of the male gender predominance in shaping the 

discourses and practices of corporate social responsibility. The literature critiques the ability 

of male managers to advocate change over the years for sustainability practices, yet business 

risks remain relevant and usually replicated. The study reveals social justice, equality, routine, 

embodiment, and ways of knowing and fitting in the craft as advocates for alternative 

gender/women's voice and visibility in sustainability leadership. The empirical context 

revolves around women researchers addressing environmental issues and social redirection 

for women's capabilities in leadership. It concluded by proposing feminism in social 

leadership as an alternative cue, urging that "no revolution led by masculine qualities in 

society will address the destruction of natural resources" (Marshall, 2011.p.279). 

 

The evidence also demonstrated scepticism for the quota system in accommodating minority 

groups as business concern leads to decision-making priority. Another presented argument is 

that including multinationals would eradicate prejudices from departments since highly 

educated, experienced and resourceful employees could be managed without formalised 

procedures for equal opportunities (Marshall, 2011). The drawback in the debate is on the 

equal opportunity policy that diversity is embraced only for economic usefulness. In practice, 

however, the social concern is submerged for business convenience where both logics 

contradict achieving efficiency and organisational objectives. The reference to social 

problems is an interrogative priority for future study.  

 

Similarly, Kassinis et al. (2016) investigated the relationship between gender and 

environmental sustainability in 296 US firms. The study empirically analysed gender-diverse 

boards and policies enabling gender diversity by adopting more environmentally responsible 

practices. The findings suggest that gender diversity is a sustainability issue of having the 

correct board numbers and having a morally bound board to do the right thing. The result 

elucidates demographic and structural gender diversity predictors of environmental 

sustainability initiatives. It reflects a firm's broader policy orientation and practices and 

directly affects corporate sustainability practices. Though a business case for gender diversity 
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suggests that those firms making efforts to grow gender parity have much to gain in financial 

and environmental sustainability (Kassinis et al. 2016), the ramification of a similar strategy 

in SMEs is yet to be empirically understood in Nigeria. 

 

Ben-Amar et al. (2017) investigated the effects of female board representation on corporate 

disclosure reporting for climate change risk. Evidence shows that the likelihood of voluntary 

climate change disclosure increases concurrently with the percentage of women on boards. 

This discovery reinforces and promotes gender diversity in corporate governance board 

effectiveness in stakeholder management. Evidence shows that 'comply or explain' cannot 

guarantee board diversity, except a critical mass for women directors is included (Ben-Amar 

and McIlkenny, 2017). A comparative analysis of Nigerian and Canadian listed firms' data 

can show the applicability of such findings in different cases. 

 

Another empirical study was on female directors and their typology from a context of Spanish 

non-financial and non-insurance listed firms (Cabeza-Garcia et al., 2018). The study 

examined the board's relationship between gender diversity and corporate social responsibility 

(CSR). They found the number of women on the board proportional to the responsible 

disclosure rate, indicating sustainability mindfulness. However, the result stands only for 

firms with three women and above the critical mass. This position is similar to many 

European, USA, and Canadian markets (Kassinis et al., 2016; Ben-Amar and McIlkenny, 

2017).  The study suggested integrating gender diversity with individual characteristics to 

understand stimulating idiosyncrasies in future research. It also calls for expanded analysis 

with international frontiers to verify these results in social, political and economic structures 

(Cabeza-Garcia and Nieto, 2018). 

 

 

 

2.4: SMEs Managerial Antecedents and Sustainability Practices in SMEs 

The main focus in this segment is on managers' practical and cognitive attributes relevant to 

sustainability solutions and SMEs' operational concerns (Haugh, 2010; James et al., 2015; 

Rezaee, 2016; Putri and Aprilia, 2018). The constituents of managerial characteristics in the 

business sustainability context are yet to be revealed. (Linnenluecke et al., 2009). Some 

scholars perceive managerial characteristics as an internal capability (implicit) for 
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understanding and optimisation sustainability ideas (Haugh et al., 2010; Pellegrini and Frey, 

2018). On the contrary, some scholars associate managers' characteristics with explicit 

functionalities or acquired charisma through training or education (Pratono, 2016; Doh and 

Kim, 2017; Pellegrini and Frey, 2018). 

 

These arguments ignored the possibility that specific individual training could lead differently 

in personality formation and the stimulation for strategic choices (Barrick, 2013). Unique 

management functions are traceable to multi-dimensional, explicit, or implicit motivations. 

The integrated sustainability approach examines extant literature connecting 

owners/managers to SME sustainability practices. The following antecedents are filtered 

empirically to meet the research objectives and gain a better understanding. 

 

Diverse SME owners/managers exhibit unique characteristics that translate to business 

operations and performances (Adekoya and Oyewumi, 2020). Managerial antecedents refer 

to features, characteristics, capabilities, behavioural patterns, and inherent or adopted 

cognition responsible for managers' actions or inactions (Filatotchev and Nakajima, 2014; 

Issam Jizi et al., 2014; Plöckinger et al., 2016). Age, gender, upbringing, personal values, fear 

of punishment, conscience, and religion influence business managers (Kurpis et al., 2008). 

These factors could be externally or internally acquired to harness other skills, capacities or 

systems to achieve organisational objectives effectively (Doh, Park and Kim, 2017). Adekoya 

and Oyewumi (2020) corroborated this, stating that sanction, religion, upbringing, conscience, 

gender, and personal values influence sustainability managers (including chartered and non-

chartered accountants) practices.  

 

A barrage of literature with similar consensus suggests that professional ethics or code of 

conduct inherently dictates how professional backgrounds impact sustainability behaviours 

for discharging responsibilities (Bamgbade et al., 2015; Momodu, 2017). Bako and Syed 

(2018) question the irony of emerging contexts with varying factors like upbringing and 

conscience underpinned by religious and cultural still practising unsustainably. The cultural 

traditions that inhibit girls' education but promote early marriage and male child education 

alone family breadwinning are a few social inequalities to address (Ebubedike, 2015; Obiageli 

and Paulette, 2015; Amodu, Salami and Richter, 2017). 
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To understand the role of CEOs in predicting a firm's performance, Waldman et al. (2004) 

investigated 69 US and Canadian firms using the upper echelons' theory. The literature 

suggests that personal qualities like charismatic leadership and intellectual stimulation are 

related to strategic performances. Charismatic leadership here means providing a sense of 

mission, articulating and inspiring powerful visionary imagery, values, and beliefs. 

Determination and communication performance stirs followers' confidence and admiration. 

The intellectual stimulations here refer to solution-based behaviours focused on helping 

subordinates solve complex problems innovatively (Waldman, Javidan and Varella, 2004). 

Both attributes are subjectively and objectively related to performance outcomes. However, 

charismatic leadership is weaker than intellectual stimulation in executive relationships with 

performance outcomes. 

 

Xing and Starik (2017) illustrate how leaders' behaviour influences employees' beliefs and 

practices for sustainability. The literature contextualised the Taoist philosophical culture and 

its assimilated sustainability leadership paradigm. That could theoretically affect pro-

environmental employees to change their perspectives and attitudes fundamentally. Taoism 

tradition or philosophy treats human beings and the natural environment as integral 

components of each other. The implication of the Taoist leadership style in sustainability 

behaviours suggests equality management, embracing selflessness, rejection of dominion, and 

rethinking of employees nurturing attitudes toward environmental sustainability (Xing and 

Starik, 2017). 

 

On the contrary, Janssen (2012) investigated the impact of managers' characteristics on 

Belgian SME employment growth, using the upper echelon frame for analysis. The 

quantitative study found that most examined psychological characteristics were not associated 

with SME employment growth. These characteristics include entrepreneurial traits, pull/push 

motivations, family entrepreneurial background, a manager at the firm, sector experience, 

ownership of several firms (except women), multiple ownership, intergenerational heritage, 

and prior management experience or education not influencing growth (Janssen, 2012). 

Contrarily, growth is linked to managers' expertise, functional experience (not permanently 

dedicated to a new firm), dedicated studies of business activity, gender, and immigrant 

background. These findings are also supported by the generic European economic views and 

independence rather than feasible in developing contexts. 
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Chan et al. 2014) analysed the effects of environmental triggers (knowledge, awareness, and 

concern) on employees' intentions for sustainability implementation in Hong Kong hotels. The 

study examined over 400 hotel employees using the structural equation model. Findings show 

positive correlations between ecological triggers, ecological behaviour, and employees' 

intention for sustainability practices. That means employees' trigger level (knowledge, 

awareness, and concern) determines their behaviours and, consequently, their intentions for 

adopting green practices. Considering the economics and income variety, these trigger 

implications would require further testing in different contexts and businesses to fully 

appreciate their applicability (Soininen et a 2012). 

 

Ikpefan, Agwu and Taiwo (2015) empirically investigated the Nigerian context's management 

leadership crisis and leadership-changing paradigms. The underscored paradigms for 

optimising leadership potentials include catalytic leadership, the right personality and skills. 

These skills include effective communication, trust, negotiation, people valuation, team 

building, updated knowledge to integrate, consistency and proactive, creativity and sensitivity 

innovations, social connections, moral integrity, energy, positive thinking, and ethical feeling 

for justice. Others claimed behavioural disposition like willingness is delivered in contextual 

buoyance and market situations (Obiageli and Paulette, 2015; De Clercq et al., 2018) 

in especially Nigeria. Further examining these outcomes in social and economic dimensions 

could bridge the practical and strategic gaps. 

 

Gadenne, Kennedy and Mckeiver (2009) empirically explored the institutional factors 

influencing diverse stakeholders toward healthy environmental practices in SMEs with deeper 

concentrations of awareness and willingness. Against the inverse correlations between 

business owners'/managers' strong attitudes and the level of implementation, seek to unravel 

the contradictions in practice. Findings suggest that legislation only provides generic 

awareness, and organisations respond to stakeholders' pressure in their operations. However, 

managers have a marginal understanding of the benefits of environmental-friendly practices. 

By implications, this informs the scanty formal environmental management systems or the 

use of ecological concerns in their marketing. The study argued that managers/owners' 

willingness to adopt is apparent and demonstrated by their voluntary commitments. 
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To advance this knowledge on managerial shift, William, Throop and Matt (2017) explored 

the virtue of the predominant traditional economic model for sustainability and how it 

influences decision-making to fit the current environment reality. Virtue depicts the 

disposition to think, feel, and act skilfully to promote sustainability objectives and practices. 

The study suggested five leadership characteristics that fit current sustainability leaders in 

achieving such a transition. These include adaptive, collaborative, frugal, meekness, and 

systems virtues. To fully implement these virtues, inform total cultural change that embraces 

people and innovative technological skills. Agreeably, this proposition disrupts the traditional 

acceptability and adaptability model of sustainability in developing markets (William, Throop 

and Matt, 2017). 

 

Carrington, Zwick and Neville (2018) investigate individual manager acts transforming 

business logic at macro levels from the mainstream and critical CSR literature. The scholars 

found that strategic transformation practices require abdication-reproductive coping tactics 

and internal activist orientations-covert and overt tactics for managers to integrate personal 

ethics into the work environment. These orientations enable other managerial practices like 

productivity, empowerment, psychological safety, moral shocks, and morality praxis. The 

study also acknowledged the challenges individual managers/ agents face because they 

operate within the power structures of the firm to resist the dominant narrative whenever 

possible. The concerns and sustainability issues in the firm's activities are guided by lasting 

values and universal truths to advocate and drive positive changes from the inside. Drawing 

only on 26 managers' experiences may limit general cognitions in many contexts, especially 

where normative and regulative elements supporting such individual rights are weak (Lloret, 

2016; Bako and Syed, 2018). 

 

Carollo and Guerci (2018) studied the paradoxes of corporate sustainability by examining 

individual managers' work identities for those holding sustainability-dedicated roles. The 

result emerged with three central tensions/factors affecting how those identities are processed. 

These include business versus value orientations, the organisational insider versus outsider 

constructions, and short-term versus long-term identity tensions. These paradoxes inform the 

multiplicity and complexity of sustainability goals. The literature highlighted multiple 

reverberations of the tension in sustainability managers' identities with few samples of coping 
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with the tensions. Measuring some qualitative attributes will inform drawbacks due to 

elaborate cost or, at best, a mix-method approach for the SME context. 

 

However, the study is unclear in identifying how the identity constructs influence managers' 

expertise, experience, capabilities, internalise values, and responsibility. Managers' 

sensitivity attributes could mediate in perspective direction, but the legitimacy and 

recognition of such attributes remain uncertain. Finally, the relationship between these 

orientations and the actual substantive practices is indistinct. The literature gap requires a 

longitudinal approach to fully understand more minor participants' organisational and personal 

characteristics influencing sustainability practices (Carollo and Guerci, 2018). Understanding 

the participant characteristic aligns with our research objectives. 

 

Tsao and Laszlo (2019) analysed current leadership approaches that produced adverse 

outcomes for businesses and communities, like high employee disengagement and customer 

fickleness. The study explored and presented a lack of creativity and collaboration at all 

levels of entrepreneurial activity. They suggested changes in a leader's consciousness as a 

powerful tool for unlocking leadership potential to strategically create wealth and serve 

humanity and the capability to inspire people and produce lasting change. Significantly, 

investors demand Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) to achieve greater 

effectiveness and well-being at work  (Tsao and Laszlo, 2019). 

 

Chams and García-blandón (2019) systematically analysed conceptual and empirical studies 

on Sustainable Human Resources Management (SHRM) for individual, communal, and 

environmental level green goals. Individual green behaviours denoting managers' personality 

traits and skills influencing strategic choices include communicating capability, practice-

enhancing abilities, opportunity-enhancing practices, motivation-enhancing practices (Guerci 

and Carollo, 2016), management convergence capabilities, proactive management and 

financial performance (Westman and Burch, 2020), explicit commercial and public resources 

HR requirements (Guerci and Carollo, 2016). Other individual characteristics enhancing green 

strategic behaviour are positive strategies and perceptions of employee commitment and 

environment (Maletič, Maletič and Gomišček, 2018); capabilities for green communication, 

recruitment, evaluation and positive relationships between environmental reputation and 

employee commitment (Lozano, 2015). 
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2.5: Factors Influencing Sustainability Practices in Emerging Markets 

This section explored the emerging market determinants for SMEs' sustainability practices 

from political (social), economic, and environmental dimensions. Sustainability practices' 

being any disciplines/actions with continuous improvements and harmless impacts 

(WCED,1987), would filter and reflect the literature. Though sustainability practices are 

beyond consensus views like distinct characteristics and perception (Hart, 1997), morality and 

accepted legitimacy (Bulgacov et al., 2015), the necessary evil perspectives (Bulgacov and 

May 2015), strategies and innovative opportunities for value promotions (Shih-Fang and Her-

Jiun, 2007; Windolph and Herzig, 2014; Landrum and Ohsowski, 2018). These align with the 

global sustainability aspiration of today's demands without compromising the future's ability 

to achieve its goals (WCED, 1987). Sustainability practice is also about taking initiatives or 

practical measures in dealings with business risks (Chong and Tan, 2018).  

 

Chong and Tan (2018) investigated sustainability practices that can lower firm risk and 

improve strong performance in Malaysia and found that firms are more engaged in 

governance initiatives than general sustainability practices. Data from quantitative studies 

could not link sustainability practices to lowering firm risks. Therefore, firms are encouraged 

to engage in practices promoting superior financial (economic) performance by focusing on 

non-financial issues that drive long-term success (Chong and Tan, 2018). The concepts' 

determinant here is economic concerns that characterise emerging contexts, especially in the 

SME sector, and managers' characteristics and stakeholders' implications tilt in a similar 

direction. 

 

Bulgacov et al. (2015) researched the sustainability practices adopted by seventeen (17) 

Brazilian companies and the involvement of stakeholders. The operational and strategic 

practices analysed include sustainable activities and stakeholders, both internal (shareholders, 

managers, employees) and external (clients, suppliers, government agencies and the 

community). Findings support a strong relationship between sustainability practices and 

stakeholder interests, irrespective of implementation level. Practices include stakeholders' 

involvement in social and environmental issues, productivity orientations, economic 

consumption, waste policies, clean technology, efficiency, risk analysis, management, 
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technical training, client feedback, and sustainable brand and image development (Bulgacov, 

Ometto and May 2015). 

 

Göçer et al. (2018) examined top managers of the Turkish food industry to understand how 

sustainability practices influence managerial decisions and other viability of sustainability 

programmes. The discovery includes behavioural issues such as complacency, lack of 

awareness, misperception of risk, labour-related challenges and bad reputations, and 

opportunism risks like opportunism and lack of ethics. Others include organisational risks, 

i.e., poor control, admin insufficiencies, regulatory inadequacies, local decision-making, weak 

contingency planning, poor change management, and health and safety threats. Safety and 

traceability issues system designed risks are also listed with diverse interpretations (Göçer, 

Fawcett and Tuna, 2018). 

 

The findings reveal that managers are aware of the vulnerability of their sustainability 

initiatives to food-safety supply but ignore the increasing costs across food production, which 

is a behavioural factor. These behavioural risks arise from the decisions and indecisions of 

food producers. These counterproductive behaviours result in unintended consequences when 

behavioural risks are underestimated. Such reality is triggered by culture, experience, and lack 

of awareness of the impact of specific behaviours or bad habits that persist across the food 

production system (Göçer, Fawcett and Tuna, 2018). Turkey may represent emerging markets 

as a bridge between Europe and Asia (Dogan, 2013; Yamak et al., 2015); however, the 

Nigerian reality remains undiscovered. 

 

Collins and Lawrence (2010) surveyed the nature and the extent of adopting business 

sustainability practices in New Zealand. Companies adopting environmental and social 

practices increased from 2003 to 2006, though less for social conventions. The main drivers 

for these identified increases were management values and beliefs in sustainability practices. 

Such practices include training, charity, community projects, and family-friendly policies tied 

to reputations and brands.  

 

Managers consider staff recruitment and retention as big drivers for instituting social 

initiatives and consistent with the business case for sustainability. The study identified barriers 

to practice, including costs, management time, and knowledge/skills, as the most common to 
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adopting sustainability initiatives. This finding has many commonalities with emerging 

markets like Nigeria  (Ezeah, Chukwunonye and Robert, 2012; Oyedepo, 2014). The 

applicability of these theories to Nigerian SMEs remains unclear as the context only 

emphasises large companies. 

 

Linnenluecke et al. (2007) investigated employees' perceptions of corporate sustainability 

practices in Australian transport corporations by surveying 255 employees. The result shows 

that employees' relations with corporate sustainability vary partially to organisational 

subcultures and their understanding of corporate sustainability practices. It further emphasises 

that employees with hierarchical and bureaucratic values as subcultural backgrounds are 

more inclined toward economic sustainability practices than others. The holistic employee 

characteristics would have been instrumental in understanding (Siegel et al., 2019) to reveal 

the organisation's various stages of experience and their respective learning curves 

(Gabrielsson, Tell and Politis, 2010). 

 

Lawrence et al. (2008) discussed the conventional models of ethics and accountability relevant 

to SMEs in New Zealand, considering the economic and environmental impact individual 

SMEs could contribute. The literature identified little impact perception on the environment, 

lack of experience and strategies, and little net cost-benefits to proactive environmental 

investments as barriers to adopting sustainability practices. The analysis of small, medium, 

and large firms shows that SMEs have indistinguishable social patterns in training 

opportunities, commitments, community project and charity courses, diversity, and social 

working conditions, with stress management initiatives. Few small firms have pronounced 

environmental policies and engagements like the medium and large firms in New Zealand. 

 

Tilman et al. (2002) explored sustainability and intensive agricultural production net benefits 

in the environmental sphere. These include maintaining and restoring soil fertility, using 

disease and pest control, increasing yields, nutrient-use efficiency and ecosystem services as 

effective practices to double global food production for the next 50 years. The environmental 

challenge of irreversible land use with these practices lies in farm managers' policies for 

uncompromised ecological integrity and public health  (Rika et al., 2013). Sustainability 

issues of using chemical inputs have caused health issues for humans and animals, destroyed 

the environment, and caused air and water pollution. Some practices include high fertilisers, 
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weedicides, and pesticides for optimal production. The finding shows unsustainable practices 

among most farmers, an alarming deviation from the generally accepted practices (Torres and 

Villapando, 2013). 

 

2.6: Theoretical Framework. 

Haven explored the diverse literature on the factors that influence sustainability practices and 

SME operations in contexts and concepts; this section explores and articulates the theoretical 

framework underpinning the research constructions and outcomes. In understanding the 

factors that influence the sustainability practices of Nigerian SMEs, managerial and 

stakeholder inputs are necessary for the research objectives. Vinz (2017) defines a research 

framework as a crucial perspective/lens of existing, relevant theories examining a particular 

phenomenon to interpret the findings directly and convincingly. The concepts of managerial 

characteristics and stakeholders' view interplay with Nigerian SMEs and sustainability 

practices, which are central to this section's articulation. 

 

Literal traditions suggest managerial characteristics/behaviours to business strategic outcomes 

and alignments (Entrialgo, 2002). Essentially, managers' features are attributable to strategic 

envisioning, creativity, a decisive mindset, capability, and backgrounds that inform actions 

and decisions (Gupta and Surie, 2004). Managers' and stakeholders' eclectic relations with 

SMEs' sustainability practices are frameable with traditional and antithetical theories to 

articulate and direct research outcomes. However, the managerial disposition for strategy from 

the Upper Echelon Theory (Hambrick and Mason, 1984) and the stakeholders' view of value 

and responsibility for sustainability (Schneider, 2002; Maak and Pless, 2006) encapsulate the 

study's framing. Complementing these theoretical frames enables broader and inclusive 

dimensions of factors influencing Nigerian SMEs' sustainability practices. These theories 

expansively explained the theoretical ideas and navigated perspectives that model this 

investigation (Sandberg and Alvesson, 2011).  

 

2.61: Stakeholder Theory and SME 

Stakeholder theory is a critical view of Milton Friedman's traditional business shareholding. 

Friedman believes the total business obligation is to the shareholders, i.e., profit maximisation  

(Pitelis, 2004; Gomez-Bezares et al., 2016). Stakeholder theory digressed from this profit-

oriented view to focus on shared-value implications for all persons involved, interested, or 
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impacted by business activities (Clarke, 2017). (Wolf, 2014) and Maak et al. (2016) referred 

to all these persons as an individual, internal groups (managers, employees, 

shareholders/owners), and external groups (suppliers, customers, trade associations, 

investors, government, and NGOs) related or impacted by the business activities. The theory 

critiques and aims at shifting business focus from aggressive capitalism to elaborate 

responsibility and inclusive tendencies for other stakeholders besides shareholders  (Jansen, 

2002).  

 

The theory is credited to Edward Freeman's organisational management and business ethics, 

addressing organisational morals and values in corporate social responsibility (CSR), the 

market economy, and social contract theory (Gao and Bansal, 2013; Rezaee, 2016). Practical 

stakeholder management is evaluated around sponsorship, involvement, impact, 

communication, readiness, responsibilities, and compliance (Benson and Davidson, 2010). 

Byars and Stanberry (2018) highlighted stakeholder theory by categorising management 

claims and expectations. The categories include enablers, normative, functional, and diffused 

stakeholders. The scholars characterised regulators, stockholders, legislatures, government 

regulators, and boards of directors as enablers based on their permissive roles and power. 

Industrial competitors and peers that influence the sector's norms are normative stakeholders. 

While suppliers, employees, trade unions, customers, distributors, and retailers affecting 

outputs are functional stakeholders. Furthermore, diffused stakeholders include 

nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), voters, and mass media organisations with lesser 

interests but greater impacts on firms (Byars and Stanberry, 2018). 
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Fig 2.1: Stakeholders Classification (Byars and Stanberry, 2018). 

 

The characterisation of stakeholder theory is a complex responsibility, but the simple goals 

are an unbiased and inclusive concern and responsibility for every stakeholder (Maak and 

Pless, 2006). The concept also encompasses a comprehensive shared-valued role (De Clercq 

and Voronov, 2018) and salient responsibility and accountability-i.e., power, legitimacy, and 

urgency  (Thijssen and Hassink, 2015; Savga et al., 2018). These stakeholders' lenses are 

beyond keeping stakeholders happy through diminishing capitalism, i.e., making more profits 

to spend a portion on stakeholders (De Clercq et al., 2018). Instead, they influence business 

owners/managers to correctly balance business interests with moral and ethical dynamics 

(Emami and Nazari, 2014). 

 

These dynamic moral and ethical balancing lenses influence strategic business directions, 

including SME owners/managers in their operational routines (Tashman and Raelin, 2013). It 

also suggests balancing social, economic, and ecological stewardship and evaluation models 

(Haanaes, 2016). Ng and Rezaee (2015) constructed the same notion of balancing 

sustainability achievements within economic, governance, social, ethical, and environmental 

(EGSEE) views. Wirtenberg et al. (2007) stretched the dynamics toward short- and long-term 

sustainability performances (practices) for engagement and holistic integration. Even in the 

natural sciences, the balancing notion for ecological, social, and economic sustainability 

practices is addressed for development indexes (Strezov, Evans and Evans, 2017). Such 
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stakeholder initiatives are relevant to research objectives, social sustainability inculcations 

and result implications.  

The stakeholders' demands for SMEs (i.e., inclusions, social/shared values, responsibility and 

accountability) and sustainability practices have similar organisational inclinations which 

require a beyond-the-traditional business model operation (Yeung, 2013). While the 

stakeholders' concept persuades balancing business interests among interested and impacted 

communities, sustainability inspires a progressive integration of developments that safely 

balances the present and future generations' needs (WCED, 1987). This interest balancing 

curbs business malfeasance/risks and generates enlightenment capability, responsible 

strategic decisions, stakeholders' pressure, and advocacy (Siew and Kong, 2016; Baranova 

and Meadows, 2017). 

 

 

Fig 2.2: Balancing Dynamics of Stakeholder and Sustainability Demands  

 

According to Parmar et al. (2010), the concept of stakeholder theory, developed by Freeman 

(1984), suggests that organisations should consider the interests and expectations of various 

stakeholders when making decisions. Stakeholder theory's prominence emerged as a valuable 

framework for understanding and managing the relationships between organisations and their 

stakeholders (Wolf, 2014). This literature review aims to contextualise the application of 



 
 

105 
 

stakeholder theory within the Nigerian business context. The review explores relevant studies, 

frameworks, and empirical evidence that explains stakeholder theory's applicability and 

effectiveness in Nigeria. By examining the unique Nigerian environment's characteristics and 

diverse stakeholder landscape, this review provides valuable insights into the practical 

implications of the theory for Nigerian businesses. This will enhance and highlight the need 

for organisations to adopt stakeholder-oriented approaches for long-term sustainability and 

address socioeconomic challenges prevalent in Nigeria. 

 

With Nigeria being a complex and dynamic business environment, understanding the 

application of stakeholder theory in this context is fundamental for understanding decision-

making, business responsibility, and SME sustainability practices. This review examines key 

research outcomes and how best these concepts bridge the research gaps and contribute to 

knowledge and practice for Nigerian SME sustainability practices and other emerging fields.  

 

Applying stakeholder theory becomes remarkably relevant in the Nigerian business context 

due to social, economic, and political factors significantly influencing business operations. 

Freeman's (1984) introduction and definition of the concept as individuals or groups with a 

vested interest in an organisation that can affect or be affected by its actions (Parmar et al., 

2010) forms the basis for the theory's understanding and applications. The proposed 

stakeholder salience model classified stakeholders based on their power, legitimacy, and 

urgency (Mitchell and Wood, 1997). This model provided a theoretical framework for 

identifying and prioritising stakeholders, helping organisations allocate resources and address 

their diverse needs and expectations. 

 

Stakeholder theory has influenced corporate governance practices in Nigeria by adopting 

codes, such as the Nigerian Code of Corporate Governance (2018), emphasising the role of 

directors in stakeholder interests and promoting transparency (Amoo et al., 2020). Stakeholder 

engagement mechanisms, such as annual general meetings and corporate social responsibility 

initiatives, are increasingly implemented to enhance accountability (Babalola et al., 2019). 

Stakeholder theory provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the relationships 

between organisations and their stakeholders. According to Parmar et al. (2010), stakeholders 

can be classified into primary (e.g., employees, customers, suppliers) and secondary (e.g., 

communities, government, NGOs) stakeholders. This framework offers insights into how 
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organisations can balance the interests of different stakeholders and create social values for 

an emerging society like Nigeria. 

 

Diverse societal challenges, including poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation, 

characterised the Nigerian business landscape. Stakeholder theory, therefore, enables 

organisations to develop and implement responsibility initiatives that address these challenges 

while aligning with stakeholders' interests (Anekwe, Ifeoma, Ndubusi-Okolo and Uzoezie, 

2019). Studies have shown that organisations adopting CSR practices in Nigeria can enhance 

their reputation, build trust, and foster long-term relationships with stakeholders (Ogundajo et 

al., 2022).   Nigeria's socioeconomic challenges, such as poverty, inequality, and corruption, 

influences organisational weaknesses and stakeholder relationships if not addressed by 

inclusive decision- and responsible business practices (Adelowore et al., 2021). Moreover, 

stakeholder engagement can contribute to poverty alleviation, job creation, and economic 

development, aligning with a broad sustainability agenda (Ite, 2017). 

 

The Nigerian government plays a significant role in the business environment through 

policies, regulations, and enforcement mechanisms. Stakeholder theory enables organisations 

to better understand the interests and expectations of government stakeholders by navigating 

the regulatory landscape, maintaining compliance, and engaging in effective lobbying 

activities (Amaechi et al., 2016). Nigeria's institutional weaknesses, such as corruption and 

regulatory inefficiencies, pose challenges for organisations seeking to implement stakeholder 

theory effectively (Jamali and Karam, 2018). Overcoming these challenges requires 

collaborative efforts between businesses, civil society, and the government to foster 

institutional reforms, strengthen governance frameworks, and promote ethical business 

practices (Jamali and Karam, 2018). 

 

Nigeria's communities often profoundly influence organisations' operations where large-scale 

projects or natural extraction businesses are implemented. Stakeholder theory encourages 

organisations to engage and collaborate with communities, incorporating their concerns, 

needs, and aspirations into decision-making processes (Adeola et al., 2020). Such engagement 

can help mitigate conflicts, acquire social licenses to operate and foster sustainable 

development. The Nigerian oil and gas sector faces such complex stakeholder dynamics. 

Stakeholder theory provides insights into managing relationships with host communities, 
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government agencies, and international organisations (Ogbeibu, S., & Eruotor, 2014). 

Effective stakeholder management strategies can mitigate conflicts, improve operational 

efficiency, and enhance the sector's social license to operate (Aniah et al., 2019). 

 

A complex network of stakeholders with diverse interests, power dynamics, and cultural 

backgrounds characterises the Nigerian business context (Nwobu et al., 2018). Organisations 

and investors face challenges in identifying and prioritising stakeholders, understanding their 

needs, and managing conflicting expectations (Aniah et al., 2019). Balancing the interests of 

various stakeholders requires a nuanced approach, tailored communication strategies, and 

ongoing dialogue. Stakeholder theory has contributed to sustainable development practices in 

Nigeria by recognising the importance of addressing environmental and social challenges 

through stakeholder engagement(Adeola et al., 2020). Studies suggested positive stakeholder 

engagement influences environmental performance, community relations, and long-term 

profitability (Onyedika et al., 2021). 

 

Nigeria's diverse cultural heritage influences stakeholder engagement practices too. For 

instance, the concept of ubuntu, which emphasises communal relationships, aligns with 

stakeholder theory's focus on shared value creation (Ukpere et al., 2010). Additionally, 

cultural norms, such as respect for elders and community involvement, play a significant role 

in stakeholder engagement strategies (Oyewunmi & Obembe, 2016). The interplay between 

stakeholder theory and sustainability practices in Nigeria seeks to understand how 

stakeholder-oriented practices could manage relationships, address societal challenges, and 

promote sustainable business practices like transparency, accountability, stakeholder 

engagement, stakeholder satisfaction and long-termism (Onyemah et al., 2021). While 

challenges such as stakeholder complexity and institutional weaknesses exist, the theory's 

leverage to build trust, enhance reputation, and create shared value in Nigeria's dynamic 

business environment would continue to be an inspiration. It inspires practical sustainability 

guidelines and strategies for effective stakeholder management in Nigerian small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs). 

Therefore,  it is imperative to understand how diverse stakeholders influence SME 

owners/managers within a broader sustainability practice in a Nigerian context. The 

alignments/variations of stakeholder concepts (i.e., inclusions, social values, responsibilities, 

and accountability) in Nigerian SMEs' sustainability practices can elucidate the research 
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objectives and enhance a better understanding of the concept (Tell and Gabrielsson, 2013). 

The articulations are also perceived internally and externally as directly linked to 

sustainability practices (Wolf, 2014; Maak et al., 2016). 

 

2.62: Role of Nigeria's Uniqueness in SMEs' Sustainability Practices. 

Nigeria, the largest economy in Africa, has a unique and dynamic business environment that 

significantly influences stakeholders' roles in promoting sustainability practices among Small 

and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs). Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) play a crucial 

role in the economic development of Nigeria. However, the sustainability practices of these 

SMEs are influenced by various factors, including Nigeria's unique and dynamic 

characteristics. The country's diverse business environment, and cultural, economic, and 

political landscape, combined with its challenges and opportunities, shape the engagement 

and impact of stakeholders in fostering sustainable business practices within the SME sector. 

 

Corruption, infrastructural deficiency, policy instability, and a complex regulatory framework 

characterise Nigeria's business environment. These challenges influence stakeholders' roles in 

promoting sustainability practices in SMEs. For instance, research by Abubakar, Kasim, & 

Alabi (2018) found that stakeholders' involvement in sustainability initiatives is influenced by 

the need to navigate regulatory hurdles and address corruption risks. Nigeria's economic 

landscape, dependence on oil revenue, economic inequality, and high poverty rates affect 

stakeholders' involvement in SMEs' sustainability practices. Oyewo & Mohammed (2021) 

suggested that economic factors, such as access to finance and market opportunities, shape 

stakeholders' ability to promote and support sustainable business practices in SMEs. 

 

Nigeria's economic landscape is characterised by challenges and opportunities impacting 

SMEs' sustainability practices. The country's vast natural resources, diverse market, and 

growing population allow SMEs to contribute to economic growth. However, challenges such 

as inadequate infrastructure, limited access to finance, and regulatory complexities hinder 

SMEs' sustainability efforts  (Abiodun, 2019; Oghenechavwuko & Ugbah, 2020). 

The characteristics of Nigeria's supply chains have implications for SMEs' sustainability 

practices. SMEs often face challenges related to raw material sourcing, supplier collaboration, 

and compliance with sustainability standards imposed by multinational corporations (Oyekale 

et al., 2021). Collaborative efforts among SMEs, suppliers, and buyers are essential for 



 
 

109 
 

integrating sustainability into the supply chain and enhancing SMEs' competitiveness 

(Amponsah et al., 2020). 

 

Collaboration and partnerships between stakeholders, including government agencies, non-

governmental organisations (NGOs), and industry associations, significantly advance 

sustainability practices in SMEs. Oladeji, Anifowose, & Aliu (2020) embellished the 

importance of multi-stakeholder collaboration in enhancing sustainability practices and 

addressing the social and environmental challenges SMEs face in Nigeria. Collaborators 

(stakeholders) essential for promoting sustainability practices among SMEs in Nigeria include 

government agencies, NGOs, industry associations, and academia, forming partnerships and 

support in knowledge sharing and building capacity (Ugwu, Iwedi, & Ajah, 2020). These 

stakeholders enable SMEs to implement sustainable practices and enhance their 

competitiveness in the market (Ugwu, Iwedi, & Ajah, 2020). 

 

Stakeholders, like government agencies, industry associations, financial institutions, and local 

communities, significantly influence SMEs' sustainability practices in Nigeria. Collaboration 

among stakeholders is crucial for creating an enabling environment that promotes sustainable 

business practices (Oyekale & Ogunkoya, 2020). Stakeholder engagement and support can 

help SMEs overcome challenges related to access to finance, technology adoption, and market 

opportunities (Adewuyi et al., 2020; Ezenwakwelu et al., 2021). 

Cultural diversity and social dynamics are crucial in shaping stakeholders' engagement in 

SMEs' sustainability practices in Nigeria. Odukoya, Adeniyi, & Dabalen (2017) suggested 

that cultural factors influence stakeholders' role in promoting sustainable entrepreneurship and 

innovation in Nigeria. This supports the idea that cultural values, beliefs, and norms influence 

the perception of sustainability and its integration into business practices, especially SMEs. 

The expectations and demands of community members, including customers, employees, and 

local communities, play an important role in shaping SMEs' sustainability practices (Nnadi, 

2018). That includes ethical business conduct and support for local products that affect SMEs' 

decisions to adopt sustainable practices. Cultural norms and concepts like "ubuntu" 

(communalism) promotes social responsibility and community engagement among businesses 

(Odigbo & Ikpefan, 2019). SMEs that incorporate cultural values and social norms into their 

sustainability practices will likely gain societal acceptance, customer loyalty, and long-term 

success (Olawale & Garwe, 2010; Eniola & Ektebang, 2014). 
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Osagie, Abdul-Hamid & Yusoff (2019) suggested that government policies promoting 

sustainable development create an enabling environment for stakeholders to engage in 

sustainable practices within the SME sector. The Nigerian government plays a vital role in 

shaping stakeholders' involvement in promoting sustainability practices among SMEs through 

policy frameworks and regulations and providing incentives to influence stakeholders' 

behaviour and commitment to sustainability practices. Onwuegbuchi (2017) emphasised the 

creation of enabling environment by government agencies and policies to encourage SMEs to 

adopt sustainable practices. Nigeria's regulatory environment and framework significantly 

influence the Policy on Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs), enabling 

sustainable development, environmental conservation, social responsibility, and economic 

growth.  

 

Yusuf (2017) also suggested initiatives such as the National Policy on Micro, Small, and 

Medium Enterprises to enhance SMEs' competitiveness and sustainability. The Nigerian 

government is essential in shaping SMEs' sustainability practices with policies and 

regulations. However, the effectiveness of these policies is often challenged by 

implementation, monitoring, corruption, and inconsistent enforcement (Obialor & 

Oghoghomeh, 2020; Kuye & Agwu, 2021). 

The engagement of stakeholders such as financial institutions, investors, and technology 

providers is necessary for supporting SMEs' sustainability by providing access to capital, 

expertise, and eco-friendly technologies  (Obembe & Adedeji, 2019). These involvements 

facilitate Nigerian SMEs to overcome resource constraints and adopt sustainable practices. 

Technological advancements and innovation are vital in enhancing SMEs' sustainability 

practices in Nigeria. Adopting sustainable technologies, such as renewable energy solutions 

and eco-friendly production processes, can help SMEs reduce their environmental footprint 

(Adelekan & Ogunnaike, 2020). However,  Abiodun (2019)  and Eze & Mbah (2020) opined 

that limited access to technological infrastructure and a lack of innovative capacity challenges 

SMEs' implementation of sustainable practices. 

 

Digital platforms, mobile technology, and e-commerce enable stakeholders to disseminate 

information, build capacity, and enhance access to markets for sustainable products and 

services (Adeleye, Adeniran & Oyewo, 2019). They further discussed the role of rapid 
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technology and innovative advancement in facilitating stakeholder engagement, providing 

opportunities, and promoting sustainable practices in Nigerian SMEs. 

 

Similarly, the shared-value approach to creating solutions and policies/practices that develop 

competitiveness while improving the welfare of the social and environmental space in the firm 

is in operation (Barboza and Madero, 2019). Business firms and influencing stakeholders need 

reciprocity of accountability and responsibility to strive for sustainable development (Clarke, 

2017). This stakeholder concept requires engagement and participatory decision-making in 

the business' affairs to influence communities and vice versa. Though SMEs are unregulated 

in most economies, sustainability idea demands inclusive participation with other stakeholders 

in decision makings.  

 

To fully comprehend the factors influencing progressive change and development, some 

scholars suggested the application of indigenous theories in management concepts  (George, 

Owoyemi  & Onokala, 2012; Adegboye, 2013). For example, Odor and Omoregbe (2018) 

argued for systematic and interdependent concepts/theories tested to reflect Nigeria's unique 

business and social-cultural realities. These indigenous management concepts have survived 

cultural annihilations; however, the principal virtues like futurism and 

collaboration/community in the OHAZURUEME concept are indifferent to sustainability and 

stakeholder thinking (Oghojafor,  Idowu & George, 2012). 

 

The application of stakeholder concepts transcends social responsibility and is deeply 

connected to sustainability outcomes like organic growth, innovations, sustainability 

practices, peaceful cohabitation and social justice in businesses (Manzaneque-Lizano et al., 

2019). The suitability of stakeholder theory is underpinned in the strategic foci to capture 

institutional and organisational influences on Nigerian SME sustainability practices. Adopting 

the stakeholder theory enables the framing of operational and non-operational perspectives. 

The unique stakeholder perspectives are subjective but more profound impersonal views of 

understanding Nigerian SME sustainability practices. As shown below, the perceptions of 

Nigerian SME stakeholders complement owners/managers for holistic insights. 
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Fig 2.3: Focused SMEs Stakeholders. 

 

2.63: Upper Echelons Theory and SME Managers. 

The upper echelons theory (UET) is a management concept accredited to Hambrick and 

Mason (1984). This theory concentrates on human resources and succession decisions for 

organisations' chief executives (CEOs)/top managing directors (or Upper echelons). The 

concept is based on the linear relationship between an individual's dispositions or values and 

organisational outcomes (Finkelstein et al., 2009). The theory modelled organisational 

strategic choices after the top managers' characteristics/values to attain its objectives. This 

theory has three central tenets that link top management values /cognitive bases to strategic 

choices and are responsible for significant organisational outcomes (Hambrick and Mason, 

1984).  

 

The empirical construction of the upper echelon varies with organisational contexts such as 

the jurisdiction, organisational type and size (Hambrick, 2007). The theoretical justification 

for the upper echelon manager (top management team) is beyond the individual's hierarchical 

title or position. Instead, it encompassed management's power/influence on strategic decision-

making (Hambrick and Mason, 1984). Hence, the upper echelon concept conceives top 

management with the dominant coalition or an individual manager with influencing power 
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(otherwise considered the upper echelon) as the organisational strategist rather than the 

euphemism of positions, ranks or titles. That means identifying active stakeholders' power is 

contingent on strategic decisions informed by established characteristics in the business 

environment (Janssen, 2012). That depicts small and medium enterprise (SME) 

owners/managers in this study context and fits the research objective necessary for empirical 

examinations. 

 

Hambrick and Mason's (1984) Upper Echelon characteristics/values for organisational 

outcomes through strategic choices/decisions are perceived by cognitive values and 

observable characteristics. In this context, the cognitive (psychological) values depict SME 

owners'/managers' perceptions, assumptions, knowledge bases, beliefs, and emotional 

prerogatives/attributions to strategies (Carpenter and Sanders, 2004). On the other hand, top 

managers' observable characteristics encompass demographic values like age, other career 

experience, educational qualifications, financial position, and social-economic roots. In 

comparison, the concept of sustainability practices represented situational organisational 

outcomes. 

 

Fig 2.4: An Upper Echelons Perspective of Organisations (Hambrick, Donald and Mason, 

1984). 

The concept is adopted to complement stakeholders' logic in understanding the Nigerian SME 

owners/managers' perspectives on sustainability practices as a phenomenon. While the 

stakeholder theory elucidates holistic organisational interplays with sustainability practices 

(Darcy et al., 2014), the Upper Echelon concept concentrates on SME strategic management 

dormancy for sustainability practices (Setiawan et al., 2020). The diverse literal works linking 

top management (upper echelon) propensities to strategic choices in business contexts have 
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come a long way (Wiersema et al., 1992). The proposition was also established in the strategic 

management context by Daft and Parks (1988), reflecting chief executives' information 

sources as strategic responses to organisational outcomes in uncertain scenarios. That 

reinforced corporate strategy (sustainability practice) as a function of dominant top 

management's cognitive values and characteristics. The SME managers' cognitive values and 

unique characteristics resonate with the concepts' assertion and the objective study gaps 

(Moreau et al., 2017). Hence, framing the Nigerian SME owners'/managers' values is suitable 

for grasping the relationship between the concepts, i.e., SME managers and sustainability 

practices following the Upper Echelon framework. 

 

The upper echelon concept stimulates the understanding of central tendencies and confidence 

in top management for predicting optimal business strategies, especially in SMEs (Hambrick 

and Mason, 1984). The concept also consolidates and explains the homogenous responsibility 

of organisational chief executives for development initiatives like sustainability practices 

(Leal Filho et al., 2019; Olawumi and Chan, 2019). By implication, the motivations for 

Nigerian SME managers for sustainability practices can be captured based on their strategic 

decisions, which are informed by individual unique values and characteristics. Those 

personalised lenses also envision the operational tact owners/managers deploy in strategic 

decisions that are correlational to SME performances/outputs (Higgins and Gulati, 2003). 

More significantly, the framework (UET) reinforces the interpretations of Nigerian strategic 

outputs/productivities through SME owners'/managers' choices/leadership experiences, 

values, and personalities within business situations. 

 

Upper Echelon Theory focuses on personalised managers' values and cognitions as subjects 

of analysis and inapplicable/difficult in academic fields like quantitative studies (Hambrick 

and Mason (1984). Therefore, it is suitable for predicting business and organisational 

outcomes through strategic options in social science research. The integrational and 

transgenerational elements of sustainability (practices) are beneficial strategies for predicting 

organisational outcomes (Carollo and Guerci, 2018). The significant influence of top (SME) 

managers' values and characteristics is a verdict of accountability and responsibility for 

strategic choices and decisions. It is also a benign indicator for promoting and selecting top 

business managers considering their cognitive values and other characteristics like education 

and career experiences (Maak and Voegtlin, 2016). Therefore, the theory provides researchers 
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and strategists great tools to predict competitors' manoeuvres based on assigned leaders' 

characteristics towards long-term sustainability development (Hambrick, 2005). 

 

The futuristic thinking of sustainability leadership (i.e., SME owners/managers undertaking 

and bearing decision responsibility) also collides with the Upper Echelon's organisational 

outcomes. The main emphasis on SME managers' values and cognitive stances posits a 

futuristic filter as a strategic option for responsible leadership (Hiebl, 2017). However,  Evans 

and Butler (2012) expressed the limitations of organisational (SME) owners'/managers' 

cognitions and values since no individual behavioural qualities are unique without 

collaboration for productivity. Waldman, Javidan and Varella (2004) expanded this idea for 

applying charismatic and transformational leadership. This organisational leadership is 

influenced by the power of charisma, i.e., the bottom-up approach, which varies from the 

traditional path. Investigating such characteristics demands primary data collection and truth 

navigation from respondent perspectives. 

 

Understanding managers' characteristic is akin to navigating SME owners/managers' 

observable features and cognitive values as units of analysis. Bridging the research gap 

requires extracting direct data regarding managers' values and cognitions  (Thomas, 2003). 

However, the difficulty of subjecting top managers to psychometric tests (Hambrick and 

Mason, 1984) and the rigour of deducing SME owners'/managers' cognitions from narration 

is an inconvenient measure. That underscores the flaw and muddy applications of singular 

observable indicators of demographics affirmed by the review of the concept (Hambrick, 

2007). 

 

The complete application of the theory generates significant data, yielding attributable 

meanings and truths that justify its stringent test aim (Hambrick, 2007). Some scholars have 

argued that external systemic impacts like banking regulations, fiscal policies, industry 

growth, and politics can influence managers' strategic choices (Routley et al., 2013; Chang 

and Wu, 2014).  

 

That confirms Snowden and Boone's (2007) reasoning about the upper-echelon leaders facing 

diverse decision-making contexts (from simple complicated, complex, chaotic and disorder 

contexts). The framework suggests that leaders' competence is best optimised in identifying, 
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establishing order, and optimising transformation factors. That is suitable for the SME 

context, considering the sector's peculiarity and limitations (Mekki, Tounsi and Said, 2019; 

Dissanayake, 2021). Contemporary refinements of the Upper Echelon Theory that do not fit 

the SME context exist (Amodu and Richter, 2017; Ekins and Gupta, 2019). These 

concentrated on giant corporations, especially in power distribution and behavioural 

integrations (Sroufe, 2017). 

 

The underpinning justification for SME context is the limited power-sharing and homogenous 

characteristics that easily link or predict SMEs' strategic choices and outcomes (Bromiley and 

Rau, 2016). Considering this theoretical exploration is for practical framing of managerial 

dispositions and the influence on SMEs' sustainability practices, Upper Echelon reasoning 

remains relevant, especially in probing micro-top managers' organisational strategies 

(Hambrick, 2007). Maak et al. (2016) also refined the UET concept for responsible leadership 

to develop an emerging understanding of an integrative leadership style. The study explained 

cognitive values as fundamental for micro-political, corporate social responsibility (CSR), 

leaders' moral obligations, and other social stakeholders' complexities. The study postulated 

that a responsible leadership style is effectively stable, institutionally robust, and 

recommended for complex, weak and unstable contexts. Such integrated, responsible 

leadership styles close governance gaps and produce sustainable outcomes (Maak, Pless and 

Voegtlin, 2016).  

 

A few studies have identified heterogeneous links between top managers' characteristics and 

organisational strategic choices, with core contradictions bordering on psychological 

ambiguity. For instance, Plöckinger et al. (2016) found that individual demographic 

characteristics regarding financial reporting choices were contradictory and ambiguous, but 

other empirical results supported the upper echelons' predictions. Similarly, Abatecola, 

Mandarelli and Poggesi's (2013) analysis found significant heterogeneity regarding the top 

managers' personality traits and the personality-based management outcomes. The study 

examined links between management outputs like emotional stability, extraversion, 

conscientiousness, bureaucratisation, and strategic pro-activity. The research aim is to 

enhance the knowledge about psychology-based decision-making and corporate governance 

behaviours of CEOs/TMTs for strategies. 
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Meanwhile, it has been maintained that an individual's rationality is insufficient in conveying 

and interpreting every piece of information and situation, as Hambrick and Mason (1984) 

admitted. The study suggested that top managers (even SMEs) require a professional or ethical 

code of conduct and values for firms' decision-making. However, a code of conduct or 

standard assumption is far-reaching in most emerging and SME contexts, considering 

owners'/managers' independence and operative creativity in a competitive environment 

(Gebauer, 2018). The theoretical extension of the upper echelon perspective can promote 

divergent goals among SME leaders, with specific references to ethnocentric cognitions. The 

interpretation and application can promote sustainability antithesis, like nationalism over 

competence and skills (Taiwo and Agwu, 2016). A top manager's cognitive value for cultural 

heritage is also plausible from a broader, long-term perspective but conveys an undesirable 

and insignificant impact when sustainability practices are inconsistent (Iyang, 2008). 

 

Some scholars justified adopting the model (UET) to argue that top managers' traits are 

attractive interfaces for organisational functions (Bromiley and Rau, 2016; Hiebl, 2017). Their 

relative influence over choices and actions that impacted the firm is also a dominant emphasise 

(William, Throop and Matt, 2017). Hambrick's (2007) summary of the primary logical 

undertone is personalised constructs that rationally inform characteristics like experience 

(education and awareness), values (activism, belief, diversity) and personality (charismatic, 

catalytic). These psychological idiosyncrasies are attributable to both external (laws, 

standards, consequences) and internal (objectives like economic, social or environmental) 

influences on strategic choices/ organisational outcomes (Oti, 2013). It is, therefore, 

reasonable, practical and theoretically suitable to interrogate and reason Nigerian SME 

managers with the Upper Echelon frame in understanding biases or dispositions for 

sustainability practices.  

 

This is reinforced by scholars like Reimer et al. (2018), who suggested full-range 

investigations for future researchers, measuring functional industries (like SMEs) and linking 

up with top managers' traits in heterogeneous contexts. The theoretic gaps between managers' 

characteristics and sustainability practices (Morioka and Carvalho, 2016) and other current 

factors influencing sustainability practices (Searcy, 2012) justify adopting the Upper Echelon 

theory to elucidate and elaborate the research problems originally. 
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2.64: Importance of Dual Theoretical Frames and Summary. 

While adopting a single research framework appears to be a norm, using multiple frameworks 

is increasingly gaining recognition to enhance research quality and comprehensiveness. 

Incorporating multiple research frameworks overcome the limitations of a single theoretical 

lens to capture a broader range of phenomena (Smith & Johnson, 2018). This suggests that 

understanding Nigerian SME sustainability practices could be perceived from the lenses of 

managers' character and stakeholders. This enables complementary analysis from both lenses 

to boost result reliability and validity (Smith and Johnson,2018). Perspective integration is not 

only a sustainability nuance; it has been demonstrated in a study by Garcia et al. (2020) by the 

blend of sociology and psychology frameworks to understand social determinants of mental 

health. Incorporating multiple theoretical perspectives fosters interdisciplinary dialogue and 

strengthens theoretical research foundations by enabling more effective contributions to the 

existing knowledge base. 

 

According to Johnson & Smith (2019)), using two research frameworks foretell the research 

process rigour resulting in more reliable and trustworthy conclusions. Even Chen & Lee 

(2017) suggested that multiple research frameworks are prone to richer insights, novel 

connections, and innovative solutions to complex problems. An approach stimulating 

creativity and new knowledge generation in a complex context like Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices would be distinguished with scholarly discourse and practical 

implications in outputs. 

 

These reviews discussed literature that helps understand diverse concepts of sustainability 

nuances and development, dimensional roles in sustainability initiatives and theoretical 

relevance. These provided the study foundation, focus and scope regarding sustainability 

practices. It also distinguished the concept from other development notions like corporate 

social responsibility and broad corporate governance. The review also highlights the 

antecedents influencing sustainability practices in diverse contexts, including institutional, 

organisational stakeholders and managerial attributes for sustainability practices. The review 

deepened with an empirical examination of the factors influencing sustainability practices in 

emerging markets by distinguishing and reconciling the understanding of sustainability 

practices in emerging contexts like Nigerian SMEs. 
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The latter part of the review presented the underpinning theoretical frameworks focused on 

research objectives with overwhelming empirical logic. The Stakeholder theory was closely 

explored and adopted to frame Nigerian SME stakeholders' influence on sustainability 

practices. Stakeholder factors like enablement, normative, regulative, functional and 

diffusional influences (Byars and Stanberry, 2018) were highlighted for possible analysis of 

Nigerian stakeholders' views. At the same time, the Upper Echelon Theory (UET) was 

considered a complementary lens to provide a holistic understanding of sustainability 

practices in Nigerian SMEs. The Upper Echelon provided the structure to frame Nigerian 

SME managers' cognitive and observable values. This interprets the relationships between 

Managers' characteristics with SME sustainability practices. The philosophical reasonings and 

appropriate methodology adopted are explored in the next segment. 
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Chapter Three: Overview of Nigerian and SME Contexts 

 

3.1: Nigerian as a Context of Study. 

Nigeria is the most populous African country in the Western part of Africa. Nigeria got its 

name from the longest African river, River Niger, which is 730 miles long (Fourchard, 2008). 

Another river, Benue, runs as a tributary to the River Niger and serves as the most effective 

means of communication and linkage of the people whose land flows. Nigeria has an area of 

923,768 square kilometres (356,669 square miles) and is considered the 32nd largest country 

globally (Stokke, 1970; Babatola, 2015). The landmass is more than three times the size of 

the United Kingdom. Nigeria is comparable with France and Italy, put together in size. It is 

approximately as large as Denmark, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the Netherlands.  

 

Fig 3.0: Nigerian Map Showing Borders (https://www.google.com) 

 

Nigeria has four climatic zones: the warm desert climate in the northeast, the warm semiarid 

climate in the other parts of the north, the monsoon climate in the Niger Delta, and the tropical 

savannah climate in the middle belt and parts of the southwest (Fourchard, 2008). Nigeria's 

boundaries lie between latitudes 4° and 14°N and longitudes 2° and 15°E, and it shares a 

westwards border with the Benin Republic (773 km), eastwards with the Cameroon Republic 

https://www.google.com/
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(1690 km), northwards with the Niger (1497 km) and Chad (87 km) Republics. To the south, 

the country is delimited by the Gulf of Guinea, which includes the Bights of Benin and Biafra, 

with a coastline of at least 853 km stretching from a point near Ikang in Calabar to beyond 

Badagry (Ekundare, 1973; Babatola, 2015). 

 

 

Fig 3.1: Nigerian Map with Primary Ethnicity (www.google.com/). 

Nigeria has two main weather seasons in the year - dry and wet. The temperature range is less 

wide near the sea than inland. For instance, Lagos, in southwestern Nigeria, has 19°C and 

33°C for both seasons. While the temperature in Maiduguri, the northeast of the country, 

ranges from 8°C and 43°C. The hottest months are March and April, while the wettest are 

May, June, and October. However, the climatic conditions along the coastal lines in the south 

are more stable than in the rest of the country (Ekundare, 1973). These climatic conditions are 

vital social-economic factors for those living in various areas of Nigeria. Historically, they 

also serve as impervious natural barriers or shields against external aggressions (Stokke, 

1970). The environmental conditions determined both the economic activities and the pace of 

development, even in pre-colonial Nigeria.  

http://www.google.com/
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Nigeria is culturally heterogeneous, having over 250 different ethnic groups that are 

sentimentally attached to indigenous territorial homelands. Three major ethnic groups account 

for more than half of the total population of Nigeria. They include the Hausa /Fulani in the 

north, the Igbo in the southeast, and the Yoruba in the southwest (Stokke, 1970; Ekundare, 

1973). Historically, the Northern region is known for physical crafts and a wide range of 

itinerant farm trades (Nnamani, 2004; Ahmed, 2016). The Southwestern is famous for small-

scale domestic agriculture practices. They are also historically skilled in woodwork and 

bronze castings (Nnamani, 2004; Ahmed, 2016). The southwest is known for a wide range of 

cash crop farming like cocoa, kola nut, and rubber. They specialised in general commerce 

with entrepreneurial capabilities in logistic management, petty trades, distributions, 

controlling entrepreneurship and the SME sector (Nnamani, 2004; Ahmed, 2016).  

 

 

Fig.3.2: Nigerian Geo-Political Zones (Bakare, 2015). 
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Besides these major ethnic groups, there are many other ethnic minorities. These include the 

Kanuri, Tiv, Ibibio and Efik, the Bini people, the Urhobo, Ijaw (Izon), and Itsekiri. These 

groups appear similar to external observers, but their ethnic identities differ. There are over 

300 native languages, but English is the county's official language (Nnamani, 2004; Ahmed, 

2016). 

 

3.2: Political and Economic Evolution of Nigeria 

The political evolution of Nigeria was an articulation and design of the 1914  amalgamation 

of the Southern and Northern regions (Protectorates) by Sir Frederick Lugard, who led the 

extension of British colonial imperialism to Africa  (Abdulwaheed, Babatola and Odukoya, 

2012; Orukpe and Omoruyi, 2017). However, Stokke (1970) recorded that Nigeria emerged 

as a political entity from the 1884-85 Berlin Congress, - three decades of European colonial 

powers before the 1914 proclamation. Nigeria became a sovereign state internationally 1960 

during the Cold War era (Orukpe and Omoruyi, 2017). The independent state of Nigeria was 

challenged with an internal crisis that deteriorated into a civil war between 1967 -1970, with 

the loss of several million lives (Nnamani, 2004). 

 

The indigenous people occupying and living in the Nigerian territory today have been there 

since 9000 BC, long before the imperialist invasion in the 15th century (Nnamani, 2004). 

Though the Nigerian people's detailed pre-colonial history is outside this work's scope, it is 

expeditious to understand that her history is linked to different people's migrations and 

consistent social integrations and fusions (Stokke, 1970). This dynamic migration has been a 

feature of the population distribution of the Sub-Saharan African region long before 

colonisation (Adeola and Oluyemi, 2012). The two-way migration traffic informed the 

mutuality of influence in trade, education, and religions, which had achieved a high degree of 

political, economic, and cultural development (Stokke, 1970). 

 

The first European contact with West Africa only happened in the fifteenth century, owing to 

obstacles along the coastline of West Africa. One of the obstacles is building large ships 

capable of expeditions. Another is the last economic strongholds of the North African Arabs 

and the Middle East, triangulating trades with India, Europe, and West Africa (Stokke, 1970). 

The trends in the early 15th century diminished with sailing ships replacing oared vessels 

(Ekundare,1973). The colonisation of Nigeria started in 1851, with the British military action 
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against the King of Lagos (Kosoko), through the Royal Niger Company, whose charter and 

treaties of administrations are left to the history books (Ekundare, 1973).  

 

Though the Eurocentric view of colonising Nigeria and other African communities is of 

humanitarian efforts for enlightenment and civilisation (Brigg, 2002; Roebroeks, 2006), 

African scholars view European incursion from an economic (capitalist) imperialism stance 

(Abdulwaheed et al., 2012). Osita-Njoku, (2016) held the African scholarship view that the 

central colonial rule institutionalisation in Africa was purely to stabilise resourcing policy 

(raw materials, cheap labour and a massive market for their products) for Europe. Only 

impartial contextual evaluations of history can be regarded as finite since both sides of the 

debate appear valid. However, the current social-economic issues were uncommon in post-

independence Nigeria (U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), 2015). The Nigerian 

civil disturbance of 1967-1970 created an artificial poverty situation within the South. 

However, economic recovery was swift, with petroleum exploration and agricultural produce 

at the optimal output in the mid-1970s (Jensen and Wantchekon, 2004). The recorded money 

was not a Nigerian problem but how to spend it by the then head of government - General 

Yakubu Gowon (Kasuka, 2013). 

 

The economic decline started in the 1990s, simultaneously with extreme poverty (Bowale, 

2013). Asides from the political instability created by the military interventions, the significant 

determinants for increasing poverty in Nigeria include tardy demographic and political 

transition (Amodu, Salami and Richter, 2017; Adegbite and Machethe, 2020). These subjects 

are seldom addressed policy-wise due to the cultural and religious connotations they 

historically exhumed (Suberu, 2009). Instead, euphemisms like women and youth 

empowerment and girl child education gained more traction. The table below summarises the 

Nigerian social health and wellness improvement indexes. These lines are still below the Sub-

Saharan Africa regional transformations. 

  

Improvement 

Indexes 

Prior  Recent  References  

 1997 2018  

Literacy rates 56% 62.03% (The World Bank, 2020) 
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 2000 2018  

Life expectancy 46yrs 54yrs (The World Bank, 2019), 

 2000 2017  

Maternal mortality 1200/100,000 

(0.012) 

917/100,000 

(0.00917) 

 

(The World Bank, 2019), 

 2000 2019  

Infant mortality 183/1000 

(0.183) 

117/1000 

(0.117) 

(The World Bank, 2020b). 

 

Table1.0: Nigerian Social Health and Wellness Improvement Indexes 

 

Another determinant of poverty in Nigeria is the high fertility rate (Allanana, 2013; Dibie and 

Okere, 2015). Religious beliefs sensitively underscore this factor and are politically 

interwoven with regional power considerations (Allanana, 2013). With 5.4 births/woman 

fertility rates and population growth at 2.65% (The World Bank, 2019c), the implication for 

the next decade's GDP per capita, poverty amelioration and social inequality will be explosive. 

Access to reproduction services, finance and quality education are also contributory factors, 

but subsequent administrations have politicised them with lip services (Chigbu, 2015; 

Momodu, 2017).  

 

Unlike the Chinese model, the lagging shortages of effective structures implicitly impede and 

depress the transformation of Nigerian exports and comparativeness (Coulibaly, 2018). This 

premise has potential cultural and educational influence through skill development and youth 

empowerment (Voices 4 Change, 2015; Abubakar and Dasuki, 2018). Though business 

options are being explored, mismanagement, transparency, and accountability issues 

diminished sustainability efforts due to survival instincts. Lack of social infrastructures like 

access to essential health, qualitative education and relevant skills acquisition, access to 

power, roads, telecommunications, social justice and equality remain constant challenges 

(Osotimehin et al., 2012; Nwokoma, 2015). 

 

Recently,  conflicts, fragile political institutions, terrorism, Boko-haram insurgency (Ojeka et 

al., 2019), climate change and pandemics are the new normal emphasising poverty in Sub-

Saharan Africa (Akinola, 2015). Government efforts and claims to quell terrorism and 

insecurity overtimes failed in the past. This experience has been associated with diverse 
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external and internal causes beyond the research scope and interest (Adelaja and George, 

2019; Chukwuma and Ekhator-Mobayode, 2019). The result remained extreme poverty, 

massive involuntary migrations, and displaced millions of children from school (Kuponiyi, 

Amoran and Kuponiyi, 2016). Analysis of the World poverty clock shows that Africa holds 

the world's highest record for the population of people living in extreme poverty globally as 

of 2020, with over 72% (518 million people). See Table 1.0. 

 

Unsurprisingly, Nigeria hosts 20% of the African poverty population, with over 105 million 

people. Over 32% of the people in Nigeria are youths between 18-35 years old, with a 41% 

development index (Simona, Varrella, 2020). That implies that 59% of youths are ill-educated, 

unemployable and incapable of leadership skills for economic prosperity. 

 

Global Extreme Poverty Index 

S/No Continents Estimated Population  
Est. Extreme Poverty 

line 
% 

1 Oceania 40,766,321 2,855,906 7% 

2 South America 435,544,557 29,888,419 7% 

3 Asia 4,589,730,861 149,689,544 3% 

4 North America 594,871,636 11,743,797 2% 

5 Europe 738,584,013 2,578,908 0.3% 

6 Africa 1,339,808,278 518,132,366 39% 

  Nigeria 205,323,520 105,097,856 51% 

Table 1.1: 2020 Global Extreme Poverty Index https://worldpoverty.io. 

 

Historically, scholars have associated Nigerian economic lags inspite of abundant resources 

with colonialism, foreign influence, governance systems, and internal political disparity 

(Blunt and Jones, 1997; Wanasika et al., 2011). However, these are not isolated issues peculiar 

to Nigeria, as many nations underwent similar developmental processes. China, Singapore, 

Malaysia and others debunked these developmental theories and ideas based on their 

economic performances (Kasuka, 2013). Mauritius, South Africa, Botswana, Rwanda and 

Tunisia are African samples with shared colonial experiences yet emerging economic and 

human development indices leaders  (Stanton, 2007). 

 

https://worldpoverty.io/
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Some Eurocentric scholars suggested that tropical regions' climatic and geographical 

characteristics determine regions' economic development due to the endowment of natural 

resources. As expounded by contemporary scholars, Charles Montesquieu's idea of 

environmental determinism suggests that wealth and power distribution among societies are 

determined by biogeographic and ecological factors, which explains why societies in different 

locations develop differently (Wicherts et al., 2010; Livingstone, 2011). Other scholars 

associated poverty with the bio-geographic concept of the tropical region to a lack of 

inquisitiveness and innovations and hence broadly governed by despots (Wicherts et al., 

2010). 

 

These postulations are intellectually simplistic and realistically unfounded, excluding 

historical contexts and exploitations to claim universal validity in the social sciences (Hong, 

2010). (Wattles, 2007) stated that there is a science, specific laws or ways governing getting 

rich and overcoming poverty. Applying this science or law delivers an exact output with 

mathematical certainty (Wattles, 2007). Hence, wealth creation and economic development 

are not environmental or bio-geographic. Besides, South Africa, Botswana, and Ghana are 

nations of the tropical region yet have made rapid economic advancements. Therefore, the 

economic antinomy of the Nigerian situation is not only interesting for academic research but 

also very relevant to sustainability practice. The sustainability propensity of Nigerian SMEs 

and the broad practical implications to nation-building for the current and the next generation 

are relevant to this thesis objective. 

 

3.3: SMEs: Genesis, Concept and Definitions in Nigeria. 

Nigerian small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) evolved from sole trader outfits 

engaging in social entrepreneurial activities (Atsu and Ojong, 2014). These outfits could be 

traced to a pre-independent Nigerian when the white paper 'A ten-year plan of Development 

and Welfare of Nigeria 1946' was presented for Nigeria's developmental needs (Imeokparia 

and Ediagbonya, 2014). However, SME entrepreneurship could be traced to the 13th-century 

village farmers' innovative skills and artisans' mass production. It is more challenging to trace 

the origin of SMEs in Nigeria; Ndubisi and Ndubisi (2013) observed that the sector emerged 

and grew through individual resilience for economic survival after the Nigerian Civil War 

(1967-1970). The formal and informal apprenticeship skill transfer is relevant and perennial 
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of the post-civil war SME  in Nigeria, popularly known as the 'Nwa Boy' Scheme in the South 

(Azuka, 2020).  

 

The sector is highly heterogeneous and covers many business activities, from artisan 

workshops, coffee shops, and internet cafés to sophisticated engineering or software firms, 

freight services, professional consultancies, spare parts and components manufacturers, 

distillers, pharmaceuticals, and energy distributors (Ahmed, 2016). Nigerian large companies 

like Dangote Group, Dantata Group, Mike Adenuga Group, Globacom, The Ibru 

Organisations, Innoson Motors, Ekene Dili Chukwu Transports and others started from small 

and medium enterprises (Atsu and Ojong, 2014). Statistics showed more than 17 million 

SMEs in Niger in 2017, employing more than 31 million Nigerians (Nzewi et al., 2017). 

 

The Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) notion emerged in the development spectrum in the 

early 1940s, aiming at improving trade and industrialisation in developed economies. 

According to (Etuk and Michael, 2014), world leaders postulated SMEs in 2000 as global 

economic sustainability and human development agent for the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) to be achieved in 2015. Paramount in the MDGs was the need to eradicate 

extreme poverty and hunger and raise the living standards of citizens globally. That 

consequently became a blueprint for national leaders to structure programmes and policies to 

soothe their socio-economic interests for their strategic objectives (Etuk et al., 2014).is 

ascended SMEs with academic research, policymakers, and the international donors' club. The 

evolution of relevant SMEs underwent periodic fluctuation between the late 1950s and early 

1960s to gain stability in development literature as economic entities (Ahmed, 2016). 

 

Economies have different definitions for small and medium-scale enterprises (SMEs) and 

businesses that qualify for SMEs. According to Beckley (1988), the purpose of SMEs varies 

according to context, author, and jurisdiction. That implies that the SME definition depends 

on factors like business culture, the size of a country's population, industry, and international 

economic integration (Kushnir and Ramalho, 2010). That accounts for the main challenge in 

performing a cross-border analysis of SME data, i.e., the absence of a universal definition 

(Ardic and Saltane, 2011). For instance, the United States overriding principle for defining 

SMEs is the establishing laws like the Small Business Mobilization Act of 1942 and the Small 

Business Act (SBA) of 1953. The SBA definition criteria are based on industry, ownership 
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structure, revenue, and several employees. In some cases, these enterprises can employ as 

many as 1500 employees. The United Kingdom uses the Bolton Committee of 1971. It frames 

the defining principle based on the needed support and uncommon competition for small 

businesses (Kushnir, Mirmulstein and Ramalho, 2010).  

 

The European Commission classifies businesses based on employees and annual turnover 

(Commission Recommendation, 2003). A medium-sized enterprise has less than 250 

employees and €50 million in annual turnover or a balance sheet total of no more than €43 

million (Commission Recommendation, 2003). Small-sized enterprises have less than 50 

employees and €10 million in turnover or balance total. The micro-sized businesses have less 

than ten employees and do not exceed € 2 million in turnover or balance sheet value. 

 

In China, Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSME) are any enterprises with 1 to 3000 

employees: total assets from ¥ 40 to ¥400 million, and turnover from ¥10 to ¥300 million, 

depending on the industry (Kushnir, 2010). However, the ABS 2001 (Australia Bureau of 

Statistics) categorises small businesses as those employing less than 20 people, while 

medium businesses employ 20 or more people but less than 200 people. Australian report 

defines SMEs based on the workforce only, different from the qualifying element in the United 

States, EU, and Africa.  

 

India appears to define the small and medium sectors without employee consideration; instead, 

it focuses on investment-based capacity (Lahiri, 2012). The Micro, Small and Medium 

Enterprises Development (MSMED) Act, 2006 of India defines MSMEs as follows: A micro 

enterprise is where the investment in plant and machinery does not exceed twenty-five lakh 

rupees; a small enterprise; where the investment in plant and machinery is more than twenty-

five lakh rupees but does not exceed five crore rupees, and a medium enterprise; where the 

investment in plant and machinery is more than five crore rupees but does not exceed ten crore 

rupees. 

 

In South Africa, the National Small Business Amendment Act 26 (2003) categorises SME as 

an enterprise with one or more of the following characteristics: fewer than 200 employees, 

Annual turnover of less than R64 million, Capital assets of less than R10 million and direct 

managerial involvement by owners. Like the United States, the ownership structure is an 

https://www.nla.gov.au/research-guides/statistics/statistics-population-and-census-reports
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important qualifying factor for SMEs in South Africa. However, this is different from other 

African countries like Nigeria. The Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN, 2010) defines SME as an 

enterprise with an asset base (excluding land) of between NGN 5 million –NGN 500 million 

and a labour force of 11 and 300. Hence, the National Council of Industry reclassified 

businesses based on size through the Small and Medium Enterprise Development Agency of 

Nigeria (SMEDAN, 2013). Size is determined by employee numbers and assets net worth, 

excluding land. The size will not exceed ten employees and less than NGN5m asset net worth 

for micro-enterprises. Small enterprise size ranges from 11 – 49 employees for size and 

NGN5m–NGN49m asset net worth. The medium-sized enterprise ranges from 50 – 199 

employees and NGN50m– ≤ NGN500m. In line with such provision, the following 

stipulations or standard was set for small-scale businesses to meet as criteria: 

a) Management is not independent, 

b) Capital supply and ownership are by an individual or small group of people, 

c) The operation area is local, 

d) The business is small, considering the most significant unit in that field (SMEDAN/NBS, 

2017).  

 

The Summary of the Nigerian SME definition is tabulated below in the table. 

Characterisation of Micro, Small, Medium and Large Enterprises 

S/No Categories/Size Employment Assets 

NGN'000 

               Assets 

£ 

1 Micro. ≤10 staff ≤5,000 ≤9,948.86 

2 Small. 10-49 Staff 5,000- 49,000 9,949- 97,499 

3 Medium. 50-199 Staff 50,000-500,000 99,489-994,886 

4 Large. 200 staff & above. 500,000 & above. 994,886 and more. 

Adopted by the National Policy on Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises Development 

(SMEDAN, 2007). The exchange rate at NGN502.57/£ from Xe.com is seen below: 

Table 1.2: The Characteristics of Nigerian SMEs in Summary. 

 



 
 

131 
 

Though a generally accepted definition of SME is problematic (Onwukwe, 2011), different 

agencies and organisations qualify these complexities to suit purposes. For example, the 

Nigeria Central Bank (CBN), for an SME credit guarantee scheme (SMECGS), defines SME 

as an enterprise that has an asset base (excluding land) of between NGN5m –NGN500m and 

a labour force of between 11 and 300. However, it is stipulated that where the assets and 

labour-based criteria conflict, labour takes precedence (SMEDAN/NBS, 2017). Given this 

clarity, Nigeria adopted the quantitative criteria widely used by Western countries to measure 

the standards (Hsu et al., 2020). Therefore, this project will adopt the exact definition for 

spotting and selecting SME managers as respondents to study. 

 

3.4: The Role of SMEs in Economic Development. 

The small and medium enterprise sectors (SMEs) constitute the driving force of industrial 

growth and development with great potential for diversification and expansion of the economy 

(Taiwo, Falohun and Agwu, 2016). Many developed, and developing countries rely on SMEs' 

dynamism, resourcefulness, and entrepreneurship to trigger and sustain economic growth 

(Muritala and Fasanya, 2013). The Industrial Revolution of 1760-1850 presented a good 

testimony of the inherent innovative spirit of SMEs, which is increasingly challenged in the 

present century, particularly after winds of economic change cum technological innovations 

and industrial liberalisation have swept various economies of the world (Onugu, 2005).  

 

The predominant measurement of the SME roles is job creation, business visibility and 

economic value-added or gross domestic product (GDP) (OECD, 2017). The World Bank 

report holds that SMEs represent 90% of global businesses, employing over 50% worldwide, 

with an aggregate of 40% of income (GDP) in emerging economies (The World Bank, 2020a). 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) productivity report 

suggests that SMEs represent over 95% of registered businesses, generate 70% of 

employment, and varying percentages of economic value added (GDP) across its member 

states (OECD, 2019). As a European example, SMEs in the United Kingdom generate 60% 

of employment, 52% of GDP, and about 99% of business visibility (FSB, 2010). In the Asian 

market, SMEs account for 80% of national employment, 97% of businesses and 60% of the 

national GDP in China (OECD, 2013). At the same time, the United States of America's 

(USA) SMEs (with less than 500 employees) account for 99% of all business visibility and 

45% of GDP. It employs nearly half (48%) of all US employees (Morgan Chase & Co., 2015).  
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MSMEs around the World, according to Kushnir and Ramalho (2010), covered 132 

economies and found that there are 125 million formal MSMEs, out of which 89 million 

operate in emerging markets. Hence, developing countries like Nigeria can sustain economic 

growth by paying more attention to SMEs and harnessing their great potential. That includes 

employment generation, local technology improvement, output diversification, indigenous 

entrepreneurship development, and forward integration with large-scale industries that the 

sector can provide (Effiom & Edet, 2018). 

 

Approximately 95% of global enterprises are SMEs, accounting for about 60% of private-

sector employment. Japan has the highest proportion of SMEs among the industrialised 

countries (Ayyagari and Maksimovic, 2011), accounting for more than 99% of total 

enterprises. According to its Ministry of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises, India has at 

least 42.5 million SMEs as of 2017, equivalent to 95% of all the country's businesses, 

employing over 106 million workforces and 40% Indian total workforce. Akhter and Dey 

(2017) had earlier observed that while less than 5.5% of the formal workforce is employed in 

SMEs in Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Ukraine, this share is more than 80% in Chile, Greece, and 

Thailand (SME250). Similarly, the informal SME economy ratio relative to GDP varies from 

9% in Switzerland to 71% in Thailand.  

 

In Africa, SMEs are described as efficient and prolific job creators, the seeds of big businesses 

and the fuel of national economic engines (Ackah and Vuvor, 2010). Ghana SMEs control 

92% of the companies that contribute 70% of the national GDP (Muriithi, 2017), while South 

Africa (SA) SMEs have 91% of registered businesses that contribute 52% of the national GDP 

(PWC, 2019). The Nigerian SMEs lagged with 48% contribution to GDP even with 96% 

business visibility, employing 84% of the labour force (PWC, 2019). The consistency in the 

Nigerian SME report has remained unchanged or improved qualitatively for decades, despite 

elaborate government enhancement programmes and interventions for economic development 

(SMEDAN, 2013; Orogbu et al., 2017). That calls for further interrogation of the sector at a 

closer range to highlight the existential limitations badgering the Nigerian SMEs operating in 

an emerging market. 
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In South Africa, it is estimated that 91% of formal business entities are SMEs (Quartey et al., 

2017). The pervasive nature of SMEs is virtually in every sector of the Nigerian economy, 

and their place in national development is well-established and documented (Quartey et al., 

2017). Effiom and Edet's (2018) empirical report shows that an estimated 87% of all 

enterprises in Nigeria by definition are SMEs, and they hold over 70% of the industrial 

employment while generating more than 50% of the Gross Domestic Product in Nigeria 

(Taiwo et al., 2016; Effiom and Edet, 2018). The diverse perspectives from which the 

relevance of SMEs in the Nigerian economy has been drawn include:  

 

• Training platform for the development and growth of indigenous entrepreneurs:  

This aligned with Onugu's (2005) and Casson's (1982) views that by acting as a nursery 

bed, indigenous people could become economical vehicles for propagating and 

diffusing local innovations, capable of broader impacts due to their flexibility and 

adaptability to external environmental changes NTWG Vision, 2020 on SMEs.  

• Strengthening industrial inter-linkages: SMEs enhance industrial inter-linkages by 

producing intermediate products and services for use on a large scale. This one reason 

has been the rationale for the increased interest by developing countries in promoting 

SMEs since the 1970s (Sisilia et al., 2015). 

• Transition channel from traditional to modern industrial sector: The SMEs serve as 

a transition gateway that meets conventional businesses into sophisticated industries. 

For example, large companies like 'Okoya's Eleganza', 'Bank Anthony', 'Dangote 

Corporations, 'Dantata Co', and Odutola Co started as small businesses in Nigeria to 

buttress this fact). A fledging SME can smoothly transition from the traditional to the 

modern industrial sector (Anwar and Abdullah, 2021).  

• Spreading of Economic Activity -In bids for market expansion or product 

development, SMEs simultaneously disperse economic activities around the country, 

reducing rural-urban migration through their business activities (Anwar and Abdullah, 

2021). 

• Real Means Domestic Savings and Capital - SMEs in Nigeria have increased 

efficiency through cost reduction, flexibility and import substitutions. The activities 

of microfinance firms through savings from endeared manufacturers like bakery 

products, leathers, furniture, entertainment groups and textiles are now an industry 

known for small and short-term capital (Gundala and Khawaja, 2014).   

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/nairametrics.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/manufacturing-ntwg-report.pdf
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• Enterprise/Job creation, employment generation, and poverty reduction: The SMEs 

are recognised engines through which Nigeria's growth objectives are achieved. 

Like the Brazilian SMEs, they are the real motors behind the country's economic 

advancement (Nigeria Vision 2020 NTWG). 

• SMEs also serve as a catalyst for technological development through innovation, 

and indigenous technology also opines that SMEs provide the leading ground for the 

emancipation of indigenous technology through technological innovations, 

manufacturing, and marketing skills (Nigeria Vision 2020 NTWG). 

3.5: Characteristics of Nigerian SMEs and Limitations. 

Many Nigerian small businesses are still in the traditional state, with only a few well-organised 

(Nzewi, Onwuka and Onyesom, 2017). Moreover, a significant characteristic of Nigeria's 

SMEs is the ownership structure, which revolves around a critical owner or family. The 

preponderance of SMEs is either sole proprietorships or partnerships. Even where the 

registration status is thus that of a limited liability company, the ownership structure is a one-

person, family or partnership business (Nzewi et al., 2017). Another common feature is the 

labour-intensive production processes with concentrated management on the key man 

(Onugu, 2005). Nzewi et al. (2017) observed that most Nigerian SMEs are majorly small-

sized, with employees between 2 and 20, while medium-sized companies employ 21 to 50. 

These are in non-professional service sectors like wholesaling, retailing, and distribution. 

Others are in the manufacturing and agricultural sectors, while the remaining comprises ICT 

and retail services. It is worth noting that only one-third of the businesses are owned by women 

(Nzewi, 2017), which can be interpreted as male dominance in economic contributions or 

women's numerous economic activities are not registered or documented-a consideration for 

this research field investigation.  

 

Ahmed (2016) noted that SMEs in developing countries die prematurely in numbers, 

especially those started with economic distress-pushed or survival-driven self-employment-

seeking units. Conversely, those who are 'entrepreneur driven', seeking business opportunities 

and capable of driving structural transformation through innovation, employment creation, 

and productivity increase, can weather the storm (Egbulonu & Duru, 2018). For the past 

decades, small business enterprises in Nigeria have been characterised as essentially 

backwards and cogs in the wheel of the overall development of the Nigerian economy, despite 

concerted interventions by successive government administrations (Muritala and Fasanya, 
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2013). Some scholars described the slow pace of SME development as the prolonged political 

instability and the military governance that hindered true democracy and competitiveness until 

1999 (Taiwo et al., 2016; Effiom and Edet, 2018). Before 2000, SMEs in Nigeria were majorly 

fast-paced trades due to the uncertainties associated with policies, governance, and other 

budgetary issues (Taiwo, Falohun, and Agwu, 2016).  

 

Effiom and Edet (2018) observed that newly established SMEs fail to survive in the first two 

years, while the existing SMEs operate sub-optimally. Such a report accounts for seventy-five 

per cent (75%) of these industries dying yearly in Nigeria. That is against the reported 

potential of being an economic engine for development in emerging economies. Also, Onugu 

(2005) found that most SMEs die within their first five years of existence, while another 

smaller percentage goes into extinction between the sixth and tenth years. Thus, only about 

five to ten per cent of young companies survive, thrive, and grow to maturity. The 

underperformance of this sector suggests unaddressed fundamental problems that are myriad 

in literature. These include infrastructural inefficiency and inadequacies like power and water 

supply, poor road networks and business incubation centres (Effiom and Edet, 2018). In 

addition, Onugu (2005) believe that market knowledge issues like inadequate market research, 

over-concentration of few markets' products, lack of succession plan, and inexperience 

management are determinants.  

 

The inexperience affects businesses with a lack of proper book-keeping and records, 

inseparable business and personal finances, lack of business strategy, fuzzy views of revenue 

and profit, issues of right procurements and engagements, lack of planning, cut-throat 

competitions, patronage of local goods and services, dumping of foreign goods and 

overconcentration of decision. These are the Nigerian SMEs' significant challenges 

(Anigbogu,  Onwuteaka & Edoko, 2014). The study also observed macro-level issues such as 

access to credit, poor information flow, discriminatory legislation, policy implementations, 

land access, weak sectoral integrations, capabilities and skills, and lack of infrastructure.  

 

Therefore, Onugu (2005) characterised SMEs' problems as approximating limited access to 

long-term finance and funding. This factor escalates systemic issues of unsustainable finance 

costs, interest rates and bank charges, causing incremental mortality rates for SMEs, especially 

within their first two years (Adebisi and Gbegi, 2013). In some scholarship, business failure 
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has been linked to managerial competitiveness and inadequacies (Aboelmaged, 2018; 

Orazalin and Narbaev, 2019). Inadequate training and capacity development of business 

managers are global situations. However, over-dependence on foreign or external goods and 

services has exacerbated the absence of quality research, development, and policy 

strengthening (Amakom, 2008; Chete et al., 2014). This concept is not unrelated to poor 

information systems, succession, access to international markets and capitalisation issues, as 

highlighted by Onugu (2005). 

 

3.6: State Support in Nigerian SMEs. 

The Nigerian government has repeatedly demonstrated its priorities for economic recovery 

and growth through policy propagation and the recognition to transform its slow-paced 

development into a more sustainable one (Nwokoma, 2015). That has been proven since the 

early 1970s by introducing various development support policies/programmes to improve the 

performances of SMEs and their respective investors, financiers, and other advisory services. 

These advisory services include industry consultants, trainers, and infrastructure providers to 

diversify the country's dominance or over-reliance on the oil sector economy (Abiodun, 2014; 

Egbulonu & Duru, 2018). 

 

That was the recognition of the NTWG 2020 vision report (National Technical Working 

Group) on SMEs described SMEs as the global drivers and engines for economic 

development. They can generate employment, create wealth, and reduce the poverty incidence 

index because of their strong forward, backwards, and intra-connectivity with other businesses 

(Lesch, 2020). Bohusova (2007) agreed that this policy increases SMEs' formation by 

providing a developmental and industrialisation force that meets the global primary economic 

and industrial development objectives. Some of the programs initiated by the Nigerian 

government include:  

 

• Small Scale Industries Credit Guarantee Scheme was established in -1971, 

• Agricultural Credit Guarantee Scheme - 1973), 

• Agricultural credit guarantee scheme fund ACGSF-1978, 

• National economic reconstruction fund -NERFUND-1985, 

• The community banking scheme -1991,  

• The Bank of Industry [BOI] -2002, 

https://delvedatabase.org/resources/report-of-the-vision-2020-national-technical-working-group-on-minerals-metals-development
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• The microfinance initiative (MFI), introduced in 2005, 

• The Small and Medium Enterprises Equity Investment Scheme -SMEEIS in 1999.  

 

However, Amakom (2008) believes that economic policies promote industries and 

exportations, which are paradoxically related to resourcefulness and performance. In addition, 

Orukpe and Omoruyi (2017) clearly stated that the need for more political will and economic 

foresight are culpable for the poor execution of economic policies. The authors maintained 

that mentioning the obvious regionalism, ethnicity, and commercialism that characterised the 

Nigerian political system is pointless. Over time, the Nigerian state's leadership has proved 

not inclined towards development, as they are for personal gains, party or vested interests of 

political affiliates that allowed public looting, embezzlement, and transgenerational 

mismanagement of national resources (Orukpe and Omoruyi, 2017). However, Onugu (2005) 

believes that SMEs' abysmal performance varies and is convoluted. That is dependent on the 

variability of commentators' opinions being sought. The study stressed that SMEs' poor 

outputs are unrelated to the government's appreciation or interventions. That is highlighted in 

SMEs' economic roles, the acknowledgements in various government budgets, and SMEs' 

imperativeness as the bulwark for employment, poverty reduction, and technological 

development (Onugu, 2005). 

 

3.7: SME Business Sustainability 

Over the last two decades, the debate on business sustainability among scholars, institutions, 

and organisations has drawn public and private attention to the human impacts of changing 

ecosystems. This observation is more rapid and extensive within the last 50 years when 

compared to any period in human history (Doh and Kim, 2017). A firm's sustainable 

development capabilities can generate broader advantages that allow the company to capture 

premium profits (Marshall, 2011). Another course for debates among scholars is on the 

variants of sustainability agenda, like corporate sustainability (CS) (Ng and Rezaee, 2015; 

Formentini and Taticchi, 2016), sustainable development (SD)(Pinelli and Maiolini, 2017), 

business sustainability practices (BSP)(Al Bloushi and Bani Mfarrej, 2020), sustainability 

behaviours (SB) (Eikelenboom and de Jong, 2019), corporate practices (CP) (Mihajlovi, 

2020),  and sustainable innovations (SI) (Evans et al., 2017).  
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These have produced various models for sustainable innovations and institutional dynamics 

and suggested the adoption of sustainable developments (Rokosu and Olanrewaju, 2016). The 

convergence of emphases is placed on top management competencies, stakeholders' network-

based and business networks for social and environmental sustainability (Mônica et al., 2015; 

Chasse and Courrent, 2018). There are also increasing expectations and demands on firms to 

report their operational impacts on the environment (Siegel et al., 2019). These expectations 

on sustainability reports respect contents and communication style (Guziana and Dobers, 

2013). Therefore, businesses are under tremendous pressure to monitor and report on their 

financial performances, environmental activities, and how they communicate their 

environmental profile. Considering their peculiarities, it is still being determined how SMEs 

in emerging countries could adopt and sustain these practices. 

 

It has been observed that environmental reporting is developed from involuntary disclosures 

in response to regulations, media exposure and legal liability investigations (Guziana and 

Peter, 2013). Voluntary disclosures are more applicable in feeding the information gaps 

relevant to stakeholders. Moreover, since the voluntary adoption of sustainability reporting 

began in the 1980s and 1990s, the research has focused on the purpose of reporting; companies 

have accepted that communication on environmental and social responsibilities would result 

in improving the firm image and produce economic benefits in the long term (N. E. Landrum 

and Ohsowski, 2018). 

 

While governments and businesses worldwide are responding to the complexities of 

environmental and social sustainability challenges by transiting to a low-carbon economy, 

new demands for strategies that could harness green growth potentials are also emerging 

(Guziana and Dobers, 2013). Environmental stakeholders also support these, facilitating 

growth opportunities and the success of low-carbon strategies. These stakeholders also pose 

potential constraints on new initiatives in developing markets (Benito-hern et al., 2016).  

 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) and other related sustainable development agendas like 

the financial crisis ethics (Westman, McKenzie and Burch, 2020), global warming concerns 

(Koçak and Ulucak, 2020), and recent 'Occupy' movements  (Uygur et al., 2017) have all 

gained public and scholars interest. These concepts underscore the delicate interplay between 

business and society with the need for companies to be responsible for their operational 
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impacts on the natural environment and human development (Tashman and Raelin, 2013). 

While sustainability interest continues to increase momentum, attempts to develop theoretical 

frameworks connecting nature and society are unabated, recognising that social and economic 

development cannot be viewed in isolation from the natural environment (Jones and Comfort, 

2013). 

 

Literal works on companies' social responsibility and ethical behaviour have focused more on 

large corporations over the years. Conversely, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

have not received as much attention (Blundel and Thomas, 2013). This limited research on 

small business engagement with social responsibility is a mistaken perception (Westman and 

Burch, 2020), as small firms can be treated as miniature versions of their larger counterparts. 

A broad assumption in corporate social responsibility (CSR) or business-society literature is 

that sustainability and social responsibility management practices enhance the enterprises' 

competitive strengths and good business sense (Hammann and Pechlaner, 2009).  

 

These relevant practices are not only for large corporations but even more for small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Hammann et al., 2009). This explains recent literature 

focusing on implementing corporate governance principles in SMEs, owing to SMEs' 

discounted view of sustainability practices (Dzigba, 2015). The future of economies, 

especially emerging markets like Nigeria, depends on the strength of vibrant SMEs due to 

their metamorphosis to bring large businesses and positive social-economic impacts (Anekwe, 

Ndubusi-Okolo and Uzoezie, 2019). Therefore, the ability of businesses to gain sustainability 

successfully relies on their social and environmental sensitivity.  

 

However, the influence of personal behaviours on corporate practices remains dependent on 

the market and the organisational contexts, which could support the implementation of 

business sustainability practices (Hadi Putra and Santoso, 2020). This advantage incentivises 

trans-positioning personal behaviours into professional environmental practices(Chasse and 

Courrent, 2018). Coercive and normative forces induce corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

and sustainability practices in markets like the UK. In contrast, the Brazilian market is 

relationally based and risk-intensive (Cavalcanti, Mônica- Sade Abreu, 2015) to advance 

awareness and responsiveness. European governments have committed themselves to various 
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environmental goals affecting SMEs directly (Blundel and Thomas, 2013). It will be 

interesting to understand the sustainability drivers in Nigeria. 

 

3.8: Sustainability in Nigerian SMEs. 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and environmental sustainability literature 

demonstrated that senior executives like the CEOs and other top management teams are 

important in finding the true north for firms' strategies (Robertson, 2010). The top 

management's values and perceptions inform the internal economic advantages and the 

business environment (Chasse and Courrent, 2018). Managers also recognise the economic 

importance of stakeholder reactions to social and environmental performances, which 

minimise the magnitude of the loss in a win-lose scenario, and in other conditions, may turn 

it into a win-win scenario (Gomez-Bezares et al., 2016). The most dramatic of these is climate 

change mitigation, where public policies call on businesses to substantially reduce carbon 

dioxide and other 'greenhouse' emissions (Riti et al., 2017; Beck and Mahony, 2018). 

 

Besides enforcing regulative policies to ensure businesses are committed to sustainability 

practices, it is also incumbent upon the governments to provide enabling environments for the 

sustainability of SMEs (Abdulwaheed, Babatola and Odukoya, 2012). That is the crux of 

sustainability arguments in Africa, especially in Nigeria. Nigeria's business environment in 

recent years has been coloured with fear and uncertainty, leading to the collapse of some 

business outfits and the relocation of the big ones to other countries (Ifeoma, Purity and 

Chuka, 2019). Unsafe, unfriendly and uncertainties characterise the operating environment 

along with other factors responsible for the sustainable performance of small and medium 

enterprises, making investment uncertain.  

 

According to the WEF Global Competitiveness Report, 2019 (World Economic Forum 

Report)  involving a survey on the competitiveness performance of 141 economies worldwide, 

Nigeria ranked 116th in the quality of overall infrastructural development. Inadequate 

infrastructure supply emerged as the most challenging factor for Doing business in Nigeria. 

For instance, if an investor intends to start or set up a production firm, they will find out they 

need to provide their building, water supply, logistics, and other amenities required (Adetunji, 

2016). The unfriendly business environment cumulated into retarded growth, unemployment, 

low industrial output, and poor demand for services and tangible products, even as the energy 

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2019.pdf
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crisis continued unabated, forcing most organisations to depend wholly on private generators 

(Anekwe, Ndubusi-Okolo and Uzoezie, 2019). 

3.9: Conclusion and Summary 

The main achievement of this chapter is an attempt to explore the study contexts and lay the 

foundational study rationale with an overall stimulus for understanding sustainability practices 

from previous academic scholarships. Nigeria, a sample of an emerging economy, was 

explored with a focus on small and medium-scale enterprises (SMEs) and their significance 

for social and economic development. That necessitated the historical exploration of Nigerian 

SMEs, the economic conceptualisations in Nigeria, and comparative features of the Nigerian 

SMEs with diverse global and regional counterparts to substantiate the potential ingenuity and 

contributions of the sector. 

 

Finally, the various state interventions and support for Nigerian SMEs were explored to 

understand the peculiarity and progress the sector has evolved through the years amidst policy 

and governmental constraints. That includes broad literal examinations of business operations 

and research within Nigeria, the distinct impact of the SME on Nigerian gross domestic 

product (GDP) and top-management responsibility as a pivotal element for business 

responsibility in Nigeria. 
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Chapter Four: Philosophy, Methodology and Analysis. 

 

4.1: Introduction. 
This chapter presented suitable philosophical, methodological, and analytical stands for 

investigating the research aims and objectives. The core of this study is to articulate the impact 

of managerial characteristics and stakeholders on Nigerian SME sustainability practices. 

These objectives are stimulated by practice and literature gaps in SMEs' managerial 

dispositions with integrated sustainability practices (Rezaee, 2016). Additional study 

motivation includes envisioned stakeholders' views for SME practices and managers' 

activities in developing contexts, with effective sustainability options for their challenges and 

opportunities (Bulgacov et al., 2015). The research aim and objectives are conceptualised 

from empirical and practice gaps in section 1.5. That also underpinned the philosophical 

design and methodologies adopted as approved by the ethics committee of the University of 

Wolverhampton. See the attached appendix.  

 

Fig. 4.0: The Research Onion by Saunders et al. (2019). 
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The research onion model (fig4.1 above) was adopted to illustrate the logical, coherent, and 

reliable attainment of research outcomes at the end (Saunders et al., 2019). Following the 

research focus, the goal is to unravel a two-dimensional understanding of Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices. The first is interrogating and discerning the influence of Nigerian 

SME owners/managers' characteristics on sustainability practices. Secondly, to probe the 

influence of Nigerian stakeholders’ on SME sustainability practices. These two-folded 

enquiries are necessary to understand contemporary factors influencing Nigerian SMEs' 

sustainability practices.  

 

4.11: Interpretive Ontology. 

Interpretive ontology is a philosophical perspective focusing on understanding reality through 

interpretation and sense-making (Gioia, 2021). The key concepts of interpretive ontology 

explore theoretical foundations emphasising social constructionism and hermeneutics (Denzin 

and Lincoln, 2018). It focuses on interpreting and shaping our understanding of reality and 

examines its implications for diverse sociological fields and philosophy. This section 

highlights the importance of interpretive ontology in acknowledging reality from construction 

and subjective cultures. 

 

 A suitable philosophical assumption distinguishes a research project from other academic and 

intellectual endeavours (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). Research philosophy is a set or blends of 

beliefs or thoughts a researcher follows in gathering, analysing and using data about a 

phenomenon to attain new and reliable knowledge (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012). These 

philosophical beliefs have two branches that include ontological and epistemological 

dispositions in undertaking a study. An ontological viewpoint identifies the existence and 

nature of truth or reality for the researcher about a given phenomenon (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2018).  

 

 Adopting interpretivism as a philosophy underpins the philosophical pillar supporting the 

uniqueness of participants’ abstraction, dialogical reasoning, and multiplicity of stakeholder 

views (Smith and Osborn, 2015). The philosophical view is necessary to understand the 

focused context and the multi-layered realities of Nigerian SME stakeholders and managers 

for SME sustainability practices. Anosike et al. (2012) supported this position by posing that 
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interpretivism can trace and link participants’ knowledge to their realities and interpret social 

phenomena within unique contexts. That is because interpretivism embarrasses philosophical 

exuberances/doctrines such as relativism, explanation, phenomenology, hermeneutics, 

idealism (Grix, 2004), symbolic interactionism, verstehen (empathic understanding of human 

behaviour), and constructionism(Leach et al., 2018). 

 

Non-structural doctrines (explanation, phenomenology, hermeneutics, idealism, symbolic 

interactionism, verstehen, and constructionism) informed and justified the necessity of 

interpretive decisions. That means the nature of truth/reality in this study is informed by 

subjective participants' (SME stakeholders and managers) perceptions, constructions, and 

accepted opinions. These constructed realities are also framed in line with the study’s 

objectives, focusing on Nigerian SMEs' sustainability practices (Anosike et al., 2012). 

Therefore, the participants' perspective of sustainability practices also substantiates the 

research data, methodological flexibility, and freedom associated with interpretivism.  

 

Interpretivism considers humanistic interventions in shaping social realities beyond objective 

evidence (Myers, 2009). For example, a manager’s belief in sustainability practice is a 

subjective reality and personal opinion.  Interpretivism has grown within management and 

business studies in the last few decades. Interpretivism is a metaphoric extraction from 

theatrical interplay, where actors interpret their roles in a broader social context (Saunders et 

al., 2019). Interpretivism is deeply ingrained in the thought that social realities are relatively 

constructed by human experiences and dynamic social contexts (Giorgi and Giorgi, 2003). 

These human realities are subjective views, opinions, emotions and values that require 

interpretations from participants’ construction. 

 

Following the constructive reasoning perspective, the interpretivist (researcher) role becomes 

imperative and influential in unravelling context-specific idiosyncrasies following research 

objectives (Denzin, Norman and Lincoln, 2018). The researcher is responsible for interpreting 

respondents' subjective opinions within an interpretive logic (as they are entitled to their views 

(Brix-Asala et al., 2018). This applies to concepts like sustainability practices in Nigerian 

SMEs, which are unique socially, economically and environmentally. Investigating this 

uniqueness is also very important since the inundated academic notions of sustainability 

practices are Anglo-centric or Eurocentric views (Olaf Weber, 2017; Brix-Asala et al., 2018; 
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Sroufe and Gopalakrishna-Remani, 2018). These studies differed in context and unrelatedly 

framed narrowly for emerging markets like Nigeria. The constructive paradigm also defines 

participants' willingness, freedom of expression, flexibility, and unfettered disclosure 

necessary for navigating the truth of sustainability practices. Such truth could include 

managers' interventions, characteristics, aspirations, and routine practices for Nigerian SMEs. 

 

The study goal underpins unpredictable and dynamic characteristics of participants that are 

non-generalisable opinions/beliefs of Nigerian SME stakeholders and managers (Plöckinger 

et al., 2016). SME Managers' characters are physical/observable attributes and inner realities 

via cognitive processes (Hambrick and Mason, 2010). These characteristics require human 

investigative skills to access, understand, and interpret communicated meanings/truth. The 

investigative skills include observation, resourcefulness, patient, people-oriented, receptive, 

self-starter, sceptical, energetic, logical, and intuitive (Leitch, Mcmullan and Harrison, 2013). 

A manager's characteristics are better deduced within observable contexts or well-articulated 

and stimulating dialogues about phenomena or practices to produce expected reactions. 

Generated knowledge for sustainability practices is real-life organisational enactments within 

ambiguous, chaotic, challenging and time-consuming settings (Plöckinger et al., 2016). 

Moreso because of the regional time differences and other diversity nuances like ages, values, 

and culture. 

 

Embracing the subjectivity and multiplicity in the interpretations of participants' narrations 

about sustainability practices underscores the suitability of the interpretive perspective 

adopted (Grix, 2004). In this context, the goal is to determine how SME stakeholders and 

managers perceive sustainability practices from their distinct SME experiences and 

interactions. The interpretive position is also justifiable and supported by participants' freedom 

of opinion (Myers, 2009). Such ideas are deduced from individual normative or cognitive 

experiences and values (Leitch, Mcmullan and Harrison, 2013). Interpretivism provides 

sufficient flexibility, design, and methodological frame to express such truths as recognised 

reality. 

 

Providing the enabling atmosphere for participants' data collection in an open, judgment-free, 

and flexible in, expressing such opinions becomes interpretive (the researcher) responsibility 

and duty (Strand, 2014). Strand (2014) also considered the interpretivist an essential data 
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collector or 'instrument' in a social phenomenological study. According to (Lewis, J. and 

Ritchie, 2003), factors like trust and the ability to identify, extract relevant information, and 

interpret them for a research objective, qualify the interpretivist for data collection. As a 

Nigerian and former SME strategic operator, the researcher is vastly conversant with the 

sectors' operational nuances and culture to understand, extract and interpret the perspectives 

of SME stakeholders of the Nigerian extraction as relevant data. 

 

Though the privilege of previous connections with SME stakeholders was utilised in recruiting 

and examining participants within ethical boundaries, Saunders et al. (2019) opined that 

precautions are necessary to bracket the researcher's biases and preconceptions from 

interfering with the presentation of fair and accurate outcomes. Nevertheless, the researchers' 

roots and context awareness (social, economic, and environmental) enable accurate 

interpretation of participants' truths for Nigerian SME sustainability practices. Critical inquiry 

is embedded within the data collection technique for phenomenological studies (Packer, 

2018). 

 

The adopted upper echelon (UE) perspective aligns with SME owners/managers' 

characteristics as the driving factor, principally responsible context and concept analysis. The 

context is the distinguished participants' cognitive complexities responsible for SME strategic 

choices, while the concept examined is sustainability practice,  be it reactive or proactive 

stance (Strand, 2014). This background includes managers' context realities, work 

experiences, personal values, education, religious, cultural boundaries and other social 

complexities. An outsider who has not operated such SME would be unable to narrate valid 

meanings representing a similar ontological reality, belief or intention (Maak, Pless and 

Voegtlin, 2016). 

 

The participants' ontological reality could also stem from previous business and industry 

exposures/values influencing recent SME decisions and directions for sustainability practices. 

Leadership styles, social networks, access to information and demographics account for 

societal complexities within the SME manager operations are also attributable to their truths 

(Strand, 2014). Moreover, these inform opinions and perceptions associated with 

sustainability practices. The same applies to the other stakeholder (expert) influence. Human 

experiences in daily routines are hardly structured but ambiguous and subjective (Leitch, 
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Mcmullan and Harrison, 2013). The experiences can only be understood and interpreted 

meaningfully and dialogically (Sandberg and Alvesson, 2011). Hence, they should never be 

approached with presuppositions (Denzin, Norman K. and Lincoln, 2018). These variable 

opinions articulate the sense-making reality of the respondents. 

 

Hence, the researchers' (interpretivist) role becomes necessary to access and link respondents' 

thoughts and realities to accountable factors for SME strategic practices, i.e., sustainability 

practices. That includes improvising new meanings, beliefs, and thoughts embedded in their 

distinguished sustainability practices. The understanding of subjective meanings assigned to 

reality by individuals is essentially within the interpretive philosophy and is viewed along a 

continuum with two extremes (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). Maak et al. (2016) also stressed 

that the author/interpretivist should describe respondents' cognitive orientations, actions or 

intentions for the social phenomenon.  

 

 

POSITIVISM VS INTERPRETIVISM 

S/No. Assumptions Positivism Interpretivism 

1 Focus on Interest What are general, average, and 

representative 

What is specific, unique, and 

deviant 

2 Knowledge 

generated 

Absolute Laws (time, context, and 

value-free) 

Relative meanings (time, context, 

culture, and value bound) 

3 Subject/Researc

her relationship 
Rigid separation Interactive, cooperative, 

participative 

4 Nature of Reality  

Objective, tangible, single 

 

Socially constructed, multiple 

5 Goal of research Explanation, strong prediction Understanding, weak prediction 

 

6 Desired 

information 

How people think and do a specific 

thing or have a specific problem 

What some people think and do, 

what kind of problems they are 

confronted with, and how they 

deal with them. 

7 Strength Clarity of theoretical relationships 

Unambiguous 

Depth of culture, issues of ethics 

and leadership. 
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Definition of terms 

Explicit concern with bias 

Validated data 

New concepts and insightful 

hypothesis 

8 Weakness The difficulty of quantification, 

imprecision; inability to measure 

core concepts 

Reliance on data gathered for other 

purposes. 

Different realities and interpretations 

co-exist and are the norm in SP 

Correlations do not demonstrate 

causality, the need for counterfactual 

simulations 

Simplistic, unrealistic. 

Ambiguous with unobservable 

concepts 

Personal viewpoint and values 

Inability to falsify the descriptive 

hypothesis 

Limited evidence within the 

experience. 

Table 4.0: The difference between Positivism and Interpretivism (Pizam, Abraham & 

Mansfield, 2000). 

Interpretivism also embraces hermeneutics traditions which articulate human motives and 

hidden rationales behind actions/behaviours (Giorgi and Giorgi, 2003). Such actions are 

expressed in languages, culture, ethics, leadership, aspirations or ideas specific to a particular 

context. People's cultures can be understood only through their experiences, beliefs, thinking, 

and relevant meanings (Ashworth, 2015). Hence, it is logical to consider only Nigerian SME 

stakeholders' experience for adequate articulations of contemporary sustainability practices. 

This was supported by the idea that interpretivism is a lifeworld ontology where observations 

are theories, value-laden, and social context investigations are relative truth (Leitch, 

Mcmullan and Harrison, 2013).  

 

Denzin, Norman, and Lincoln (2018) explain the nature of reality in interpretivism as complex 

and multifaceted, depending on the individual's inherent or independent experience and 

without reference to empiricism. For instance, the reality for engaging an innovative idea may 

be in the continuity of family trade. At the same time, innovation emerges from survival 

necessities like the loss of jobs or sources of livelihood for others. However, for another, it 

may be identifying the value chain gap or the natural expression of entrepreneurial prowess. 

The source of such ontological reality can further be diverse with the study context as a male, 

female, mother, father, daughter or son in a family. The multiplicity is even more convoluted 
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when the individual's economic, social, environmental, cognitive or demographic 

circumstances influence the prevailing circumstances. These varied and differing views 

account for the sources and nature of the reality of concepts like sustainability practices in 

Nigeria (Effiom and Etim, 2018).  

 

Two critical dimensions of reality perceptions exist; the participants' view and the researchers' 

view (Leitch, Mcmullan and Harrison, 2013). These dual perspectives, where the researcher 

tries to reflect and interpret the participants' view of reality simultaneously, are also called 

double-hermeneutic (Leitch et al., 2013). By implication, a distinct researcher and audience 

can construct a unique reality or subject of a phenomenon. Nevertheless, the researchers' 

rigour and credibility are evaluated by a logical presentation and scientifical articulation of 

results for readers' evaluations (Dudovskiy, 2017). 

Expressive languages like metaphors, proverbs, sarcasm and other figures of speech are 

common and integral components of interpretive dialogues (Carollo and Guerci, 2018). 

Expressive languages are prevalent and acceptable in Nigerian communication and are evident 

in collected data. That is usually used in constructing sensitive or exciting ideas. In the words 

of  Chinua Achebe in Things Fall Apart, 'proverbs are the palm oil with which words are 

eaten'. Hence, the researcher must translate and contextualise Nigerian expressions/languages 

by interpreting the Nigerian participants' opinions/realities within the double hermeneutics 

notion (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). 

Setiawan et al. (2019) adopted an interpretive design in investigating strategic roles in a 

manufacturing context as a social phenomenon. The literature examined optimising practices, 

building mindsets, leadership shifts/styles, corporate culture and facilitation. Carollo and 

Guerci (2018) also adopted constructive interpretivism in framing sustainability managers 

through paradoxical analysis, like tensions influencing identity. These tensions include 

personal versus business values, managers' short-termism versus long-term and organisational 

views versus outsiders. Azmat and Rentschler (2017) also used a similar framework to explore 

the lived experience of board members in understanding sector-specific characteristics and 

challenges affecting corporate responsibility (CR) in gender and ethnicity contexts. Similarly, 

Yamak et al. (2016) used interpretive design to investigate gender symbolic capital and 

violence by patriarchal ideologies in the Turkish corporate and family context. The study 
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demonstrated the team-leaning of female elites towards their men counterparts without 

reciprocity despite the widespread equality stance. 

 

A plethora of sustainability research is driven by objective scientific goals that rely on various 

numeric matrixes as determinants (Evangelista and Durst, 2016; Evans et al., 2017; Leach et 

al., 2018; Ebrahimi and Rahmani, 2019). However, exciting ideas like stakeholders' and 

managers' subjective views of practices cannot rely on objective or absolute reasoning. Such 

reasoning is conceivable within leaders' personalities, experiences, values, and other similar 

human factors (Maak, Pless and Voegtlin, 2016). That does not neglect the applications of 

other frameworks like the general economic theories, cultural change models, and innovative 

models in some literature (Damanpour, Sanchez-Henriquez and Chiu, 2018), which are 

admirable research contributions to sustainability initiatives but not relevant to our 

contemporary research goals and objectives.  

 

Understanding the sustainability practice in the Nigerian SME is a deep specific social 

phenomenon possible within interpretivism as a school of thought (Vermeulen and Witjes, 

2016; Vries, 2019). The rationale for interpretivism for understanding sustainability practices 

is the reliance on individuals' (stakeholders/managers) perspectives/opinions. The reliability 

of individual opinion within the interpretive culture is embedded with experiential information 

rather than impersonal facts (Gehman et al., 2018). In this context, owners'/managers' lived 

realities and experiences are rationally, socially and environmentally different to grasp the 

broader truth. Embedded within such rationality are the diverse levels of consciousness, 

sociocultural backgrounds, and environmental sensitivity to sustainability practices (Xing and 

Starik, 2017). It is, therefore, compelling and credible to explore the understanding of the 

influencing factors of sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs driven by interpretivism 

(Asdecker and Zirkelbach, 2020). 

 

Another justification to probe the roots of the limited knowledge of sustainability practices is 

the enlightenment this study seeks to unveil (Park & Park, 2016). The limited literature on 

Nigerian SME sustainability practices and the effect of managerial characteristics suitably 

validates the study objectives. These dimensional insights enhanced literature and practice 

gaps with future research and social-economic implications (Gallardo and Thunnissen, 2016). 

Though, critics of interpretive reasoning oppose the subjectivity and sensitivity of this 
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philosophy based on structural stringency and rigour (Anosike, Ehrich, and Ahmed, 2012). 

Still, such debates ignored the disciplinary relevance and dual scholarly quality in 

management sciences. Despite the generational arguments on philosophical diversities, 

management research should be a contrivance of developing academic theory and relevant, 

progressive practical solutions (Gehman et al., 2018). Hence, adherence to transparency, 

credibility, dependability, comparativeness, and reflexivity remain the criteria for relevance 

and rigour in interpretive research (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). 

 

4.12: Research Epistemology. 

Research epistemology is the foundation of research work in determining a justifiable 

outcome (Grix, 2004). Merriam and Tisdell (2015) perceived research epistemology as a 

framework for constructing and deconstructing context-specific views that enhance a new 

understanding of research objectives. Understanding Nigerian SME sustainability practices 

requires epistemological framing to construct context-specific interpretations. Epistemology 

is also a theory of knowledge and how knowledge is sourced (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 

2009). The scholar held epistemology as the gross philosophical link between research 

inadequacy, knowledge types, acquisition modalities, methods, scope, and opinion 

justification. Another view of epistemology is bridging knowledge and belief gaps through 

language (Thomas, 2003). 

 

As a philosophical stance, interpretive epistemology relies on the participant's social cognitive 

perceptions to deeply explain or interpret contextual realities (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, and 

Jackson, 2008). That means the reliance on the information of and from social actors (Nigerian 

SME stakeholders and managers) to construct sustainability practices as a reality. Interpretive 

epistemology is about the nature of knowledge being constructed by the researcher rather than 

the absolute or objective worldview (Laliberte & Aldrich, 2017). The researcher's 

philosophical interpretation of opinions or views determines the knowledge outcome. Hence, 

the interpretive epistemological view was adopted following the development of naturalistic 

knowledge. Attribution of such inquisition linking the investigated to the knowledge by the 

investigator matched the study's aim and objectives for sustainability practices.  

 

A naturalistic investigation is strongly associated with social context research that is non-

experimental, non-structural, and non-positivist views (Gehman et al., 2018). It relies on 
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subjective assumptions for sensemaking to interpret or explain a phenomenon (Smith, 2003). 

Our context focuses on stakeholders and managers influencing opinions and views on 

Nigerian SME sustainability practices. In other words, the views of Nigerian SME 

stakeholders and managers' characteristics that influence sustainability practices represent 

units of analysis.  

Interpretive epistemology requires the researchers' neutrality and instrumentality to conduct 

an unbiased scientific investigation (Denzin, Norman and Lincoln, 2018; Packer, 2018). That 

position enables the researcher to deploy personal skills, insights, experiences, or knowledge 

of the context to adequately interpret the phenomenon with understanding (Smith and Osborn, 

2015; Dudovskiy, 2017). That makes the interpretivist role a tedious and painstaking 

endeavour considering the social context goal. 

 

The role of an interpretive researcher includes translating and interpreting languages, whether 

implied or expressed (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018; Packer, 2018). Participants' cognitive reality 

is portrayed from subjective perspectives and their attributable feelings about the study 

phenomenon. Furthermore, this often requires the researchers' extensive knowledge and 

engagement within the dynamic context to find and capture any change in the phenomenon. 

Accordingly, extensive engagement with Nigerian SME owners/managers is applicable in 

capturing their cognitive experiences for sustainability practices. Moreover, a thorough 

understanding of their narrations and interpretation of such reality is needed. Epistemology is 

the hermeneutic circle for interpreting phenomena and reconciling different participants based 

on subjective experiences. The above interplay and explanations concluded the interpretive 

epistemology for articulating the factors influencing sustainability practices in Nigerian 

SMEs. Equally, ontological and epistemological stance aligns with and is suitable for 

subsequent research strategies. The following section explains these adoptions' rationales and 

aligns with the research aim and objectives.  

4.2: Research Approach - Inductive Method. 

The research approach described the detailed practical guides for data gathering from suitable 

sources towards insightful outcomes (Saunders et al., 2019). Haven established the 

philosophical stands regarding knowledge type and nature of reality; inductive reasoning is 

the philosophical design that aligns with the research data and source. The inductive process 

involves generating research evidence based on specific context observations of a 
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phenomenon for theoretical build-ups (Smith and Osborn, 2015). By implication, Nigerian 

SME stakeholders represent the study-specific context, while g sustainability practices are the 

social variable being investigated. The findings from such inductive reasoning with the 

attendant strategic model inform the theoretical build-ups for Nigeria's SME sustainability 

practices. 

 

The inductive approach relies on relevant original/primary data to link experiential premises 

to coherent theory in an interpretive or constructive culture (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015; 

Silverman, 2015). Primary data include dialogical/acts [interviews, surveys, fieldwork, 

diaries, personal letters, email, blogs, listservs, and newsgroups] and arts [photographs, 

drawings, posters, art and literal works] (Silverman, 2015). Other scholars considered direct 

personal interviews, personal narrations and questionnaires to abstract primary data as 

acceptable premises for inductive interpretivism towards understandable conclusions (Bradley 

et al., 2007; O'Neil and Ucbasaran, 2016; Swain, 2018). That means using interviews to 

extract Nigerian SME stakeholders on sustainability practices are acceptable inductive 

facts/data. 

 

 By practical application, Nigerian SME stakeholders' and managers' experiences on 

sustainability practices are carefully extracted through interviews and analysed to form a 

theoretical model. That also implies that individual stakeholders'/managers' constructions of 

their truths are linkable to study objectives (Swain, 2018). These truths are subjective, relative, 

and diverse, with individual cognitions and normative experiences (Merriam and Tisdell, 

2015). The inductive reasoning approach draws various and extensive raw data, condense 

them into a concise summary and establishes links between the summaries and research 

outcomes (Gehman et al., 2018). Research models/theories are developed from results linking 

experiential raw data to research results. The flow chart below represents the inductive logic 

in diagram form.  

 

Fig 4.1: Inductive Approach Flow. 
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According to Gioia et al. (2013) and Gehman et al. (2018), there are underlying assumptions 

in the general application inductive approach within the social phenomenological study. These 

assumptions range from condensing extensive original data, linking such data to a research 

objective and developing a model or theory from the raw data about the phenomenon. This 

means the extensive data extracted is summarised and given, appropriating the summaries to 

research questions and objectives. This data processing approach also demonstrates the 

research outcomes' trustworthiness (Gioia et al., 2013). The details of this procedure are fully 

explored in the research technique section.  

 

4.3: Research Strategy- Narrative Inquiry.  

According to the research onion model (Saunders et al., 2019), research strategy directs the 

overall process by which a research study is conducted. The commonly used research 

strategies in management science are experiments, surveys, archival research, case study, 

ethnography, action research, grounded theory and narrative inquiry  (Saunders et al., 2019). 

Considering the emphasis on the lived experiences of Nigerian stakeholders and managers, 

the narrative inquiry is adopted to ascertain Nigerian SME sustainability practices. Narrative 

inquiry is associated with a profound relational investigation of identity and experience in 

areas of sensitive and subtle thoughts (Green, 2013). The narrative inquiry focuses on unique 

personal experiences and the social-cultural and institutional relevance on which an 

individual's experiences are framed or enacted (Laliberte & Aldrich, 2017). In other words, 

the observations from this investigation are not limited to stakeholder views and managerial 

characteristics but also the social and economic relevance in understanding fuller insights into 

Nigerian SME sustainability practices. 

 

The narrative research strategy is a study design that collects and narrates persons' or 

individuals' experiences with interpretive meaning, as opposed to community, that suits a 

research objective by a researcher (Green, 2013). Narrative inquiry is preferred and adopted 

based on the significance of alternative perspectives in participants' evidence to foster a unique 

understanding of Nigerian SME sustainability practices. However, experimental and survey 

strategies are principally suitable for quantitative and structural studies within the quantitative 

research designs (Park & Park, 2016; Denzin, Norman and Lincoln, 2018). In contrast, case 

study ethnography, action research, and grounded are associated with qualitative methods 

(Saunders et al. 2019). The attraction to the narrative inquiry is the succinct, chronological 



 
 

155 
 

and persuasive literary presentation of empirical evidence in a qualitative approach (Josselson, 

2012). These design attributions are within the researcher's capability and interest from willing 

but purposeful participants.  

 

The narrative design was developed (and is still developing) by scholars of various social 

science studies, including education, in the 1990s. This was initially noticeable with educators 

like  D. Jean Clandini and Michael Connelly, who provided an overview of it in the 

educational field (Creswell, 2003). Accordingly, Creswell (2003) identified the participants' 

reflections, knowledge emphasis and the researcher's inquest as the influencing factors for 

narrative inquiry (Creswell, 2012, p. 503). That implies the outcome of this research is a 

triangulated construction between Nigerian SME stakeholders (and managers), their unique 

sustainability opinions and the researcher's capabilities to precipitate the extracted knowledge 

that matches research objectives. 

 

The unique focus on Nigerian SME managers and experts/ stakeholders on sustainability 

practices is unique, in-depth, and suitable for narrative investigation. The concept of 

sustainability practices in Nigeria is also a deep phenomenological investigation that 

elucidates the diverse factors influencing the social and economic nuances within the Nigerian 

context. Investigating SME practices is a holistic and reflective situation considering the 

involvement of Nigerian SME managers and stakeholders in the inquiry. The blended 

participation of Nigerian SME managers and stakeholders in the inquiry assuages the 

narrowed criticism of generalisable idiosyncratic implications (Gioia, 2021). Though the 

study outcome is specific to Nigerian SMEs, the implications are suitable for alignable with 

similar emerging contexts. 

 

Narrative inquiry research has seven distinguishing characteristics (Reissman, 2008). Firstly, 

it is centred on the unique experience of a person/ an individual. The research objective of 

exploring individual SME managers' characteristics and stakeholders' views of sustainability 

practices espoused the requirement. Secondly, the narration of outcomes should follow a 

chronological or logical sequence to give the audience insights. Understanding stakeholders' 

impact and managerial characteristics on sustainability practices are logically framed within 

established theories (Stakeholder theory and the Upper Echelon concepts) to drive insights. 

That is followed by the collection of individual reflections, which form the bases of data 
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gathering and the knowledge base of the inquiry. The detail of data collection is through 

interviews explored in subsequent sections. Reissman (2008) further emphasises remapping 

or retelling in the process of information gathering that reflects the key elements of the setting, 

characters, actions, problem, and resolution. This provides the audience with background 

information. Using verbatim quotations, pseudo names, and other characterisations was 

adopted in evidence presentations acceptable with ethical boundaries.  

 

Other essential traits of narrative research include coding themes, descriptions of settings and 

reoccurring collaborations between the researcher and participants. Gioia et al.'s (2013) orders 

or steps thematic analysis was utilised to code the collected interview information, and the 

details are in the data analysis sections. Detail descriptions of SME participants' settings were 

minimised regarding the research limitations acknowledged and the data collection medium 

installed. Secondly, physical context observations have little or no contributions to the primary 

research focus and the experiential philosophical stance of human intersubjective complexities 

(Packer, 2018). The researcher was constantly collaborating with the purposeful participants 

throughout the process and duration of data collection for either updated information or further 

explanation of earlier reflections. This is relevant because insightful meaning does not exist 

independently of participants' interactions (narrations) and practices (Gioia, 2021). The 

various views of SME managers and stakeholders are suitable for contemporary factors 

influencing sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs. 

  

Finally, Myers (2009) regarded the dependence on study participants to provide direct or 

indirect empirical evidence for uniqueness, originality and contributory knowledge. The 

engagement of SME managers and stakeholders for their individual experiences and other 

cognitions on sustainability practices sufficed. Narrative inquiry exposes the researcher to real 

business dilemmas and decisions through enlivened meta-ability and participants' reputations 

(Yin, 2013). Such exposure enhances the researchers' discernment of participants' character, 

recognition of bias, stimulation of curiosity about ranges of worldviews, and orchestrating 

collaboration during dialogues (Gehman et al., 2018; Gioia, 2021). These unabated nuances 

exhume researchers' self-confidence, judgement protagonism and decision makings actions. 

The strategy also prepares scholars for broader organisational and societal contexts 

application of theory in practice, inducing theory from opinions, practices and capacity for 

critical analysis (Ahiakwo et al., 2013). The highlighted qualities stimulated researchers' 
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interest in unravelling the Nigerian SME sustainability practices from stakeholders' views. 

Discoveries of sustainability practice can empower advocacy, policy reformation, remodelling 

and development viewpoints (Malesios et al., 2018). Details of techniques and methodological 

approaches are in the subsequent section. 

 

 

4.31: Qualitative Method. 

A research methodology involves the aggregate principles that inform a research process, 

theory, philosophical assumptions, identification of variables, data collection, analysis and 

implementation  (Gioia, 2021). In other words, this whole chapter constitutes the methodology 

of this project. However, a research method only addresses the specific strategy that outlines 

progressive steps to navigate research questions towards desirable outcomes (Packer, 2018).  

 

The qualitative method is the adopted choice that suitably aligns with the research focus, 

philosophical root, designs, goals, and the nature of data. As Gehman et al. (2018) rightly 

captured, the qualitative study provides researchers with diverse philosophies and toolkits to 

theorise organisational and individual actions that influence the world, with an opportunity 

for a deeper awareness of the unique assumptions. Management studies usually adopt any of 

the three methods commonly referred to as quantitative, qualitative, or mixed (blended) 

methods (Denzin, Norman and Lincoln, 2018). However, the choice for the qualitative 

approach is restricted to a unique experiential focus, interpretive philosophical root, flexible 

design, nature, and instrumentality to data. These qualitative characterisations already 

portrayed the study's originality, unique case focus, flexible structure and data dynamics. The 

demarcating features between qualitative and quantitative research methods are tabulated 

below.  

The major differences between Qualitative and Quantitative 

Methods 
Characteristics Qualitative Quantitative 

Focus 

Quality or meaning of 

experience. 

Quantity, frequency, and 

magnitude. 

Philosophical roots 

Constructivism, 

Interpretivism 

Positivism. 
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Goals of 

investigation 

To understand, explore, 

describe, discover 

To predict, control, confirm, and 

test theory 

Design 

characteristics 

Flexible, evolving, emergent. The structure is predetermined. 

Data Collection 

 

The researcher is the 

instrument. 

 

Based on external instruments like 

tests and surveys. 

Table 4.1: Qualitative and Quantitative Methods Analysis (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). 

 

A qualitative research method is bordered on understanding values, feelings, experiences, or 

observations about a social phenomenon under study (Packer, 2018). That implies the method 

is concerned with discovering original underlying factors influencing a phenomenon for social 

directions. In this context, the subjective values of experiences on sustainability practices in 

Nigerian SME stakeholders and managers are the focus. Based on the research objectives, the 

participants' perceptions of sustainability practices within their diverse domains are qualitative 

and non-empirical. 

 

Based on the reasoning from the table (Fig.4.31) above, the qualitative research method is 

also adopted owing to the inductive approach and interpretivism philosophy (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2018). The reliance on subjective realities constructed from specific social context 

participants justifies its applicability and suitability (Myers, 2009; Yin, R.K., 2015). 

Subjective realities interpreted as truths of the phenomenon, in this case, are represented by 

individual SME managers’ and Stakeholders’ experiences, emotions or perceptions about 

sustainability practices. Such individualised constructs of sustainability practices from diverse 

Nigerian SME managers' and experts' views, experiences, values, and personalities are also 

human characteristics frameable with the upper-echelon framework (Yamak et al., 2014). 

 

The flexibility attribute of data within the qualitative method is also a consideration for a 

developing concept like sustainability practices for emerging contexts (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2018). Exploring factors linking SME sustainability practices to stakeholders in Nigeria is 

novel, with limited reference points (Edomah, 2016). Operational flexibility in the qualitative 

method includes choosing a relatively small sample size, approaching the research problem in 

a non-binary fashion, and developing the themes/models from the connections in the data 
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(Bailey, 2007). Additionally, qualitative research culture allows the philosopher 

(interpretivist) / researcher the dual role of data collector/instrument and context interpreter, 

also known for the hermeneutics doctrine (Myers, 2009). The critical aspect of qualitative 

inquiries is reasonable due to the seriousness and inherent open-mindedness of the research 

nature and characteristics.  

 

4.4: Research Collection Techniques. 

Two sets of participants were engaged for data collection based on the research focus -

understanding the influence of managerial characteristics and stakeholders on Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices. The first group include heterogeneous Nigerian SME 

owners/managers willing and able to contribute their experiential opinions to the study. The 

second group are Nigerian SME experts/stakeholders from various backgrounds with 

significant professional experiences with Nigerian SMEs and sustainability practices.   

 

Two steps of the data collection strategy were deployed to achieve this goal. Without 

comprehensive SME data, the first move involved contacting as many Nigerian SME 

owners/managers and stakeholders/experts available for observatory commentary on the 

sector's sustainability practices. This includes referrals and cold calling/emailing some 

stakeholders through their social media handles and online contacts. The second step involved 

observing the granted ethical privileges, booking meetings, and conducting data collection 

interviews about Nigerian SMEs and sustainability practices (Mclaughlin and Stephens, 

2019). 

 

4.41: Preliminary Data Collection. 

The first data collection stage started with Internet surfing and contacting personal SME 

networks across major Nigerian cities and six geopolitical zones with cold calls, SMS, and 

emails. The targeted cities include Lagos, Onitsha, Ilorin, Aba, Port Harcourt, Zaria, Kano, 

and the Federal Capital Territory (FCT). A list of personal SME owners/managers were used 

and contacted to obtain the contacts of other networks of competitors and colleagues after 

several attempts (calls and messages) for potential participation. This data includes their 

designations and official contacts (i.e., emails, social media handles, phone numbers, and 

website/web pages. The rapport began with the researcher introducing himself warmly and 

backed by the Faculty of Social Science (FoSS) letter (in the appendix) soliciting cooperation, 
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informing the research objectives and the necessity for their contributory insights with 

consent.  

 

A list of fifty-five (55) potential participants was purposefully contemplated and contacted for 

interviews following an opportunistic sampling strategy (Duan et al., 2015; Mclaughlin and 

Stephens, 2019). Eventually, only thirty-one (31) participants responded and consented to the 

purposeful sampling approach amidst other prevailing social limitations (Crick et al., 2018). 

These include twenty-two (22) SME owners/managers and nine (9) stakeholders.  

 

The initial meetings involve obtaining participants' profiles and scheduling interview 

meetings with annotated reminders. A few other SME managers and expert stakeholders were 

reached through the comradery efforts of those who had sympathetic resonance with the 

research objectives. The stakeholders were purposefully targeted following their distinguished 

careers, extensive professional practices and lived experiences as suitable strategic 

foundations to narrate the Nigerian SME climate and sustainability practices (Gehman et al., 

2018). Other purposeful selection criteria include participants' SME exposures, such as SME 

set-ups, facilitation, business development, consultancy, policymaking, and project 

implementation within communities (Chigbu, 2015). Asides from independent experiences, 

these nine (9) stakeholders are socially integrated and highly cerebral, with professional 

tractions to hold and express credible opinions on Nigerian SMEs and sustainability practices. 

Their professionalism and experiences range from management consultancy, policy, trade 

union, and digital and innovation prowess. 

 

From the list of willing participants,  the second set of meetings was scheduled immediately 

after obtaining their profiles (Werner, 2006). The profile inquiries requested participants' age, 

gender, educational qualifications, business types, locations, and sizes.  

 

The decline by some SME stakeholders/experts was anticipated due to the general belief in 

probable reputational damage that would follow being quoted wrongly in the social media era 

(Basri and Siam, 2019). Hence, proofs like research purpose, an intellectual conversation, the 

researcher's character strength, and decent credibility like the faculty assent must precede the 

researcher to gain their confidence and consent. Understandably, some business owners 

declined participation because they felt the debilitating SME issues in Nigeria were beyond 
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academic discussion (Chubb and Reed, 2018). For example, a particular potential participant 

that owns a medium-scale beverage business excused himself at the preliminary interview 

because he "has a bigger fish to fry and a man whose house is ablaze does not go chasing 

rats." Others genuinely declined for lack of the resources/time to commit to the exercise. 

 

Nonetheless, such opinions were respected, while dedicated time was allocated to promising 

respondents with annotations to the list. The outcomes of this preliminary activity espoused 

the study objective of building contextual data sources and informing the next level activity 

of the main data collection (Sroufe and Gopalakrishna-Remani, 2018). Participants' details 

with sensitive features and traceability were removed to produce a uniform data structure and 

maintain anonymity, leading to the findings.  

 

 

4.42: Main Data Collection/Time Zone. 

The main data collection exercise followed the earlier routines in the preliminary stage. This 

whole data collection exercise was conducted between May and July 2020. The SME 

owners/managers and stakeholders were assigned pseudo-identifications to comply with 

confidentiality ethics (Nnadi, 2018). The SME owners/managers were assigned their 

industry/business type owner or manager, like 'transport business owner', 'tourism business 

manager' and 'food and drink business owner'. The SME stakeholders/experts’ group were 

assigned with their prevalent professional characteristics, such as consultants, bankers, 

policymakers, business lawyers, and financial managers. 

 

Researchers' discretions formed the basis for selecting SME owners/managers, mainly 

following their business outputs and goals. Some of the practice premises for selecting 

owners/managers include good health and well-being (goal 3), training and educations (goal 

4), gender inclusion and equality (goal 5), inclusive economic growth and decent employment 

for all (goal 8), fostering innovations and infrastructure (goal 9), reduction of poverty and 

inequality (goal 10), responsible production (12), committed to the peaceful and robust 

institution (goal 16) of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

 

Only twenty-two (22) SME owners/managers were successfully interviewed from the thirty-

five (35) potential respondents initially earmarked for this group. These 22 SME participants 
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consist of nine (9) in the food and drink sector, six (6) in the transport sector, and seven (7) in 

the tourism and leisure sector. Though twenty (20) SME stakeholders/experts were 

purposefully targeted, only nine (9) stakeholders approved and stayed committed to the 

interviews.  

 

A double reminder was set up through the Microsoft Outlook application to ensure efficient 

time management. The first reminder is sent out to the participants a day before the actual 

dates, and the second reminder is an hour before the real-time. Some appointments were 

cancelled, postponed, or rescheduled based on unforeseen circumstances and technological 

issues. Many of this group struggled with the interview mode (virtual technology), an 

emergent utility, and had the researcher assist them with upskills. Two interview questions 

were prepared for the SME owners/managers and stakeholders group to stimulate their 

discussion on professional insights for Nigerian SMEs' sustainability practices. The interviews 

were discursive, lasting 30–60 minutes, and comprised open-ended questions following a 

qualitative research culture and ethical provisions (Chigbu, 2015). 

 

The two data collection exercises were conducted simultaneously based on the opportunistic 

sampling approach and the benefits of freezing more time and cost-effectiveness to acquiring 

salient perceptions and insight from a readily available participant of interest (Saunders et al. 

2019). The dual investigations are focused on obtaining full and more balanced observations 

of sustainability practices and other dynamic opinions relevant to the phenomenon (Darcy et 

al., 2014). Similar routines were followed in administering the semi-structured questions to 

the SME owners/managers. The interview question type depends on the participating 

stakeholder in untangling the reasoning associated with SME sustainability practices in 

Nigeria. Individual idiosyncrasies and moods were observed as personalised motivations for 

SME practices were interrogated. Exciting discoveries were followed up with further 

questions, allowing respondents to expand their realities fully.  

 

See Appendix 1 and 2 for Interview questions and protocol, respectively. The recorded 

interview is later transcribed and interpreted for further analysis. Supplementary data were 

extracted from SME managers and stakeholder social media footage to bolster their views and 

narrated points. 
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4.43: Data Collection Instruments. 

Semi-structured interview questions were designed and utilised to extract the relevant data 

qualitatively. The researcher has the flexibility and access to more data with this uniqueness 

of investigating fresher dimensions of the truth (Bernauer et al., 2013). The participants' 

thoughts and experiences could differ from the anticipated questions. Furthermore, such 

participants must exercise the freedom of opinion and expression within the interpretive 

philosophy (Packard, 2017). With semi-structured interviews, the researcher can prepare 

beforehand and guide the conversation on the topic. Asides from the potential unravelling of 

in-depth information, it also encourages dialogical communication in critical inquiry 

(Saunders et al., 2019). This dialogue helps the researcher vividly understand the concept 

through their mannerisms and emotional and linguistic expressions. 

 

Semi-structured interviews can also be time-consuming and easily detours from the topic 

because sensitive topics/issues could easily gravitate into long narrations to understand the 

full context (Ogunmakinde et al., 2019; Swain, 2018; Kato, Idi Ahmed & Kato, 2020). Besides 

considering participants' freedom of expression, interrupting a conversation in Nigeria is 

traditionally rude and uncut (Okeke, Ibenwa and Okeke, 2017). Such open-ended narrations 

are potentially relevant data unveiling fresher, unique, and sensitive truths in line with study 

objectives (Yin, 2015). Hence, the enabling atmosphere, flexibility, and judgment-free 

conversation for qualitative data collection are optimised. That is asides from the researchers' 

core responsibility in maximising the data abstractions of the unique assumptions associated 

with Nigerian SMEs. 

 

The researcher is also required to be instrumental and involved in the data collection of a 

qualitative study (Strand, 2014). The researcher's personal and impersonal resources are 

imperative to achieve these engagements and data goals. These include interpersonal skills, 

training, technological support, financial support for expressive discussions and pensive 

attention to detail. That accelerates participants' trust and relaxation, reciprocating with more 

profound revelations of their experiential truths about the topic  (Dawkins et al., 2003). The 

researcher's (the interpretivist) ability to identify, extract relevant information, and interpret 

them for a research objective as a data collector role is an acceptable practice and utilised for 

this project. 
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Technological aids are other data collection instruments utilised. Ideally, extracting unique 

experiential knowledge of contexts or social phenomena requires the researchers' observation 

and face-to-face dialogue (Myers, 2009). The contemporary global pandemic (from March 

2020) and its associated restrictions necessitated the adoption of technology in place of face-

to-face data collection. Real-life contact inhabitation was circumvented with virtual meeting 

applications to bridge the restriction gaps. Mediums like Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) 

media like Zoom platform, google team, google meet, duo, WhatsApp, Imo, and Telegram 

apps were used to connect and record live interviews and meetings. The use of mobile apps 

and programmes for real-time interviews is supported by contemporary scholars (Lo Iacono 

et al., 2016; Pratt and Yezierski, 2018) and within a qualitative culture. Participants were also 

free to instinctively choose suitable platforms and times for scheduled interviews (Denzin et 

al., 2018).  

 

4.5: Data Analysis. 

Haven stated the data collection techniques and instrumentalities from sources, explaining that 

data processing and analysis are expedient. Nigerian SME experts and owners/managers 

constitute the primary data sources through narrative interviews. The individual participants' 

experiential worldview of sustainability practices within their distinguished operations is the 

unit of analysis for qualitative studies (Megias et al., 2017). These narrations cover 

individuals' biographic details, educational exposures, social-cultural connections, and 

personal characteristics that inform strategic directions in line with the upper-echelon precepts 

(Hiebl, 2017). Data are captured by either audio, video or both recordings, translated, and 

interpreted as transcripts in response to interview questions. Data is further thematically 

analysed to identify patterns and meanings associated with factors influencing the Nigerian 

SME sustainability practices following Gioia et al.'s (2013) first and second-order qualitative 

culture. 

 

4.51: Thematic analysis. 

Thematic analysis is arguably the fundamental method for analysing qualitative data with 

preponderance traces of narrative/interview data to specific research objectives (Braun et al., 

2019). Nowell et al. (2017)suggested that it illustrates an auditable decision trail that guides, 

interprets, and represents textual data. Demonstrating this analysis is necessary to meet 

qualitative research's rigour and trustworthy criteria. Readers are expected to determine the 
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report's credibility based on information disclosures, consistency, precision, systematised data 

analysis and logical alignments (Nowell et al., 2017). 

 

Analytical methods are expected to be practical and flexible, with a systematic approach that 

identifies and links meaningful commonalities across diverse narrations and information 

(Braun et al., 2019). Hence individuals and organisations have used analytical data sets to 

group concepts and ideas into theoretical interpretations with meaning. Although, it has been 

contended that thematic analysis is not an isolated approach in qualitative research but an 

assistive tool in data analysis (Davies, 2015; Rahimian et al., 2017). The legitimacy and 

trustworthiness of thematic analysis to inductively process logic and trackability with coding 

clarities are undeniable (Nowell et al., 2017; Braun et al., 2019). The subjectivity and flexible 

approach of the method can generate different outcomes with different philosophers using the 

same tool. Such reasoning difference is associated with the splendour of interpretative 

epistemology in underpinning empirical claims in cohesive clarity (Holloway and Todres, 

2003). 

 

4.52: Steps in thematic analysis. 

In Gioia (2021), findings for interpretive research are meaningfully adequate at the 

participant's level, i.e., (informant-centred) and theoretical insights (theory centred), i.e., 

having a scholarly sense for deeper explanations. The study argued that revelatory links are 

necessary to articulate concepts and their interrelationships in understanding phenomena in 

meeting these two requirements. Applying these foci revelations to findings produced 

multifaceted views predicated on participants' experiences. Hence, participants' (stakeholders' 

and managers') perceptions/narratives were thematically captured using Gioia et al.'s (2013) 

first-order and second-order analysis.  

 

Before this stage, the audio/video data were transcribed verbatim,  weeding off empty phrases 

and mannerisms like aahhh, hmmmmm, and ohooo (Rawat, Jyoti, and Bikram, 2016). This 

data laundry and reviews are necessary to distil and purposefully transform communication 

diversities or inadequacies (Manzaneque-Lizano et al., 2019). Nigerian mannerisms 

sometimes convey ideas’ intensity or adverbs, interpreted with Hermeneutic reasoning to 

reflect appropriate and unbiased truths (Laliberte & Aldrich, 2017). Similar interpretations are 
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given to opinions wrapped in idioms, proverbs, and allegorical nuances from participants' 

narrations (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  

 

Such contextualisation is necessary if participants' unique interpretation of the study nuances 

must be understood from the phenomenon spectrum and the link to research objectives(Rawat, 

Jyoti, and Bikram, 2016). These were done differently for each participant group's data 

(manager and stakeholder), and following such precedents minimised theoretical arrogance 

while reporting participants' views in the researcher's voice hermeneutically, i.e., faithful and 

credible representations in achieving qualitative rigours (Gioia et al., 2013). "Hermeneutic" is 

a construct from 'Hermes', whose responsibility is to faithfully report what mysterious gods 

have spoken (Gioia, 2021). Detailed steps of analysis are explained below. 

 

a) First Order Concept  

According to Gioia (2021), the first step in qualitative research methodology is to 

systematically distil/condense large data into categories to avoid the paralysis of analysis. 

Analytical paralysis is possible when confronted with overwhelming data and a barrage of 

interview information (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013). The distillation begins with 

looking at and sorting similar and dissimilar ideas and concepts as codes or concepts 

embedded in the myriad data from participants’ narrations (Gioia, 2021). These codes must 

also describe relevant connections to the research phenomenon of sustainability practices 

(Gehman et al., 2018; Gioia, 2021). Data distillation involves identifying and labelling 

statements or phrases that suggest how managers/stakeholders and other social factors 

influence Nigerian SME sustainability practices. Therefore, all participants’ views and 

information regarding current social-economic factors, managerial characteristics and 

stakeholders' connections to sustainability practices are identified and distilled to the best of 

the researchers’ proclivity (Gehman et al., 2018). 

 

This first-order analysis is also known as the ‘text-level classification of participants’ opinions 

(Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013). Considering the diverse narrative directions and data 

size, it is uncomfortable and could easily be convoluted. The complexity arises when the 

plethora of data to elucidate participants’ experiences initially has no appropriate links to the 

study gaps (Gioia, 2021). That is when a careful reading and re-reading of the transcripts and 

narratives become a duty to inductively develop tentative codes/concepts/phrases that are 
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faithful to the data and focused phenomenon (O’Neil and Ucbasaran, 2016).  These 

distillations or classifications might have limited links to research questions but gradually 

facilitates meanings to the phenomenon of SME sustainability practices (O’Neil and 

Ucbasaran, 2016). For example, phrases like  

Statements/|Phrases 1st Order Codes 

“… businessmen and entrepreneurs are very resilient and 

resourceful.... 

 

Managerial 

skills/experience …a manager's strength to grow his business is within the skills or 

experience 

The absence of security is robbing the businesses of planning and 

optimisation of their venture. 

 

Insecurity 

...at some points, we will not be able to sleep with our two eyes 

closed because of insecurity 

…and to reduce crime like Boko Haram terrorism, considering the 

current security challenges in the country now. 

 

Security challenge 

And with the rising insecurity, a thorough stakeholder’s 

partnership is a shield on many fronts. 

Table 4.2: Example of first-order analysis. 

 

The distilled truths could potentially suggest extant scholarly concepts and either promote or 

bar the phenomenon from the narrations (O’Neil and Ucbasaran, 2016). The sensemaking of 

such codes would be differentiated at the next level of analysis. 

 

b) Second Order (theoretical) Level Analysis  

The second-order level analysis is known for theoretical realm condensation, which operates 

in abstractions or meta-creativity realms for explaining merged themes or collapsing first-

order codes (Gioia et al., 2013). In other words, the analysis aggregates first-order codes into 

relevant themes that are fitted within known theoretical concepts suitable for research 

objectives (Gioia, 2021). Consequently, common first-order codes are further condensed or 

conceptualised into known theoretical themes or newer relevant domains. At this point, the 

researcher demonstrated a confident data-to-theory relationships mapping that creates 

analytical insights rooted in the studied phenomenon (Ogunmokun et al., 2020). It is also 
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where a deeper gestalt analysis (i.e., holistic comparison) is applied based on known social, 

business, and organisational backgrounds (Gioia, 2021).  

 

Second-order analysis is also notable for attempting to retain participants' original 

terminologies used/made by simultaneously linking them to emerging theoretical concepts 

(Gioia, 2021). This process is achieved through the theoretical sampling process of Glaser and 

Strauss (1967)(Gioia et al., 2013). This level of data constellation reveals the researcher's 

embedded knowledge and creativity for multi-level analysis (Gioia et al., 2013). It involves 

tracing deep-rooted structures or processes from the first-order level and simultaneously 

articulating the second-level themes. The guiding principle for this linkage is purely revelatory 

associations of the hidden traces betwixt the participants' information that could be unknown 

to them and the study phenomenon. Just as Gioia et al. (2013.p. 25) suggested, a researcher 

should question themself - “can I see something the informants themselves do not see, as I 

look from different points of view?” Such self-examination guidelines enabled in-depth 

intermeddling of the researcher’s backgrounds and the study phenomenon through a cerebral 

process recognised as “the latitude for insight and creativity” (Gioia, 2021).p.25). This 

develops meta-level plausibility that answers the central inquiries wholistically.  

 

Discoveries at this level of analysis are not necessarily the emergence of a “new 

landscape…but in having new eyes” in understanding tentative and key concepts in the 

relationships (Gioia, 2021). For example, a second-order theme like Economy is derived from 

first-order codes/concepts like massive unemployment, economic inequalities, high cost of 

living etc. While the theme, like the infrastructure issue, is derived from concepts like poor 

electricity and power supply, inaccessible roads/rail, poor health care centres etc. 

 

First-Order Codes Second-Order Themes 

Massive unemployment.  

 

Economy/Economics 

Economic inequalities. 

Access to finance issues. 

High cost of living. 

Poor electricity and power supply.  

 Infrastructure Issue Inaccessible roads and poor rails. 
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Poor healthcare & social security. 

Table 4.3: Example of second-order analysis. 

 

This consolidation of diverse first-order codes collapsed the numerous concepts from their 

hundreds into less than twenty reportable themes. After distilling ideas into feasible emergent 

second-order themes, the next step is plausible dimensional aggregation. 

c) Third Order (Dimensional/Aggregation) Level Analysis  

All second-order themes collapsed into aggregated/dimensional categories with similar 

organisational antecedents (O’Neil and Ucbasaran, 2016). Gioia et al. (2013) considered this 

level avoidable and only attributable to God’s omniscient understanding since they are 

incorporable into the second-order (theoretical) levels. However, the third order is necessary 

to scrutinise the in-depth iterations that condensed the theoretical themes into relevant 

dimensions (O’Neil and Ucbasaran, 2016). The goal is to interrogate and interpret the 

relationship between the second-order themes and distil them into aggregate orders for the 

study’s results (Rezaee, 2016). The study’s emerging dimensions sublimated from the second-

order level are political & governance, cultural & societal values, economic & financial 

systems, and business orientation dimensions (See table 4.4 below). 

 

d) Fourth Order - Data Structure  

The final and most pivotal step that develops and displays the comprehensive coding process 

and its links is presented in the data structure (Gioia, 2021). The data structure shows how 

participants' raw data transformed from the phrase/codes/concepts into themes relatable to 

research phenomena with aggregated dimensions. While some of the revealed articles are 

theoretically based, others are emerging factors discovered by the researcher. Asides from the 

linking relationships between data and aggregate dimensions, the data structure also gives 

visual constructions of the analysis to project theoretical reasoning and methodology (Gioia 

et al., 2013). The study considered the fusion of inductive reasoning with existing theories to 

balance the finding’s embeddedness from participants’ opinions as an abductive endeavour. 

That is the creative, intuitive, or even revolutionary process of integrating imaginary and 

visual, or inductive and deductive ‘thought experiments’ to a remarkable conclusion (Thagard 

and Shelley, 1997) 

. 
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O’Neil and Ucbasaran (2016) demonstrated that data structure summarises the phenomenon 

findings’ process that scrutinises evolving themes. Data Structure is the researcher's assurance 

that findings are not figments of imagination but the worksheet demonstration of qualitative 

research rigour to readers (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013). With this, contributions to 

theory are easily articulated without doubt or dishonesty of respondents' experiences of the 

research results (Gioia, 2021). Below are diverse data structures suggesting aggregate 

dimensions/revelations of the factors influencing Nigerian SME sustainability practices. 

 

Emerging Factors Influencing Nigerian SME Sustainability Practices  

S/No 1st Order Themes 2nd-Order 

Themes 

Dimensional 

Orders 

1 Poor Govt Interventions, Pseudo-democratic 

practices, Responsibility failure, Administration 

bottlenecks, unintended consequences, and 

official corruption. Impunity of Govt Agencies 

and the inconsistency of Govt Programmes. 

 

Government 

Neglects 

 

Political & 

Governance 

Dimension 

2 Impunity & rule of law issues, Accountability & 

judicial inadequacy, System failures, Poor justice 

systems, Heterogenous business regulations. 

 

Institutions Issues 

3 Lack of due processes, Conflicting laws, multi-

taxation laws, Policy Implementation issues, 

Stagnated laws/policies, Inadequate courts and 

justice systems. 

 

Policy Issues 

4 Insurgency and kidnapping, The reoccurring 

security situation, Security and banditry 

challenges, Challenges of insecurity, Boko 

Haram insurgence, Overwhelming police & 

security agents. 

 

Insecurities 

    

5 Religious Inclusion, Belief and Faith in God 

(deity), Impunity culture, Mindfulness and 

Mutual Respect, Inclusive Culture/traditions. 
Cultural Values 

Cultural & 

Societal Values 

Dimension 

6 Family and friends Support, Family motivations 

and advice, Family collaborations, and 

Dependence on business. 

Family 

Orientations 

    

7 Massive unemployment and poverty, Accessing 

finance issues, cost of living, Investment 

behaviour, practical entrepreneurship, expensive 

utilities, enabling environment, corruption, 

growth & improvement strategy, economic 

inequalities, and Misleading fiscal. 

Economic Poverty 

Issues. 

   

 

Economic & 

Financial 

System 

8 Challenges of Public Infrastructure. 

Transportation and poor road system. Power and 

Electricity issues. Poverty Alleviation, High cost 

of internet &Telecommunications. Limited 

Training & Educational facilities. Affordable 

Health services, Poor justice systems,  

Infrastructural 

Issues 

9 Igbo Apprenticeship Scheme (IAS), Market 

Responsibility, Centralisation of Business Capitalism (IAS). 
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process, Regeneration of capacities, Minimal 

Competitions and frictions, Poverty 

revolutionary ideas, Market shares fractions. 

10 Infection and contamination, Public health 

protocol, Lockdowns, Social distancing, 

Isolation and restriction, Government palliatives, 

The outbreak of the pandemic, Face masks, 

Trying times, and Special Times. 

Covid -19 

Pandemic 

    

11 Aspire for newer technology, newer 

technologies, Clamouring for technology use, the 

Increasing shift in technology, Imperatives of 

technology and safety, Encouraged the embrace 

of technology. 

Innovative /Tech. 

Orientations. 

 

 

 

 

Business 

Orientation/ 

Strategy 

 

12 Business acumen., Culture of entrepreneurial 

training., Business and management skills., 

market awareness., empirical communication 

and listening skills., Problem-solving., 

Critiquing ability., and strategic and planning 

skills. 

Entrepreneurial 

Skills 

13 Digital Transformation, Sales Campaigns, 

Customer Satisfaction, Digital and Global 

Thinking, Business Visibility and 

Advertisement, Business Sales and Campaigns. 

Online Deals and Virtual Training, Social Media 

Sales. 

Contemporary 

Sales 

14 Foreign product appetites, Impact of import 

duties, Capacity for local materials, and Security 

& Policy challenges. Material Sourcing 

Issues 

Table 4.4: Data Structure for Current Antecedents for Sustainability Practices. 

 

 

 

 

Managers' Values 

S/No. 1st Order Themes 2nd Order 

Themes 

 

 Dimension 

1 Patience to learn first., Being sure of and aware 

of the market., Not ashamed to learn., 

Observing the business environment and 

trends., Understanding the risks., Initiative and 

entrepreneurship. 

 

Knowledgeable 

and 

Competence. 

 

 

Managerial 

Cognitive 

Values 

2 To prioritise virtues like honesty, transparency, 

and fairness., People skilled., Self-Motivated 

for rewards., Commitment to quality., 

Accountable, responsible and management., 

Innovative, Team oriented., Versatility and 

Visionary. 

 

Leadership. 

3 Success, survive thinking and thick skin 

development., resilient and resourceful., hero 

mindsets and are unafraid of risk., strong-willed 

and persistent., 

Resilience.   
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4 Customer-orientated., Capital resourcing., 

Marketing and sales oriented., Business process 

and production., and raw material orientations 

Business oriented 

Table 4.5: Data Structure for Nigerian SME Managers’ Cognitive Values. 

 

Stakeholders' Impact on Sustainability Practices. 

 

S/No 

 

1st Order Themes 

 

2nd Order 

Themes 

 

Dimensions 

1 Creative and sensitive insights, vision-oriented, 

versatility in business products and markets, focus, 

patience, succession plans, strategic thinking, 

awareness and supply chain optimisation, decision-

making, self-confidence, perseverance and problem-

solving. Other cognitive excellence includes self-

control, willpower, being emotionally strong, collegial 

ability and genuine care for employees, diligence, 

commitment to competence, and social and 

environmental sensitivity.  

 

 

 

Cognitive  

Excellence 

 

 

 

Management 

Interventions 
2 Developing policies like equal pay, optimising 

productivity, sensitivity to women's suffrage, 

promoting education and training, effective 

communications skills, prevention of gender 

stereotypes and sexual harassment, ownership rights 

policy, risks management and provision for the future, 

alignment with newer, better technology, maximise 

ROI, Growth inclined, invest in EDI, business and 

professional partnership, competitiveness writing of 

business plans and proposal, Financial statements, 

time, team and knowledge management. Project 

management, delegation, negotiating, Assertiveness 

ability with corruption, goal toughness and developing 

robust business policy. 

 

Managerial  

Skills 

3 Anticipating risks and changes, flexibility for change, 

Leading long-term processes, Being equipped with 

crisis management, fostering company longevity, 

increasing responsibilities and transparency, Reducing 

waste footprints, commitments to health and safety, 

developing more sustainable packaging and retailing, 

reducing carbon footprints, plastic wastes, and water 

and air pollution, recycling waste, advancing energy 

efficiency, resource optimisation, community 

engagement, climate risk reduction and environmental 

management training. 

 

Sustainable 

Entrepreneurial 

Culture 

    

4 Reform fiscal policies, Tax exemptions., Tax 

incentives., Harmonise different govt taxes, Long tax 

holidays., Regulate local products and importations. 

Reformation and institutionalisation of the informal 

sector (IAS)., Reform early-year education for all 

genders., Legislates policies that can harness agencies' 

functions., Annual legislation and budgetary 

allocation., Comprehensive MSMEs definition., 

Review the exclusive infrastructural lists., Initiatives, 

monitor and fund social frameworks implementable. 

The weak and slow judicial system and adjudication 

sped up. 

 

 

Policy/Regulatory 

Reforms 

 

 

 

 

Stakeholders 

Interventions 
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5 Citizen awareness programmes, Qualitative education, 

and entrepreneurship training., Compulsory quality 

education at all levels., Shift from theoretical to 

practice curriculum., Leverage on contemporary 

research., Digital transformation research., Optimise 

the Tech industry., Review and relaunch technical 

education., Too much emphasis on certificates than 

skills., Train expertise in human relations, Effective 

communication, Management and leadership skills., 

Upskills development in Management., Educate 

businesses on reuse, recycle, renewable, and reducing 

packaging. 

 

Practical 

Sustainability 

Education. 

 

6 Too much concentration on the oil economy., Too 

much power with the central govt., The police are 

overwhelmed., Allow local and private security 

systems., Private investments in public infrastructure, 

Partner with international businesses to develop 

infrastructure, Private manager of social amenities., 

divesting public sector control to bridge the 

infrastructural gap., Encouraging youths empowerment 

with affordable credits., Banks and lenders create 

active M&E for new Businesses., Increase budgets for 

Agric and modern farming., Encourage ranching, Shift 

in grazing animals., Encourage the IT sector. 

 

States’ Role 

Devolutions 

[Decentralisations 

& Privatisation]. 

 

7 

 

Stakeholders regard., Government agencies issues., 

Banks, lending authorities, Trade Unions, Civil 

Societies, and interest groups campaigns need 

development partnerships. Banks monitoring debtors., 

Government agencies and institutions leaders 

participation., Disentangling stakeholders' current 

confusing roles in monitoring and evaluating their 

performances, Agencies monitoring, evaluating and 

business advocacy. Collaboration with universities is 

better. collaborate with their work circle., International 

collaborations in marketing., Knowledgeable alliances 

and collaborations., safety bubble through 

collaborations., developing collaborative abilities and 

networking to compete., collaborative deals., 

organisation synergy., network and Collaboratory 

channels possible., social networks., owners’ networks 

and alliances., Community engagement and 

connections., Extinguish arbitrariness and impunity in 

governance. Governance principles are engrained., 

Government leadership and inspiration., Access to 

oversea networks for business technicalities. 

 

Economic 

Development/ 

Investors 

Engagements. 

 The necessity of education for leaders, rejection of 

hereditary hierarchy and patriarchy, Education for 

traditional leaders, promotion of secularism, 

Enshrining of democratic values, 

regulations on fanatism, accountability of religious 

leaders, Abolishing early marriage, mandatory quality 

education, etc. 

Traditional 

Reformation  

Agenda 

Table 4.6: Data Structure for Stakeholders Interventions on SME Sustainability Practices. 

 

4.6: Ethics and Quality Assurance. 

Ethics and quality assurance in this section are the moral and governing principles considered 

in conducting and executing this research project (Soanes and Stevenson, 2004). These 

include governance guidelines for the researcher in data sourcing, processing, and 

management until data saturation is attained (Bruckman, 2002). The researcher must also 
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ensure that the right participants are selected and consenting protocol is strictly followed 

(Packer, 2018). The consenting protocol includes written and signed consent, participants' 

willingness, and legal adults (must be 18 years or older), and data collection should be 

unbiased. The written consent should include a full explanation of the research purpose, 

participants' right and ability to withdraw, a complete risk assessment for participants and 

their detailed identity/anonymity considered in the study (Bruckman, 2002).  

 

The researcher was governed by the University of Wolverhampton's ethical standards 

guidelines, approved and issued on the 14th of May 2020. A copy of the ethics committee 

approval letter is attached in Appendix 5. The letter contains detailed connections to the 

University's latest guidelines on recruiting research participants and data security. Considering 

the research context, Nigerian SME managers and stakeholders remained the focus of 

participants' recruitment and investigation. To ethically select research participants based on  

Packer's (2018) criteria, Nigerian SMEs owners/managers and stakeholders were aptly sorted 

across the different geopolitical zones and contacted. Their selections were based on 

participants' sustainability and development reputations to be reliably considered for 

sustainability practices opinions through interviews. 

 

To comply with ethical data sourcing, the study director drafted and signed introduction letters 

(see appendixes 3 and 4) to all potential research participants introducing the researcher and 

the research focus (aim and objectives). These letters were electronically dispatched across 

the numerous Nigerian SME owners/managers and stakeholders' networks isolated with 

follow-up to confirm participation. Upon participants' confirmation, they were also asked to 

give verbal or written consent that they are adults older than 18, willing to share opinions 

without coercions (Blaikie, 2000). Participants were informed of their right to withdraw when 

their freedom of speech/thoughts was threatened, perceived, or violated (Ahiakwo et al., 2013; 

Hampshire et al., 2014). A full copy of the interview protocol is attached in Appendix 2 below. 

 

Additional to participants' right to withdraw is their identity/anonymity agreements in 

managing the research data (Bruckman, 2002). The researcher also assured the participant of 

their anonymity to eliminate ethical issues of identity exposure and stimulate dispassionate 

responses (Laliberte et al., 2017). This safeguarding provision was also stated in the interview 

protocol and the introduction letter from the faculty against identity exposures and data 
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dispositions. Therefore, job titles were assigned to participants rather than names and other 

identifiable characterisations. For example, company names were represented with generic 

industry identifiers like transport business. Participants were identified as food business 

owners/managers or a consultant for the stakeholder group. The interview protocol was read 

out loud to participants to consent and orally recorded because of the virtual manner the 

interviews were conducted instead of the traditional face-to-face.  

 

The ethical guidelines for fair treatment and mitigation against exploitation, unjust, untruthful, 

or irresponsible outputs from participants (Smith and Osborn, 2015) were also considered. 

Each participant group was asked the same questions to ensure unbiased treatments, except 

where a follow-up enquiry was necessary to unveil or reveal deeper perspectives. Participants 

were also pre-informed of the interview procedure, the medium of engagement and no form 

of payment/inducement was essential for participation in the letter of introduction. This was 

also orally assented to and recorded during the commencement of interviews. This is because 

inducement could elucidate deceptive responses to please the interviewer rather than objective 

truth (Smith and Osborn, 2015). Schaltegger et al. (2022) also considered fiduciary 

inducement in research a breach of duty capable of prejudiced and deliberate falsification of 

fact that lacks objectivity.   

 

Finally, data confidentiality issues were prioritised by saving all recorded data in a password-

protected computer until the research was completed. All data collected regarding this 

research were secured following the University of Wolverhampton policy on Data Protection, 

the Data protection act 2018 and GRPR 2018. That aligns with the provisions of the University 

of Wolverhampton ethical committee for participants' confidentiality. Access to files 

regarding this research remains the researcher's prerogative for periods necessary before 

disposal (Smith and Osborn, 2015). Measures were also taken to ensure that collected data 

were transcribed, translated and analysed to the researcher's ability and used solely for this 

research (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). The achieved training and skills displayed in this study 

were informed by the faculty's various continuous professional development programmes and 

the continued support of the study directors at the University of Wolverhampton. 
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4.7: Research Limitations. 

The first limitation experienced in conducting this study is the global travel restriction 

following the Covid-19 pandemic. The global community shut down, and all international 

travel was banned from March 11th, 2020, at the World Health Organisation's (WHO) advice 

to curtail disease spreads and enhance social health safety. Consequently, the data collection 

procedure was adjusted and adapted with an innovative data collection method. It also follows 

that physical field examination is constrained to virtual interactions, which depend on oral and 

video evidence rather than the traditional norm of data sourcing. Face-to-face interviews are 

preferable in unveiling participants' idiosyncracies like empathic dynamism, practice 

observations and holistic perceptions of the phenomenon; virtual interaction evidence is 

acceptable considering limitations (Berger, 2015; Otani, 2017). Hence the primary data for 

managerial characteristics and stakeholders' views on sustainability practices were induced 

according to qualitative culture.  

 

Consequently, modifying investigation modality with technology emerged with other 

embedded challenges to scouting and recruiting willing participants with access to technology. 

Firstly, the Nigerian SME owners'/managers' communities are broadly unfamiliar with 

innovative interactions like virtual technology necessitated by the pandemic nuance. 

Secondly, the costs of accessing this technology, the skills, and the appropriate equipment are 

beyond the economic realities of average participants. Similar restrictions like internet access, 

stability, and limiting technological tools and application compatibility are prevalent in 

developing contexts (Sanip et al., 2021) and confirmed with participation reduction during 

data collection. 

 

Hence, the search for willing SME owners/managers with a measurable appreciation for 

sustainability practice became a constraint that further delayed and extended research 

timelines. That experience also diminished the aspirations to disaggregate owners/managers 

of small and medium enterprises uniquely. Some owners/managers affected by the pandemic 

nuance were assisted by the researcher by facilitating crash courses on utilising certain 

interview platforms and access to moderate-cost internet access. 

 

Another limitation of this investigation is identifying/tracking willing and available 

participants - SME owners and senior managers. It is important to emphasise that the 
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heightened insecurity in Nigeria during this period influenced the research coverage and scope 

initially designed to cover the six (6) geopolitical zones. The unsettling insecurity within the 

Northeast (NE) and Northwest (NW) zones barred the researcher from reaching any SME 

owners and managers, as telephone networks and services were highly regulated during the 

period.  

 

Consequently, only SME owners/managers from the four different zones; [North Central 

(NC), Southwest (SW), Southeast (SE) and South (SS)] participated in the study. Similar 

experiences influenced the participation of SME stakeholders within similar regions. This 

hindered comprehensive regional findings of Nigerian SMEs' sustainability practices due to 

the reduced overall perceptions. However, the country's SME homogeneity and social fluidity 

are enough to produce a substantial difference in perceptions. Moreso, targeted scouting 

schemes were used in approaching SME owners/managers. Considering the security and 

pandemic effects, isolating potential participants randomly without prior referrals was 

culturally inappropriate.  

 

The rigour of transcribing and translating the recorded interviews for further analysis was 

another time-consuming constraint. Attempts were made to utilise analytical software like 

Nvivo for quicker translations and analysis, but the bias for English accents and diphthongs 

compelled the researcher to use manual techniques. The reiterating tradition of reading, 

associating meanings to constructs and condensing these constructs to dimensional factors 

took much time to complete. This lagging tendency is also associated with the researcher's 

inexperience with qualitative data analysis. However, the adaptive and suitable approaches 

supported by the supervisory team enabled the unravelling of huddles within ethical 

boundaries.  

 

Finally, the loss of research sponsorship at the early stage distracted concentrations adversely, 

significantly influencing the research budget and time constraints. The failure of a desperate 

search for sponsorship/ scholarship or studentship further dampened enthusiasm with health 

complications. Family issues like bereavement and covid-19 infections further heightened 

financial burdens considering the international study status and young family involvement. 

However, the leadership and understanding of the team of study directors were immensely 

generous, providing resilience and safety bubbles to completion. Even with multiple leaves of 
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absence, the visa constraint on studies like this is never enough for full context consideration 

and understanding. Context observations would have provided a better result if a longitudinal 

research approach had been deployed. This would have allowed enough time to physically 

visit and examine Nigerian SME owners/managers in their natural habitats and business 

sustainability practices. 

 

4.8: Summary. 

This chapter explored the foundational philosophical and methodological assumptions for 

conducting this research and the emerging insight development. Following the research onion 

model (Saunders et al., 2019), an interpretive philosophical lens was adopted to understand 

the influencing antecedents for sustainability practices, the impact of managerial' 

characteristics and stakeholders' opinions in interpreting and constructing sustainability 

practices in the Nigerian context. These insights were gained through a qualitative inductive 

approach focusing on Nigerian SMEs as a case study strategy.  The qualitative interview 

method was adopted for data collection in a cross-sectional approach to extract Nigerian 

managers' and stakeholders' opinions on the sustainability practices phenomenon. The 

research instrument utilised includes sets of semi-structured interview questions, virtual 

interface technology, participants and the researcher to provide comprehensive hermeneutical 

perspectives (Hay, 2011). 

 

Two data sets are extracted: participant administrative profiles (preliminary data) and 

interview data (main research data). The data were subjected to classifications, interpretation, 

internalisation, and  Gioia et al.’s (2013) condensation and thematic analysis. This thematic 

model is a rigorous inductive research method complemented by O’Neil and Ucbasaran’s 

(2016) method of balancing what matters. The study generated a data structure that presented 

the logical evolution of participants’ opinions from theme to dimensional results that bridge 

the research gaps and objectives. The full ethical considerations and study limitations 

observed while undertaking the investigation were also addressed to cap this chapter. Result 

presentations dominate the next chapter, where thematic revelations that associate with the 

current antecedents, managerial characteristics and stakeholder influence on sustainability 

practices are discussed.   
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Chapter Five: Findings. 

5.0: Overview. 

This segment presents empirical findings that connect knowledge from its sources (research 

participants) to the research questions with theoretical frames (Thomas, 2003) regarding 

sustainability practices. These results suit the study's objectives in understanding managerial 

characteristics and stakeholders' influence on sustainability practices in emerging economies 

like Nigeria. The researchers’ rationale for capturing and presenting findings has been 

reviewed along the philosophical, methodological and analytical frameworks supporting the 

research (Dudovskiy, 2017). 

 

However, a fuller understanding of the contexts (i.e., participants' opinions, Nigerian small 

and medium enterprise (SME) manager characteristics, and stakeholders) require detailed 

castings that relate their experiences to sustainability practices. Therefore, the preliminary 

reporting presents the explicit characterisations of the Nigerian SME owners/managers and 

stakeholders following the Upper Echelon Theory (Hambrick and Mason, 1984). That 

introduced our study participants (owners/managers and stakeholders) briefly to readers to 

envisage respondents' appreciation and understanding of the phenomenon. Subsequently, the 

main findings presented participants' implicit realities influencing sustainability practices 

through the stakeholder's lens (Gomez-Bezares et al., 2016). The classification of the various 

sustainability practices is recognised within the triple bottom line model's social, economic 

and environmental lining (Slaper, 2011). All results directly reveal the research gap 

established in section 1.40 and analysed in section 4.5.  

 

The research questions are here below, restated for accurate articulations. 

i. What are the current antecedents influencing sustainability practices? 

ii. What is the relationship between the manager's characteristics and sustainability 

practices in Nigerian SMEs? 

iii. How can stakeholders influence SMEs' sustainability practices in Nigeria? 
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5.10: Preliminary Result: Participants' Characteristics 

5.11: SME (Experts) Stakeholders Characteristics.  

The Nigerian-based SME stakeholders that honoured and participated in the research's data 

gathering were Nine (9) distinguished individuals. These individuals were recruited using 

letters to solicit their participation among other stakeholders across the sector. Constraints 

leading to the nine (9) participants have been discussed in the study's limitation section (6.4). 

Designated numbers and professional profiles were used for reference purposes and other 

ethical considerations like anonymity and confidentiality. These profiles are also abbreviated 

for writing ease and narration reference. 

 

The stakeholder participants include three (3) female and six (6) male professionals whose 

educational prowess and industry expertise suggest reliable experience for stakeholder 

understanding and contributions to the Nigerian SME and sustainability practice phenomenon. 

The average age of this group is forty-eight (48) years old (ranging from 42 to 58). Minimum 

educational level for these individuals is a master’s degree.  All (9 stakeholders) have 

international master's degrees, with four (4) having membership in reputable professional 

charters. 

 

 Five of these experts operate exclusively within the Nigerian private sector. In contrast, two 

participants work solely in the public sector—the other two run in both the private and public 

sectors, respectively.  Table 5.10 below summarises the Nigerian SME stakeholders engaged 

in data collection.  

 

Description of Data Sources-SME Stakeholders. 

I.D Stakeholders Admin Profiles Age 

Yrs 

Sex Edu. Sector 

 

GCS 

Govt Consultant on SMEs  

He is an experienced managing partner and a think tank 

consultant for the central bank of Nigeria (CBN) for Non-

profit Organizations, Small and Medium Enterprises 

(SMEs), regional entrepreneurship and business skills 

development for the Agricultural and Economics sector. He 

has a demonstrated history of working in the think tank 

industry. Skilful in Non-profit Organizations, Business 

Planning, Analytical Skills, Entrepreneurship, Agricultural 

Economics and Rural Development.  

 

 

 

 

58 

 

 

 

 

Male 

 

 

 

 

BSc, 

MBA 

 

 

 

 

Both 
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TUL Trade Union Leader  

The Chairperson of a state chapter of MSMEs for 

innovations and developments with over 20 years of 

business practices and leadership in the public sector. An 

experienced lecturer in business and finance with a public 

University. Also, a religious and community leader and a 

government adviser on youths and entrepreneurial matters 

for the past ten years. 

46 

 

 

 

 

 

Male 

 

 

 

 

 

MSc, 

ANAN 

 

 

 

Public 

 

 

LP Lawyer/Policymaker  

A seasoned legal practitioner and consultant. Passionate 

about good governance, professionalism, leadership and 

team building. Over 12 years of experience representing and 

directing corporate policies, creating companies, and turning 

fortunes around with distinct brand identities. Diverse record 

holdings and market leader in the corporate services and 

governance space. 

Expert-In-Resident at the Pan Atlantic University 

Enterprise Development Centre and on the Executive 

Council of Women in Management, Business and Public 

Service (WIMBIZ).  A thought leader on Corporate 

Governance that facilitates board-level training on the 

subject and Strategic Leadership. 

 

 

 

 

 

55 

 

 

 

 

 

Female 

 

 

 

 

 

LLB,  

IoD, 

MBA 

 

 

 

 

Public 

BRC Business Researcher/Consultant  

A serial SME set-up consultant and experienced SME 

manager currently working with a global accounting 

organisation, consulting and researching Nigerian small 

businesses since 2012. She is a committed human resources 

manager (HRM) and organisational development 

professional with many years of sector experience.  She has 

a strong professional record of achievements in 

organisational policies and procedures, service delivery, 

research, change management, project initiation and 

implementation, cultural diversity and inclusion, process 

mapping, performance management, and conflict 

management.  

 

 

 

 

45 

 

 

 

 

Female 

 

 

 

BSc, 

MSc, 

MBA 

 

 

 

 

Private 

STS SME Tech Solution  

A digital technologist and marketing professional. He 

specialises in brand and business growth strategies focusing 

on strategic leadership, operations & culture, value creation 

& Innovation. His experience spans advertising, digital 

strategy, brand management, human-centred consumer 

experience design, and business sustainability and growth. 

He consults and promotes diverse platforms in Nigeria, 

Mexico, and Ethiopia. He is also a social media influencer, 

enabler, and creative enthusiast passionate about enabling 

African businesses. 

 

 

 

 

47 

 

 

 

 

Male 

 

 

 

 

BSc. 

MSc 

 

 

 

 

Private 
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CSB Corporate SME Banker  

He is a chartered accountant and Management Consultant 

with banking experience for many years.  He has served as 

head of SME banking and conversed with the sector's 

peculiarities. He has many years of training in financial 

reporting, tax, consulting, and customer service experience 

across banking services in Nigeria and the United Kingdom. 

Key skills include financial reporting, credit analysis, 

financial statement analysis, customer service/business 

partnering & analytics, tax administration and management. 

 

 

 

 

42 

 

 

 

 

Female 

 

 

 

 

BSc, 

MBA 

ACCA 

 

 

 

 

Private 

FB Financial Broker  

An insurance broker and assets risk manager. He is 

experienced with contract underwriting and sub-sector 

Health Insurance for over ten years. He has managed diverse 

levels of management in pensions, gratuities, and other 

aspects of life insurance in dynamic settings with stringent 

legislative requirements and the emergence of bigger 

competitors in the market. 

 

 

 

44 

 

 

 

Male 

 

 

 

BSc, 

MBA 

 

 

 

Private 

FA Financial Analyst  

A fiscal policy partner and an African tax leader in a global 

accounting firm. Author and contributor of insights on 

taxation, fiscal policy, Nigerian transfer pricing chapter, and 

annual business reports to the World Bank covering 190 

economies worldwide. He is also a thematic leader of the 

Nigerian economic summit group's public finance & 

taxation policy, a board member of Nigerian chartered 

accountants, and taxation standards. He is also a founder of 

different civil society groups with charitable agendas. 

 

 

 

 

49 

 

 

 

 

Male 

 

 

 

 

FCA, 

ACCA 

 

 

 

 

Both 

MC 

 

 

 

 

 

Management Consultant 
A business consultant and analyst that promotes business 

knowledge, skills enhancement programmes, strategic 

thinking, problem solving and value creation. Twenty-two 

years of experience in several strategic projects consulting, 

organisation, marketing and sales, operations and financial 

modelling covering several industries, including financial 

services, travel, hospitality, telecom, business services, retail 

and public sector. Served over 220 MSE businesses and 130 

companies as an advisor and programme executive MSMEs 

at Federal & State Government levels and some of Nigeria's 

largest corporations and leaders. 

 

 

 

 

44 

 

 

 

 

Male 

 

 

 

 

B.Sc.,  

MBA 

 

 

 

 

Private 

Table 5.0: Nigerian SME Stakeholders/Experts. 
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5.12: SME Owners/Managers' Characteristics 

The second participant group whose lived experiences, opinions and realities contributed to 

the collected data leading to findings are Nigerian SME Managers (owners and managers).  

This group is referred to as “managers”, minding word counts and writing ease, but the 

distinguished personality of these participants are detailed in the description table below. The 

table also identified SME owners from managers and those with dual roles in the enterprise's 

strategic decisions.  

 

Incidentally, all the twenty-two (22) managers interviewed operate enterprises within the food 

and beverage, hotel and leisure, and transportation industries. This manager group comprises 

thirteen (13) SME owners and nine (9) SME managers drawn from different Nigerian regions. 

The age range for the group varies from thirty-five (35) to fifty-four (54) years old. Gender 

distribution in this group includes nine (9) females and thirteen (13) males. The enterprise 

sizes managed by this group include three (3) micro-sized, fourteen (14) small-sized, and five 

(5) medium-sized enterprises across the three industries. Other enterprise characteristics 

defined by SMEDAN (2013), like fixed assets-base and share capital, were, ignored to avoid 

inconvenience disclosures and relevance to the study scope.  

 

The least educational level attained by all participants in this group is the Higher National 

Diploma (HND), while the highest is the Master’s degree (MSc and MBA). Thirty-two per 

cent (32%, i.e., 7/22) of the managers have no prior SME experience, but the fifteen others 

have three to ten years of previous experience through family entrepreneurship grooming or 

other established platforms. The main findings expound the analysis and implications of these 

observable characteristics and their influence on enterprises' (SMEs) strategic directions 

(sustainability practices). The table below summarises this group's administrative profiles. 

Description of Nigerian SME owners/managers. 

S/No. 

  

Designated 

ID 
Titles Age Sex 

Max 

Edu. 

Edu 

Profile 

SME 

Size 

Prior 

Exp. 

(Yrs) 

SME 

Exp 

(Yrs) 

Zo

nes 

1 
FBO1 Owner 47 M 

MB

A 
Bus. Mgt. Medium 9 12 NC 

2 FBM1 Manager 52 M BSc Psychology Medium 0 21 SW 

3 
FBM2 Manager 54 F BSc 

Pub. 

Admin. 
Small 7 13 SW 

4 FBO2 Owner 37 F BSc Maths Small 0 16 SE 

5 FBM3 Manager 46 F HND Sociology Small 7 14 SW 
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6 
FBO3 Owner 35 M 

MB

A 
HRM Micro 4 7 SW 

7 FBM4 Manager 42 F BSc Bio. Chem. Small 4 11 SW 

8 FBM5 Manager 38 F MSc Finance Small 0 11 SS 

9 FBO4 Owner 42 F BSc Estate Mgt. Micro 0 12 SE 

10 
TBO1 Owner 44 M MSc 

Mass 

Comm 
Small 4 7 NC 

11 TBM1 Manager 39 M MSc Agriculture Small 5 10 SW 

12 
TBO2 Owner 40 M BSc 

Engineerin

g 
Small 0 13 SE 

13 TBO3 Owner 48 M MSc Agriculture Medium 3 16 NC 

14 
TBO4 Owner 44 M HND 

Mass 

Comm 
Small 7 17 SE 

15 
TBO5 Owner 38 M BSc 

Engineerin

g 
Micro 0 10 SE 

16 HTM1 Manager 44 M HND Accounting Small 8 13 NC 

17 HTM2 Manager 39 M BSc Bus. Mgt. Small 6 11 NC 

18 HTO1 Owner 38 F BSc Bus. Mgt. Small 4 11 SS 

19 HTO2 Owner 42 M BSc Estate Mgt. Medium 3 14 NC 

20 HTM3 Manager 37 F HND Marketing Small 0 10 SE 

21 HTO3 Owner 45 F BSc Bus. Mgt. Medium 5 14 SS 

22 HTO4 Owner 51 M BSc Chemistry Small 10 13 SW 

Table 5.1: Summarised Nigerian SME Owners and Managers Interviewed. 
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5.20: Main Result: Current Antecedents Influencing Sustainability 

Practices 

Findings relating to current antecedents influencing Nigerian SME sustainability practices are 

thematic constructs that address the first research question. These are analysed and constructed 

from participants’ interview data, condensed following Gioia et al.’s (2013) and O’Neil and 

Ucbasaran's (2016) model (i.e., order of analysis in section 4.5). These emerging 

interpretations of ideas to theoretical stands (factors) are attempts at bridging the research gap 

and offering understanding within the Nigerian SME context. The current antecedents refer to 

factors that influence or shape sustainability practices in the Nigerian SME context (Jamali 

and Karam, 2018). The thought experiments or aggregate linkage of participants’ opinions 

from concepts to dimensional themes in developing the results are summarised in the data 

structure (Table 4.4). The multidimensional antecedents currently influencing the 

sustainability practices of Nigerian SMEs have been suggested to include political & 

governance, cultural & societal values, economic & financial, and business orientations 

(strategy) dimensions. 

 

5.21: Political & Governance Dimension on SME Sustainability Practices 

The political and governance dimensions impacting SME sustainability practices comprised 

the different political systems and governing nuances influencing SMEs and stakeholders. The 

dimensional factors currently influencing SME sustainability practices have significant 

operational and strategic impacts on Nigerian SMEs. These details are captured and 

interpreted with sub-thematic themes within the political and governance dimension, such as 

negligent government roles, policy inadequacies and insecurity. The diverse interplays of 

these sub-factors with SME sustainability practices are interpreted below. 

 

i. Government Negligence 

Opinions like poor-government relations, government responsibility gaps, pseudo-democratic 

practices, administration bottlenecks, unintended consequences, official corruption, agency 

impunity and government inconsistency with roles and programmes characterise the 

perceptions of government negligence among Nigerian SME managers. The data suggest that 

government negligence inhibits and challenges sustainability practices in diverse SME 
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contexts, as reflected in extant literature (Atsu et al., 2014; Eniola and Entebang, 2015; 

Ifekwem and Adedamola, 2016). 

 

For example, SME stakeholders and managers expressed a lack of government stewardship 

and agency disconnect in how SME managers are represented and care for issues that concern 

them. Operational experience in such circumstances leaves room for unhealthy competition 

and official corruption. This ranges from access to public facilities, conflict resolutions and 

justice as a social sustainability requirement. To buttress this inadequacy, A Business 

Consultant (female, 45) discussed the difficulty of practising sustainability initiatives due to 

the public sector's generic corruption and insensitivities that heighten inefficiency. Two other 

food and beverage managers (male, 52 and female, 54) shared opinions on how regulatory 

accreditations and licences lagged over a year to secure because they could not grease the 

palms of government agencies. These practices have incremental costs and traps for business 

failures. 

 

In response to the challenges mentioned, a stakeholder collaborated on those nuances and 

concluded thoughts with this extract, saying, "…this very important sector (SME) has not 

grown because it has not been given the needed attention it deserves…, especially the 

government institutions" (SME Corporate banker, female 42). A renowned management 

consultant (male, 44) felt that government programmes' integrity and trust issues are 

compelling, especially with emergencies. According to him, "…people are still waiting for 

the announced Covid interventions to support their enterprises as practised in other 

countries… yes, these are my points for thinking their (Government) value system is corrupt 

and most often, only for the optics". 

 

Government negligence was also perceived through detachments of government roles from 

SMEs' plights and their unintended consequences.  There are administrative bottlenecks and 

unsympathetic approaches towards SME operations to pay formal and informal levies without 

recourse to enterprise finances that are averse to business objectives. There are instances 

where some managers (food and beverage business owner, male, 35; transport business owner, 

male, 48; and hotel and tourism business manager, male, 39) narrated how they could not meet 

business objects because of inconsiderate government agents and thugs extorting them locally. 

They asserted that inspite numerous reports of such cases to the authorities, the government 
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is complacent in closing widening gaps. A Lawyer/Policymaker (female, 55) attributed such 

experience to the pseudo-democratic system in Nigeria, where effective communication, 

representation and support are weak. She continued, saying, "Government must come to terms 

with the fact that nation-building is a partnership…. While the private sector creates values 

and employs citizens, the public sector must be responsible for developing suitable 

environments for businesses to strive." 

 

A Government Consultant (male, 58) had a similar opinion about government negligence in 

not providing the enabling environments and leadership for SMEs to strive. He maintained 

that social and environmental sustainability practices are impossible when the government 

lack the political will to prevent harmful business processes and investments. Fundamental 

insufficiencies like the non-provision of waste disposal units, drainages, public electricity and 

water were a few examples used to buttress the environmental concerns neglected by the 

government. While poor engagements, collaborations with SME owners and weak 

leadership/governance are other social faults expressed influencing SME sustainability 

practices in Nigeria. A Financial Broker (male, 44) also attested to government neglect when 

he opined, "Government agencies need stakeholders’ participation to control contemporary 

issues and provide the positive social and environmental business solutions and practices". 

These elaborate role weaknesses in government have “increased investment demands, cost of 

running SMEs sustainably and environment concerns in Nigeria.  

 

Data further suggested that government neglect is associated with social intervention gaps that 

affect sustainability practices. For instance, qualitative outputs, promotion of domestic 

consumption, indigenous production, and import awareness are roles the government do not 

implement for economic sustainability practices. The Financial Broker (male, 44) 

conservatively chided by saying, “This emphasis should not be a call for private organisations 

only… but government agencies and institutions in boosting local economies 

collaboratively”. Similar evidence suggests government's failure/neglect is a rub-off of the 

military impunity on the political class during their historical interventions -“a culture of 

impunity was inherited from the long military government” (Management Consultant, Male, 

44).  He concluded: "Imagine even the government buying foreign products when we have a 

local manufacturer. Is not that the height of hypocrisy?” 
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The Management Consultant (Male, 44) further explained that social and economic 

sustainability practices are directly connected to government decisions. Three transport 

managers referenced this view, lamenting the government's arbitrary policies in banning 

businesses like the popular goOkada (a commercial motorcycle service in Lagos) issues.  

“Such erratic decisions should have been discussed with stakeholders first so that a gradual 

approach is endorsed instead of the sudden ban after money has been invested in the business 

heavily” (Management Consultant, Male, 44).  The government's insensitivities and 

disconnect from the business sector are also expressed based on demonstrated inconsistencies. 

“Some work (government) ethics… promote corruption which affects public trust and 

customer retention. This also explains why most business owners seek short-term contracts, 

not for the value they can add but extract from the deal.”  

 

ii. Policy Issues. 

The influence of policy issues on SME sustainability practices is multifaceted from social, 

economic and environmental perspectives based on participants' experiences and data. Some 

popular concepts extracted for policy inadequacies include the lack of due processes, 

conflicting regulations, multi-taxation laws, policy implementation issues, stagnated 

laws/policies, and inadequate court systems. Similar governmental issues substantiating 

policy challenges include impunity, issues of the rule of law, accountability and judicial 

inadequacy, system failures, and poor justice systems. All participants have shared 

expressions about policy summersault, implementation and monitoring that influence SME 

outcomes economically, socially and environmentally in the data. The data also revealed how 

installed internal frameworks (policies and procedures) prevented employee disputes and 

workplace abuses and provided first aid, freedom of worship, health and safety, and 

disciplinary processes.  

 

The lawyer/policymaker (female, 55) described the strategic influence of policy on SMEs' 

economic sustainability practices as “unfavourable and inconsistent”. Similarly, another 

expert described the challenge in phrases such as “…multiple taxation policies from different 

government ties, too many policy somersaults against corruption in public service, inadequate 

policy interventions of government agencies” (Financial Analyst (Male, 49). They all 

sympathised with SME outfits considering the difficulties they face with planning, 

maintaining budgets and working capital circles financially. The Business 
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Researcher/Consultant (female, 45) and the Management Consultant (male, 44) shared ideas 

concerning the “absence of clear direction on national strategy and legislations for MSMEs.” 

Their reference implies social sustainability issues perpetuating poverty and inequality like 

insurance covers for SMEs, gender access to properties, access to bank loans, hardships safety 

nets and gender-roles. 

 

Similarly, the Trade Union leader (Male, 46) emphasised the need for simple and 

implementable frameworks for SME managers with incentives within fiscal policy. These 

social and economic sustainability practices underscored this summation “…the lack of 

concerted national vision for the SME sector and conflicting regulations is evident that 

Nigerian SMEs are yet to be recognised and harnessed for competitive advantage in the global 

market” (Corporate Banker (female, 42). 

 

A few managers had collaborated opinions about multiple taxation issues. A food and 

beverage firm owner (male,35) considered the practice an exorbitant levy on business 

outcomes, while another perceived multi-taxation as illegal and a menace choking and 

discouraging small business practices (Food and beverage business manager, female, 46). 

Closer data interrogation on this issue suggests the social disconnect between state 

interventions and SMEs and portrays the public sector as an institutional dilemma. For 

example, in a question about practical social and environmental issues, a brewer and soft drink 

producer’s (male,35) opinion was captured thus; -“The corruption is real and 

traumatising...The administrative corruption, in most cases, makes it not worth consideration. 

So many hands to grease in the process, yet we have waited for many months, and nothing is 

coming out”. 

 

However, a stakeholder (A researcher/consultant, female, 45) considered the corruption of 

government agencies as a “culture of impunity” inherited from the long era of military rules, 

known for economic exploitations.  A few narrations about policy issues expressed in the data 

are captured in these quotations - “There's very poor execution for the propositions of social 

and environmental concerns... no working industrial courts I know of fighting for any 

employees right like wrongful terminations.”-A Management Consultant with SMEs (male, 

44).  She further said, “The institutions for social and environmental concerns are weak and 

have their prices; I don’t see their influence in a significant margin”. “Enforcement of the 
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existing policies…We have sufficient policies governing every sector and business already. 

The only challenge is the effective monitoring and enforcement of such law”-

Lawyer/Policymaker (female, 55).  

 

The global accountant and financial analyst (male, 49) had a similar opinion about 

implementation lapses when he said, “There are diverse agencies like the police, civil defence 

charged with social concerns, and health and safety agencies like LASTMA, NAFDAC etc., in 

every state, but the effects are minimal because of the many inadequacies of operators.” The 

trade union leader (male, 46) narrated the good works of the agencies concerning monitoring 

and duty enforcement on public health. His concerns were... “But such experiences are 

exclusive performances in big cities like Lagos, Port-Harcourt, Kano, or Abuja. Such 

standard should be upheld nationwide, regardless of metro size.” Finally, policy 

implementation and rigidity are a stakeholder’s opinion for deterring flutters of social and 

environmental sustainability practices. In his words, “…certain deterrent is needed to 

mainstream both social and environmental discipline. The long military indoctrination has 

made Nigerians respond more to regulatory or punitive measures” (Financial Broker, male, 

44). 

 

iii. Security Challenges. 

The theme of insecurity is overwhelming in the research data.  The ramifications of influence 

by insecurity challenges in Nigeria relate to social, economic and environmental sustainability 

practices. The challenges are highlighted with mentions of insurgency, kidnapping, banditry, 

Boko haram insurgence, overwhelmed policing, ‘security situations’ and insecurity. Data 

showed that this theme was discussed more on questions relating to the practicality of social 

and economic sustainability in businesses. It was also a researcher’s experience recruiting 

participants, as discussed in the preliminary research finding (section 5.10).  Ten of the 

thirteen SME owners/managers narrated their insecurity ordeals that affected their supply 

chain and purchasing behaviour, daily operational demands and strategic galvanisation, 

including private security engagements. 

 

Some data excerpts highlighting the effects of insecurity on social and economic sustainability 

practices include “The major social sustainability challenges are insecurity …, but the 

security matter is the most because it affects our supplies”-Food and beverage business 
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manager (male, 52). “We are already used to paying for private security arrangements to 

uphold our quality and continue in business.”(Food and beverage owner, female, 37). 

“security inadequacies is the most crucial social sustainability issue with us now. Asides from 

the trauma on our clients and staff daily by gunmen robbing the city, rampant theft and 

burglary are overtaking our businesses goods” (Food and beverage business owner, female, 

42). These managers' social and economic concerns centred on customers' scare and loss of 

goods negatively influencing SMEs' sales costs. 

 

Data also suggested that managers' duties increased from the traditional business profiteering 

roles to mapping and managing security information collaboratively with authorities. For 

example, a Transport owner confessed that private security arrangements had become 

necessary as the government security outfits were overwhelmed by the situation (male, 40). 

He claimed that part of his current routine is obtaining security reports and rerouting travelling 

accordingly. This increase in operating costs and associated uncertainties negatively impact 

economic and social sustainability practices. These concerns were also expressed by a Taxi 

fleet owner (male, 48) and a hotel and tourism business manager (male, 39). The tourist 

manager further claimed that insurgent groups like Boko Haram, Islamic State West African 

Province (ISWAP) in the north, and the Indigenous People of Biafra [IPOB] in the south now 

command businesses on days to operate and the levy to pay to experience peace. 

 

Stakeholder data also raised concerns about insecurity influencing economic and social 

sustainability practices. The Financial Broker (male, 44) and Government consultant (male, 

58) attribute security inadequacies to hindrances to smooth business practices, high enterprise 

mortality, and unemployment rates. Aside from collaborating managers’ reports, the 

Government consultant (male, 58)  highlighted reports of daylight robbery and manhandling 

of business owners by insurgent groups and some government agents over illegal fees/levies. 

Consequently, “planning issues, increased security budgets and limited resources for other 

essentials make economic sustainability practices impossible” (Tech Solution Provider, male, 

47). However, two stakeholders acknowledged the challenge but remained optimistic in 

combating insecurity with community partnerships and government inclusions to generate the 

shield. This excerpt is the evidence: Partnership with the local community provides greater 

social security than any police the government can provide… a thorough stakeholder 

partnership is a shield on many fronts (Tech Solution Provider, male, 47). 
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5.22: Cultural & Societal Dimensions on SME Sustainability Practices 

The cultural and societal dimensions represent diverse cultural and traditional beliefs 

expressed with impacts on SMEs' social, economic, and environmental sustainability 

practices. The sub-thematic factors captured for cultural and societal influences are capped 

for thesis expediency. 

 

 

i. Cultural/Traditional Values  

This theme is consolidated from remarks and concepts like religious inclusion, belief and 

faith in God (deity), social morality, impunity culture, mindfulness and mutual respect, 

and inclusive traditions. The ubiquitousness of this factor permeates several respondents in 

motivation, rationales and operational activities for social and economic sustainability 

practices. Nigerian SME managers claimed religious neutrality and diversity concerning 

practical diversity issues like culture and religion. Examples of such responses include, 

“…we do not allow any of these sentiments to interfere with our decision-making...” (Food 

and beverage business owner, male,  35). “Religion has nothing to do with jobs in our business 

environment” (food and beverage business manager, female, 38), and “…customers’ culture 

and religious beliefs are taken into consideration” (Hotel and tourism business owner (female, 

45). 

 

However, a stakeholder admitted that “the culture of a place (region) determines how well 

some businesses strive. The business operators knowing their environment and traditional 

demand is also key” (Government Consultant on SMEs, male, 58). This position is 

unwittingly revealed when cultural relations like respect, brotherhood, tolerance, ethnic 

inclusion, personal motivations, transparency, and modesty are embedded in managerial 

practices.  These excerpts a typifies such beliefs; “We believe the culture of respect for elders, 

women and religious leaders form an integral part of the choices we make when it comes to 

retaining patronage” (Food and beverage business owner, male, 47). “We treat them fairly 

and respectfully to ensure outstanding performance -sales” (Food and beverage business 

manager, female, 38). “Some are Christians… Muslims and some are neither… it is always 

safe to know and respect their peculiarities and preferences when dealing with them to retain 

them” (Food and beverage business owner, male, 44).  
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Other practice evidence from managers' data for economic sustainability practices like 

customers satisfactions, retention and turnover maximisation include “respectful behaviour, 

maintaining modest speed limits, and awareness of the city routes attract corporate clients 

and dignified people to you without adverts” (Transport business owner, male, 44). “As a 

business, we are mindful and respect culture and tradition. There are seasons and festivals 

when some of our products are in high demand. We tapped into trends in providing such 

products during festivals” (A food and beverage business manager, female, 38).  

 

Meanwhile, beliefs and practices inhibiting transparency and accountability are entrenched on 

religious bases that affect social sustainability practices. For example, a manager would not 

reveal family background due to Purdah's religious grounds, saying, “We do not count people 

in my culture in numbers, so I cannot give you figures” (Transport business manager (male, 

48). Aside from refusing to comment on the family size on cultural grounds, he agreed with 

values like gender diversity and sensitivity being useful for employment. Other benign social 

sustainability influences include prioritising men for business management based on linear 

perceptions of men being the family breadwinner- “I have to take over the family business 

after our parent demise, as the man of the house” (Hotel and Tourism Manager, Male, 51). 

The stakeholder (lawyer and policymaker, female, 55) spoke against the “gender gap in 

education in some regions, perpetuating women's dependence” and “companies ignoring 

women's career life cycle and maternity engagement” as social sustainability issues. 

 

The other narrated nuances for gender roles point to traditional sensitivity to systemic issues 

like litigations and client abuse as practical social sustainability issues. The Business 

Researcher/Consultant (Female stakeholder, 45) also suggested that such dynamics are why 

girls chase formal education in the South more than in the North. She also isolated 

unsustainable cultural practices like impunity, wastefulness, showmanship, and the 

extravagance of managers. Some phrases on these issues are excerpted below “Business 

owners enforcing their sub-standard goods and services on the public must stop… the culture 

of impunity inherited from the long military governments, ...and negative exploitation of the 

economic situations perpetuate unwholesome treatment of workers. Such a dynamic factor is 

critical in strategic direction and employment. 
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ii. Family Orientations 

Family orientation or networks are strong factors influencing social and economic 

sustainability practices. According to the research data, sustainability practices in Nigeria are 

heavily associated with family networks or orientations. The ideas condensed into this theme 

emanated from experiences and narrations associated with family and friends' support, family 

motivations and advice, family collaborations, and family dependence in business. These 

concepts were drawn from managers' investigation of business support networks during 

challenges. Support from family and friends dominated answers from most managers.  

 

The ramification of this support ranges from cheap capital, interest-free loans, trusted 

networks, financial leverage, and social influencers for marketing as economic sustainability 

practices. Examples of those opinions/evidence are these excerpts. “There is no social support 

anywhere except for those with family and friends that can trust you with their resources or 

networks. Any other support must be paid at a premium cost or self-improvised” (Food and 

beverage business manager, female, 38).  “Keep friends and family connections intact as there 

are no miracles or external help for the ordinary people” (Food and beverage business owner, 

male, 44). 

 

Data also suggested that family influences SMEs and social sustainability practices through 

family-related motivations and other circumstances. Such family situations include economic 

pressure from extended/large family practice, capital leverage from family members, and 

spouse and siblings' support in the business. This is a motivation for SMEs venturing rather 

than regular paid jobs. A few excerpts conveyed this idea better - “This is because the family 

was expanding, dependency of the extended family was increasing, and salaried work could 

not keep us going”- Food and beverage business owner (male, 35). “I am a family man with 

immediate and extended family ties who mostly depend on me. It is traditional and in-built 

among the natives to rely on the eldest member of the family”- A food and beverage business 

manager (female, 38). 

 

A stakeholder warned that the overwhelming challenge attributable to business failure is “A 

lot of family members depend on those doing businesses....and this comes by basic personal 

needs, pilfering by related persons, medical needs or even death of relatives” - A Business 

Researcher/Consultant (female, 45). Data also suggested that this idea is associable with 



 
 

195 
 

maintaining a family business legacy, especially when inherited - A food and beverage 

business manager (female, 54). Family members' collaboration and advisory roles also 

influence SME practices in Nigeria through information sharing, social capital reliance, and 

experiential/professional benefits by a transport business owner (male, 48). 

 

5.23 Economic Dimensions Influencing SME Sustainability Practices 

Economic dimensions emerged from various concentrations of financial/ economic 

inequalities and public asset deprivations in the data. These challenges of sustainability 

practices spin around economic exclusions, infrastructural issues, capitalism issues and the 

pandemic nuances, representing economic, environmental and social sustainability practices. 

The detailed impacts on Nigerian sustainability practices are thematically presented and 

interpreted for better insights. Data findings are presented below. 

i. Economic Factor. 

The framing of this factor emerged from various economic exclusions and inadequacies such 

as unemployment, poverty, financial issues, costs, investment behaviour, practical 

entrepreneurship, expensive utilities, enabling environment, corruption, growth & 

improvements strategy, economic inequalities, fiscal issues and more. The stimulating 

questions bordered on factors influencing sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs. 

Managers generally alluded to financial situations being the motivations behind several SME 

economic sustainability practices.   

 

For instance, managers’ data showed that poverty and unemployment are motivations for 

SME intentions and engagements. Evidence of such expressions was captured in the following 

excerpts, “I searched fruitlessly for another job. The few job offers I got were not motivating 

enough for a manager’s salary. Therefore, I considered establishing my own business” (Food 

and beverage business owner, male, 47). “We searched for jobs everywhere to no avail, except 

for teaching jobs, and they were not paying enough to take home...” (Food and beverage 

business manager, male, 52). “After my university education, there was no job. I got a few 

opportunities, but the offers (pay) were nothing to go by. I decided to partner with a 

confectionery shop owner” (Food and beverage business Owner, Female, 37).  

 

Similar opinions from other counterparts are quoted below; “My motivation is rooted in the 

stiff competition and poor employment situation in Nigeria. Poverty is a giant in most families, 
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and I believe it is my destiny to overcome it” (Transport business owner, male, 44). “My initial 

motive then was the reality of unemployment and income stagnation” (Transport business 

manager, male, 39). “I guess for me, starting a business was like following the trends for 

survival and responsibility...I learned too late that the economy was not buoyant enough for 

companies or even the public sector to absorb us” (Transport business owner, male, 44).   

 

Other symmetrical opinions depicting economic influence as enterprise motivation include 

the following excerpts: Unemployment and poverty led me to join this firm. After my university 

education, I couldn’t get a good job to cater for myself and my younger siblings” (Hotel and 

tourism business manager, male, 44). “... I found it practically impossible to secure a job. I 

could not attend to my basic needs as I became frustrated” (Hotel and tourism business owner, 

female, 38). “Financial independence and the desire to be my own boss”(Hotel and tourism 

business owner, male, 51). 

 

Other suggested economic limitations influencing SME sustainability practices include 

financial constraints like access to credit and loans, high living costs and expensive 

utilisations. The managers’ data suggested that these factors affect managerial efficiency and 

qualitative decisions making. For example, there are opinions that access to government 

financial aid is reserved for those politically connected (long legs). These few excerpts are 

examples of such truth. “With all the impacts of SME on the economy, one would expect 

government aids with finance, import duties…and other industrial incentives… but that does 

not seem so...Access to such aids is still a challenge” (Food and beverage business owner, 

male, 35). “The people with long legs can access government grants or loans strictly based 

on man knows man” (Food and beverage business manager, female, 54). “Any other support 

must be paid for at a premium cost or self-improvised…  I have used facilities from Micro 

Finance banks before, but the access is tedious, and the rate is high” (Food and beverage 

business manager, female, 46). “Although there are government agencies responsible for 

assisting SMEs in Nigeria, access to the support is purely on political connections” (Hotel 

and tourism business manager, male, 44). This opinion is widely expressed among managers 

to accommodate all the evidence. 

 

Other suggestions of economic inadequacies and difficulties are high utility costs affecting 

SMEs' operational costs and profitability. For instance, “…the cost of fuelling the generating 



 
 

197 
 

plants are increasing continuously, thereby reducing profit margin as the costs keep going 

up”(Hotel and tourism business manager, male, 44). Other managers that shared this opinion 

include a hotel and tourism business manager (female, 37) and the food and beverage business 

manager (male, 52). “This economic depravity is associated with poor management decisions 

like finance-based outsourcing” ((Food and beverage business manager, female, 42). It 

encourages corruption in buffering planning (Transport business owner, male, 44), and 

managers turn blind eyes to harmful waste and inefficiencies like the issue of fumes and 

reliability (Transport business owner, male, 40). Such impacts trade off environmental 

concerns for the immediate economic concerns challenging SMEs. 

 

Other economic inadequacies influencing SME sustainability practices include the 

inspirations for growth, business expansion, process improvement and technology investment. 

For instance, “So, we will push for growth as the business gains more grounds (financial 

empowerment). We cannot be feeding customers and be unable to feed staff and their children 

well through reasonable salaries”- (Food and beverage business manager, male, 52). Lastly, 

data suggested economic inadequacy is responsible for SME managers' hindrance to effective 

competition. This is due to the unequal advantages of multinational businesses regarding 

distributions, qualitative outputs and tax waivers. A stakeholder recognised and expressed this 

unequal financial capability as a factor. This excerpt captures his supporting opinion: 

"Government should provide both leadership and inspiration to local businesses through 

domestic consumptions, product nationalism, awareness of the dangers of imported goods 

through fiscal policies and another social reengineering” (The global accountant and 

financial analyst, male, 49). 

ii. Infrastructural Factor. 

Research data shows that infrastructural inadequacy and lack of social amenities significantly 

influence Nigerian SME sustainability practices. These influences include economic, social 

and environmental dimensions. The main concepts developed into this factor include 

challenging public infrastructure, transport systems, electricity issues, internet & 

telecommunications coverage, training facilities, and health services. This factor was 

discussed in questions interrogating practice efficiency and sustainability. Data suggested that 

SME managers expressed dual perceptions of infrastructural deficiency. Firstly, as a 

bottleneck to operational proficiencies, and secondly, as innovational motivations. For 

instance, a local brewer confirmed that ‘the gaps created by the poor social infrastructure like 
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lack of water supplies influenced my business decision, considering the many health benefits 

to clean drinking water and beverages (Food and beverage business owner, male, 35).  

 

Similar allusions were expressed by a few other managers regarding the transport industry's 

poor road and transportation systems. According to them, they all ventured into the business 

to bridge the gap in the public transport system and poor road networks. For instance, “The 

potholes on our roads are destroying taxis, so we thought we could solve that problem with 

motorbikes when we started in Aba. Today, it has created jobs for students and graduates 

alike in curbing poverty and unemployment” (Transport business owner, male, 44). “If not 

for the courage and initiative of the alternative transportations, many farmers in villages and 

‘mama-puts’ (local restaurants) in the city will not connect because of the bad roads and 

absence of train or buses” (Transport business owners, male, 40). 

 

Other prevailing ' opinions on the huddles' lack of infrastructure impede the wheel of progress 

include the following excerpts. "There are numerous capacities to produce locally, but no 

supporting infrastructure to keep it sustainable” (Food and beverage business owner, male, 

35). “The poor electricity condition is a goliath on the business. We invest and maintain our 

electricity supplies, and this cost affects our prices… because nobody would like to eat hot 

food and drink in hot weather” (Food and beverage business manager, male, 52). “…the 

preservation of fresh food and fruits, the cooling of beverages and bear, the cooling of rooms 

from the hot sun, the avoidance of noise and air pollution from electric plants and the keeping 

of constant internet services all depend on the power supply” (Hotel and tourism business 

manager, female, 37). “Electricity is a major problem here as we depend 90% of the time on 

our own private generators to preserve our food and serve our customers. This use of diesel 

plants is expensive to maintain, and fumes disturb neighbours, but we cannot help it”(Food 

and beverage business manager, female, 46). The concerns here are economically and 

environmentally driven to SME sustainability practices. 

 

The Nigerian stakeholders hold similar views strategically inclined to business sustainability 

practices based on the data. For instance, “…generally, the survival or sustainability in 

Nigeria is very difficult considering the prevailing social and infrastructural inadequacies” 

(Government Consultant on SMEs, male, 58). These infrastructural needs raise business costs, 

management difficulty, and often intensive enterprise investments. By implications, these 
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include transportation, electricity, internet, health, and training facilities. The technological 

solution provider (male, 47) desired “affordable and uninterrupted internet facilities and 

electricity…unfortunately, these are only in the main cities. The SME’s Management 

Consultant (male, 44) reported that an average entrepreneur (SME owner) feels employees 

hardly meet expectations. However, he observed that employees' low-level performance is 

“due to inadequate educational systems, training facilities and poor training in human 

relations”. 

 

Other evidence from an SME Corporate Banker (female, 42) includes quotes like “The 

immorality of government not providing necessary infrastructure and market access; Nigeria 

does not lack business ideas but how to commercialise and up-scale innovations; This lack of 

access to the market, managerial competence, technology deficiency and financing of ideas 

seems to be the black hole in the sector”. The Financial Broker (male, 44) claimed that “unlike 

the private Universities, many public schools require updates and possibly fresh research that 

relates the market challenges to their solutions, either in terms of skills, development, or 

innovations. The global accountant and financial analyst (male, 49) insisted that “many SMEs' 

highest cost is electricity, not staff costs. They generate their own electricity”. These 

infrastructural issues are significant pointers to SME economic sustainability practices in 

Nigeria.  

 

iii. Capital Issues with (IAS). 

The emergence of capital issues is associated with economic sustainability practices and 

nuances such as the Igbo Apprenticeship Scheme (IAS). Based on research data, IAS is a 

social-ethnic sustainability strategy for galvanising entrepreneurship ingenuity through 

training, seed capital and access to market shares. The concept became relevant for SME 

sustainability practices following the ubiquitous knowledge of capital and credit 

inaccessibility impeding SME sustainability practices. Other concepts associated with Capital 

and the ideal solutions of IAS in the data include poverty alleviation, market responsibility, 

centralisation of business processes, regeneration of capital and capacities, minimal 

competition, and market share revolution. The factor was precipitated by interrogating capital 

and support strategies for enterprise development. Managers' data had strategic suggestions, 

from raising capital to business education and training, which are lacking in Nigerian SMEs.  
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A few samples of this evidence include the excerpts below; “I always assisted my mother in 

the business since childhood, and it was our way of gaining business capital and 

expertise…which I can say is my best business school” (Food and beverage business manager, 

female, 54). “Besides the apprenticeship training, I had no experience or capital to start my 

own.”(Hotel and tourism business owner (female, 38). “It is challenging, if not frustrating, to 

be university trained but limited to economic capacities. Many of us followed the 

apprenticeship route to learn ‘street credibility’ and raise initial capital for our enterprise” 

(Transport business owner, male, 48). “The level of enterprise exploit here depends on your 

financial support, be it initial or working capital. Unfortunately, only the IAS scheme provides 

such support without collateral or security” (Tourism business owner, male, 51).  

 

Various stakeholders/participants also narrated this strategic alternative to capital challenges 

in starting and operating SMEs.  For example, a stakeholder who is a lawyer and policymaker 

(female, 55) argued that the IAS scheme is the best. In her word, “The Igbo apprenticeship 

system is the best business modelling in the world…under the Igbo apprenticeship system, you 

easily attain an efficient economic equilibrium where inequality is severely mitigated. 

Everything the world is complaining about (economic) inequality and the rich getting richer, 

the Igbo apprenticeship system handles optimally.” Another stakeholder acknowledged 

capital issues as a challenge for Nigerian SMEs and suggested that the IAS philosophy is 

sufficient for economic revolutionization. “If we focus on the philosophy and practice of IAS, 

like ending abject poverty and revolutionising the economy… the lost (SME) potential will be 

realised with evidence” (Business Researcher/Consultant, female, 45). 

 

The government consultant on SMEs (male, 58) also emphasised the IAS philosophy, which 

is ‘onye aghara nwanne ya’ [do not leave your brethren behind], saying, “And the players 

like it that way because it is part of the culture! Under the system, business leaders fund 

competitors and give market share to build an economic system through mentorship, where 

everyone participates without a dominant player”. Further embellishment of the schemes’ 

solution for the capital issue, “The Igbo’s apprenticeship program is an informal ‘MBA’ 

class…that teaches the real intricacies of running businesses, the practical application of 

SWOT and PESTEL analysis and business financing without throat-cutting implications. And 

when you graduate, they’ll give you seed capital to start the business. A system that works!” 

(Trade Union Leader, male, 46).   
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However, the Trade Union Leader and The Government Consultant further expressed the 

inherent inadequacies of the scheme inspite of the solution it provides.  These include the non-

inclusive practices dimension for non-ethnic groups of the system. According to the 

government consultant on SMEs (male, 58), the model is akin to business gangs that ostracised 

non-ethnic people from business acumen. The trade union leader asserts that the non-inclusion 

model breeds clannishness, cultural resentments and limits regulation. They also commented 

on the absence of legal backing against mentors’ fraudulent tendencies in case of victimisation 

or other inequalities. 

 

iv. Pandemic -Covid-19 

The impact of the covid-19 pandemic on businesses is the newest social and economic factor 

influencing sustainability practices in the study data. The disruptive attributes of the pandemic 

on business cultures suggested dual influences (positive and adverse) effects on businesses 

and sustainability ideas. Some descriptive terms associated with this theme include infection 

and contamination, public health protocol, lockdowns, social distancing, isolation and 

restriction, government palliatives, the pandemic outbreak, face masks, trying times, and 

special times. While some stakeholders stayed on professional strategies for easing business 

hurdles, managers accordingly narrated their practice limitations. The idea also exposed the 

social-cultural disconnect between SME managers and social leadership in times of crisis.  

 

Some of the restrictive implications of the pandemic from research data are captured in the 

following excerpts from Nigerian SME stakeholders; “The pandemic has brought hardships 

to businesses globally, not only in reaching customers but also in enforcing innovation on 

business owners. Such intrusion comes with additional costs both in finance and time”- A 

government consultant on SMEs (male, 58).  “You will agree with me that the world at large 

is facing the greatest challenge ever, in centuries, because of the COVID-19 pandemic. For 

me, the contemporary idea for SME sustainability is wrapped around Turning Challenges 

Posed by Covid-19 into Opportunities”- A Tech Solution provider (male, 47). “The 

experience of COVID-19 is an eye opener that Nigerian consumers can actually depend on 

local goods since there are no alternatives”- The Business Researcher/Consultant (female, 

45). 
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SME managers also expressed diverse constraints the pandemic inflicted on their practices 

captured differently among the business industries. For example, some food and beverage 

managers hold these views; “Currently, we have issues of shortage of food supply from the 

northern part of Nigeria because of the pandemic lockdown and insecurity”- A food and 

beverage business manager (female, 46). “The Covid-19 pandemic has introduced new 

requirements to business operations, such as the need for better hygiene practices, social 

distancing, and other protocols” - A food and beverage business owner (male, 47). “The key 

to business sustainability in the face of the present pandemic is to adhere to Covid-19 

protocols and guidelines…because any breach of Covid-19 guidelines could attract severe 

sanctions and even business closure”- A food and beverage business Owner (female, 37). 

 

The following quotes capture examples of opinions expressed by the transport business 

managers: "The economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic hit Nigeria in an unprecedented 

proportion, mostly due to the country’s lack of readiness to balance the cost of public health 

with the economy. The effect was felt more in the private sector, particularly the small 

businesses that serve the informal sector. The setbacks due to COVID-19 no doubt 

exacerbated the disruptions in the supply chain for the small enterprises, while many of them 

are still struggling to recover from the last recession”- A transport business manager (male, 

39). “The effect of the pandemic was especially devastating on small and medium 

businesses”-A transport business owner (male, 48). 

 

Some managers in the tourism industry expressed their views in the following manner: “The 

Covid-19 pandemic has affected the modus operandi of every business. Besides the restriction 

and guidelines by the Authority and health agency, the effect on patronage is also negative”- 

Hotel and tourism business owner (female, 45). “The Covid-19 pandemic has brought many 

restrictions on business practices, including regulatory standards. For business 

owners/managers, there is a need to understand the Covid-19 guidelines and regulations and 

observe them, such as social distancing and the use of facemasks and hand sanitisers” - A 

Hotel and tourism business manager (male, 44). “The Covid-19 pandemic has serious effects 

on every business both in Nigeria and elsewhere” (Hotel and tourism business owner, female, 

38). 
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The expression of the social-cultural disconnect between government interventions and SME 

managers came through a soft drink brewer in this fashion; “The government have approved 

some grants and loans to SMEs like ours to survive the ongoing pandemic. But the long 

bureaucracy is discouraging. The administrative corruption in most cases makes it not worth 

a consideration”- A food and beverage business owner (male, 35). However, technological 

utilisation and opportunities were expressed as the pandemic's innovative ideas. The following 

excerpts from the data captured them; thus, “Considering the pandemic, we are encouraged 

to take our businesses online to reduce contamination. Online advertisements and clouting 

are free to a certain degree; we rarely knew this opportunity until now” (Transport business 

owner, male, 44). “…we are beginning to talk with banks to use the POS machines instead of 

cash… our business will embrace the technology on safety grounds while upholding the 

current rules….” (Transport business owner, male, 44). This idea was summed up by an 

optimistic Tech Solution Provider (male, 47), saying, “SME sustainability for me is wrapped 

around turning challenges posed by covid-19 into opportunities. I strongly believe that with 

every challenge we face, there is an opportunity, even those leading to wealth and economic 

advantage”. 

 

5.24: Business Orientations Influencing SME Sustainability Practices. 

The results in this dimension are related to the SME organisational/business-orientational 

issues influencing Nigerian SME sustainability practices. The factors precipitated from 

participants' data include technology/innovations, entrepreneurship culture, contemporary 

sales, and raw material constraints. These factors were thematically framed within Gioia et 

al.'s (2013) inductive research methodology with various compelling ideas. The underlying 

motivation for these reports is to present relevant insights into participants' business ideas with 

SME sustainability practices in a qualitative culture. 

 

i. Innovation and technological orientations 

Data suggested that the imperative of innovation and technology emerged within 

sustainability practices mainly because of the pandemic phenomenon. Some concepts that 

unfolded into these orientations include newer technology aspirations, clamouring for 

technology use, increasing technological shifts, technology imperatives for safety, and 

embracing technology. As a stakeholder captured it, “The pandemic has brought 

hardships…but also in enforcing innovation on business owners.”- a government consultant 
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on SMEs (male, 58). The health and safety restrictions associated with the pandemic drove 

more innovative practices and technological appreciation than usual. A good example of such 

an experience is the narration of a transport manager who dedicated a newer effort to innovate 

business ethics in the following quotation- “Considering the pandemic, we are beginning to 

talk with banks about using POS machines instead of cash. Once the talks are finalised, our 

business will embrace the technology on safety grounds while upholding the current rules like 

the use of helmets, the use of face masks and regular washing of hands.”- Transport business 

owner (male, 44). 

 

Similar ideas were shared in the data for standard and quality improvement by a hotel and 

tourism business owner (male, 42) and reducing human contact and contamination by a food 

and beverage business manager (female, 46) in adapting to new challenges. A few Nigerian 

managers agreed that their practice is innovative and proactive due to uncertainty. Another 

rationale for the technological imperative is the current struggle to meet demands, attracting 

further investment through creative processes by a food and beverage business owner (male, 

35). He said, “We need better and faster machines to match demands efficiently. We also hope 

to be able to invest in cheaper renewable energy to reduce the air pollution from our 

plants/generators.”   

 

However, inspite of the general inclination for innovative practices, a transport business owner 

(male, 40) claimed that some clients are not bothered about new technologies based on 

reliability and cost. He says, “Many of them prefer the traditional business means. And they 

cannot be blamed because these technology providers are firstly too expensive and unreliable 

here.” Another demerit of technology appreciation from a stakeholder’s view is the challenge 

of associated skills acquisitions by the Business Researcher/Consultant (female, 45). 

However, many stakeholder groups supported technological innovation in goods and service 

delivery, especially amidst the pandemic challenges. The reasons were cost savings, health 

and safety, and open access to training. The excerpt below summarises the view of the tech 

solution provider (male, 47), who said, “…make the most of the opportunities through 

technology. Business owners must intentionally create a safety bubble through collaborations, 

information sharing, continuous self and team development, relearning and unlearning of 

business processes, investment in new technology and developing a steady connection with 

the customer base through brand protection and development”. 
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ii. Entrepreneurial Skills 

Entrepreneurial skills emerged as organisational/ethical requirements from the data structure, 

condensing concepts like business acumen, the culture of entrepreneurial training, business 

and management skills, market awareness, empirical communication and listening skills, 

problem-solving, critiquing ability, and strategic and planning skills. These concepts are 

obtained from interrogating managers' rationales for choosing and situating SMEs. The 

Nigerian stakeholders acknowledged these concepts in explaining SME practice engagements 

sustainably. Participants spotted the importance of entrepreneurship nuance directly or 

indirectly insinuated participants to influence SME sustainability, especially market 

awareness and specific trade intricacies.  

 

A transport business owner (male, 44) attested that entrepreneurial ingenuity and skill were 

the ways out of poverty and war depredations than jobs. According to him, it is a skill passed 

from one generation to another through schemes like the Igbo apprenticeship framework. 

Another owner -a hotel and tourism business owner (male, 42) considered the organisational 

ethics a self-fulfilling grit worth the problem-solving struggle. He said, “These are the end 

goal that makes the struggle and entrepreneurship huddle worthwhile. I am highly motivated 

by solving problems with my little ideas, and I feel fulfilled when I reflect on these.” A hotel 

and tourism business owner (male, 51) who believes he was born for that purpose expressed 

a similar thought along with financial management and independence. The excerpt below 

summarises his astute conviction on entrepreneurship skills- "I knew I was a born leader, and 

following people with lesser business acumen is like being imprisoned for as long as it last.” 

 

On the side of Nigerian stakeholders, the SME’s Management Consultant (male, 44) in the 

private sector thinks a typical Nigerian SME manager lacks “the patience to train others in 

for successions and business acumen”. The Government Consultant (male, 58) associated 

managers’ hard work and business consciousness with peniaphobia (the fear of poverty) and 

how to overcome it. He said, “...the fear of being poor contributes to business acumen across 

the land”. The lawyer/policymaker (female, 55) thinks entrepreneurship development and 

training is the burden of the government and universities to upskill relevant business owners 

and students in Nigeria. She also claimed that such is why most SMEs do not sustain the 

business tempo.  The global financial analyst (male, 49) expressed his idea on this theme with 
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this captured e excerpt, “some business acumen and entrepreneurship skills are needed, and 

I suppose it is fundamental that such business owners/managers will be ready to utilise every 

network and Collaboratory channels possible to foster growth.” The technology solution 

consultant (male, 47) considered “entrepreneurial training and mentorship a critical skill for 

most businesses.”  

 

iii. Contemporary Sales 

Contemporary marketing emerged from the research data to describe narratives associated 

with SME managers reaching and networking with their customers with goods and services 

ethically. Some condensed ideas that informed this theme include digital transformation, sales 

campaigns, customer satisfaction skills, digital and global thinking, business visibility and 

advertisement, campaigns, online deals and virtual training, and social media sales. These 

concepts were generated from questions interrogating the necessary sustainable 

initiatives/practices with contemporary huddles like the pandemic restrictions and other 

efficient ideas for optimising businesses.  Though participants described their experiences 

with varying concepts, online sales and digital interactions are the main foci.  

For instance, the online necessity is self-imposed based on pandemic limitations. Hence it 

became the necessary tool for evaluating customer satisfaction according to a fast-food 

business owner (Female, 42). Other managers that confirmed the ordering shift from the 

traditional means to online through social media platforms include the food and beverage 

business manager (male, 52), the transport business owner (male, 44), and the transport 

business manager (male, 39). Online business shift utilisation includes booking orders, tickets, 

product marketing, and training. The transport business owner's narration captured the essence 

of the different strands of managers’ opinions in this excerpt “Considering the pandemic, we 

are encouraged to take our businesses online to reduce contamination. Online advertisements 

and clouting are free to a certain degree; we rarely knew of this opportunity until now. As a 

marketing strategy, we encourage our followers and clients to share our business on their 

social media timelines. We also connected with social media influencers to help with wider 

outreach and broadcasts regarding advertisement and creating awareness of our business.”- 

Transport business owner (male, 44). 
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Many managers emphasised digital technology and social media utilisations, though some 

claimed they are yet to apply it fully. The transport business owner (Male, 44) claimed that 

digitised business gave him leverage of multi-tasking and mass broadcasting of his company, 

like an advertisement to the global market through social networking and friends. The 

engagement of social medial influencers to chase clout was also emerging strategy managers 

discussed. He stated, "Online advertisements and clouting are free to a certain degree; we 

rarely knew this opportunity until now.” However, a few hotels and tourism managers 

expressed happiness in discovering free online training for managers and staff to upskill for 

better services. These managers include a female owner (45) and a male owner (42). They 

both discussed the cost savings and newer knowledge they had gained from the discovery. 

The hotel and tourism business owner (female, 45) further explained her aspiration to attract 

foreigners to her page and potentially her hotel by posting pictures of their cuisines online. 

 

Stakeholders' observations on this theme were extensive and detailed strategic interventions 

to manoeuvre the current challenges. However, the research consultant (female, 45) expressed 

that the “clamouring for technology use is understandable since no movement is allowed”. 

She further stated examples of businesses that emerged locally but now compete globally 

owing to digital/online business embrace. She also discussed how ignoring such development 

“hinders productivity and business awareness”. The SME tech solution consultant (male, 47) 

spoke about the imperative of online and social media presence in this age. Some of the merits 

of online business, he explained, include.  

Advertisement - “Just like I tell people worldwide, doing business without visibility is like a 

winking- a pretty person in the dark. The fact remains that you are doing something but not 

being seen by the targeted persons. And without visibility, sales and growth are impossible”. 

Analytical tools – “use of online analytical tools to understand clients' behaviour, updating 

managerial skills, market knowledge and business visibility, sales growth and monitoring, 

digital adoptions, and search engine optimisation.”  

 

The government consultant on SME (male, 58) aligned online and digital marketing find lean 

management in reaching their customers, while the trade union leader considers digital 

marketing to promote business visibility. The global financial analyst (male, 49) reiterated 

some digital space merits as he concluded, “…digital transformation… shows a direct 

correlation between how transformed a business is, to customer enhancements experience”.  
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iv. Material Resource Issues. 

Material sourcing also emerged from the gathered data on Nigerian SME sustainability 

practices. Some of the leading concepts compressed for this factor have been discussed earlier, 

yet the importance of material issues cannot be minimised. Examples of emerging ideas from 

the data include foreign product appetites, impact import duties, capacity for local materials, 

and security and policy challenges. Regardless of the industry, conversations about resourcing 

materials were expressed across the managers' group. Such responses were solicited with 

questions bordering on the factors that negatively influence sustainability practices in their 

business. 

Four food and drink managers discussed challenges like insecurity, pandemic lockdown, and 

the government closed border policy that made access to food materials very challenging. An 

example of such a narrative is from a restaurant manager who said, "We have issues of a 

shortage of food supply from the northern part of Nigeria because of the pandemic lockdown 

and insecurity. We depend on foreign foods that are more expensive to serve our customers” 

(A food and beverage business manager, female,46). This perception differs from the transport 

business managers who associated this factor with limited access to spare parts and servicing 

materials for their vehicles. Among other challenges, a renowned transport business 

manager(male,39) stated, “The issue is the lack of spare parts for repairs and maintenance 

materials”.  He said this pressured the business into bulk purchases and the subsequent storage 

cost that influenced performances.  

 

The bottled water and beverage business owner (male, 35) discussed “issues dealing with …. 

increasing import tariff. Most of our pet bottles are imported since there are no local 

producers…This increases our overheads badly”. Meanwhile, some tourism managers are 

challenged by customers' fixation on consuming foreign/imported materials due to 

competition and high standard expectations (Hotel manager, female, 37 and Hotel and tourist 

owner, male, 51). The hotel manager says, “We rely on some imported supplies because of 

high competition. Clients often demand higher standards of facilities that cannot be sourced 

locally. Due to this high expectation of the customers, we depend on imported supplies and 

complement them with local supplies that meet higher standards (Hotel business manager, 

female, 37). 
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Additionally, a food business SME manager (female, 38) with an accountancy background 

related the operational cost and foreign exchange rate issues to insensitive government 

policies and inadequate planning for enterprise sustainability. Only a few stakeholders 

indirectly wade in on this theme from strategic points. The business research consultants 

(female, 45) identified the issue and encouraged local patronage among the businesses. While 

the SME’s Management Consultant (male, 44) regarded the taste for imported goods as 

hypocritical. He further called for integrated legislation that protects local business 

interests/practices to achieve quality. The implications of these factors are discussed in the 

subsequent chapter. The diagram below depicts contemporary antecedents influencing 

Nigerian sustainability practices. 

 

Fig 5.0: Contemporary Antecedents Influencing Nigerian Sustainability Practices 

 

5.30: Managers' Characteristics Influencing Sustainability Practices. 

The results presented here bridged the second research question bordering on the association 

between Nigerian SMEs managers' characteristics and sustainability practices. Managers' 

characteristics are dimensionally framed with the Upper Echelons theory of observable and 

cognitive values (Hambrick and Mason,1984). While the observable characteristics are 

extracted and presented in the preliminary results in (Section 5.10), the cognitive values were 

inductively captured with the data structure of Section 4.5.2 [Table 4.5]. The model 
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demonstrated the linearity of management values with organisational strategic goals 

(sustainability practices). These dimensional characteristics are rigorously interpreted 

thematically below in a qualitative culture.  

 

5.31: Managers' Observable Characteristics  

Observable characteristic is one of the dimensions of evaluating organisational top managers' 

attributes /qualities with the Upper Echelon concept (Hambrick and Mason, 1984). Details 

reviews of relevant literature on this framework have been done in the earlier chapter in 

Section 3.6.2. The association of Nigerian SME managers’ attributes to sustainability 

followed a similar direction to capture managers' age, gender, educational background, years 

of experience and technology ties as observable traits. How these traits influence SME 

sustainability practices are dutifully explored subsequently. 

i. Educational Qualifications 

Data suggested that every manager participating in this study is educated with a minimum 

level of a Higher National Diploma (HND). Five (5) of the participants hold HND, eleven 

(11) have a bachelor's degree, and the remaining six (6) hold additional master’s degrees 

(MSc/MBA). This does not suggest that Nigerian SME managers are all educated; however, 

operating sustainable SMEs in Nigeria requires some education. A tourist manager (male, 44) 

succinctly wrapped this idea by saying, “Education can be formal and informal. Some of us 

could only afford informal education before joining the streets, and none is superior to the 

other”.  

 

Another indication that education is key to sustainability practices was that the managers 

articulated responses to the meaning of the sustainability concepts.  Only a few managers 

(5/22) perceived business sustainability from the regulation and infringement perspectives.  A 

common example of evidence for this opinion is the excerpt below from a medium-scale food 

business owner (male,47) “Business sustainability to us means that business must be operated 

in such a way that you do not infringe on the rights of stakeholders while striving hard to 

make enough profit. It is a function of both knowledge and practice”.   

 

The remaining 17 managers perceived business sustainability from a broader perspective of 

continuity, profitability, stakeholders/customers orientation, and social and economic growth. 

A few excerpts buttressing their views include: “Sustainability to me implies the ability of a 
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business or an endeavour to survive for a foreseeable long term and meeting its financial and 

customers obligations.”-(Food and beverage business owner, male,35). “Haaaaa! I think 

business sustainability simply implies doing the right thing, i.e., goods or services, to keep 

achieving that goal…The goals may change slightly with time, but what you know and how 

you change with the external change will keep the business going… It’s like setting a target 

and effectively working towards it.” (Transport business owner, male, 44). “Sustainability 

means the ability of the business to sustain itself for a foreseeable long term, meeting its 

financial obligations and customers' needs. It is both a function of knowledge and practice” 

(Food and beverage business owner, female, 37). Managers' awareness levels appeared to 

have linear relationships with SME sustainability practices and strategic directions.  

 

ii. Managers' Age 

Another observable characteristic of Nigerian managers from research data is their age. The 

average age of these participants is forty-three (42) years old, dispersed between the ages of 

thirty-five (35) years old and fifty-four (54) years old. A closer observation of the age data 

suggested they ventured into small and medium enterprises at a younger age, not after 

retirement considerations. Considering the cumulative years of experience (current and prior) 

before venturing into the current full-time enterprise in Nigeria, an average manager is about 

twenty-six (26) years. The cumulative higher education periods in Nigeria range from 18-21 

years. The absence of such lengthy educational engagements exposes managers to earlier 

enterprises older than twenty (20) years old.  

S/No. 
Designated 

ID 
Titles Age 

Highest 

Edu. 

Prior Exp. 

(Yrs) 

SME Exp 

(Yrs) 

Cum Yrs 

of 

Experience 

Est. Age 

B4 

Current 

SME  

1 FBO1 Owner 47 MBA 9 12 21 26 

2 FBM1 Manager 52 BSc 0 21 21 31 

3 FBM2 Manager 54 BSc 7 13 20 34 

4 FBO2 Owner 37 BSc 0 16 16 21 

5 FBM3 Manager 46 HND 7 14 21 25 

6 FBO3 Owner 35 MBA 4 7 11 24 

7 FBM4 Manager 42 BSc 4 11 15 27 

8 FBM5 Manager 38 MSc 0 11 11 27 

9 FBO4 Owner 42 BSc 0 12 12 30 

10 TBO1 Owner 44 MSc 4 7 11 33 

11 TBM1 Manager 39 MSc 5 10 15 24 

12 TBO2 Owner 40 BSc 0 13 13 27 

13 TBO3 Owner 48 MSc 3 16 19 29 



 
 

212 
 

14 TBO4 Owner 44 HND 7 17 24 20 

15 TBO5 Owner 38 BSc 0 10 10 28 

16 HTM1 Manager 44 HND 8 13 21 23 

17 HTM2 Manager 39 BSc 6 11 17 22 

18 HTO1 Owner 38 BSc 4 11 15 23 

19 HTO2 Owner 42 BSc 3 14 17 25 

20 HTM3 Manager 37 HND 0 10 10 27 

21 HTO3 Owner 45 BSc 5 14 19 26 

22 HTO4 Owner 51 BSc 10 13 23 28 

Total Average 42 Av age B4 SME 26 

Table 5.4: Analysis of Nigerian SME Managers' Age  

 

The data's age of Nigerian SME managers suggests enterprising and venturing aspirations 

reckonable with youths saddled with challenging responsibilities. Besides family businesses, 

Nigerian managers consider (SME) careers after a university degree and the national service 

programme. That also explains the subsistence and survival-based motivations. A stakeholder 

-the global financial analyst (male, 49) commented on this phenomenon of the youthful 

Nigerian population by saying, “… as we keep developing as a nation, there are currently 

three game-changers waiting for optimisation to unlock our highest productivity and 

competitiveness. These include young people, women, and technology”. The Financial Broker 

(male, 44) spoke about youthfulness, not in the number of age but “the youthfulness of the 

ideas and practices that guarantee business sustainability”. Meeting the challenges of 

demands and solving problems around food and drink, transportation, and tourism are 

arguably energy-driven prerogatives, and youthfulness should be strategic for delivery.  

 

iii. Managers’ Gender 

Managers' data shows that thirteen (13) participants were male, and nine (9) were female. 

There was no logic to the gender imbalance in this participants’ group other than willingness 

and personal dispositions to share opinions. Neither does this representation have a bearing 

on a broader gender representation in Nigerian SMEs.  However, the same social-economic 

determinants for strategic directions for sustainability practices are homogeneous across 

genders. Gender cognitive prowess for strategic leading may vary, but this study’s scope is 

limited to visible managers' characteristics and sustainability practices. 

 

The participants’ demography is insignificant in determining the gender balance in business, 

except by other reasoning. Other social-economic factors could be responsible for the gender 
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disparity, which are insignificantly discovered in this study. The gender distribution is 

presented in the table below: 

Designated Titles Male Female Total 

Owners 9 (Nine) 4 (Four) 13 (Thirteen) 

Managers 4 (Four) 5 (Five 9 (Nine) 

Table 5.3: Nigerian SME Owners and Managers Gender Analysis.  

 

Nevertheless, the burden of economic freedom and responsibility traditionally lies more on 

males than females. That is likely responsible for male ownership towering over female 

counterpart in the ratio of 9:4. It is also impossible to determine if female ownership attracts 

less business risks and responsibilities. On the contrary, the female gender appears to find the 

enterprise environment tougher to sustain. A senior manager (female, 46) in a food company 

discussed the practicality of doing business sustainability amidst challenges in this quote: 

“Business in Nigeria is tough. You need to be very strong and persistent to succeed in Nigeria. 

You need to think about success and develop a thick skin to survive. And being a woman is 

more challenging, so be determined and resilient to succeed here.”  

 

This opinion is supported by another lady manager (food business owner, female, 42) with a 

philosophical proverb to buttress her point. She said, “When the river changes colour, you 

also must change your bucket. So, feminine flexibility must be your strong factor. You must 

keep it in your left hand because you came to market in the first place.”  To ‘keep in your left 

hand’ means preserved or not to be forgotten. Commentaries like this vary with individuals 

and are not necessarily gender-assigned perceptions. Otherwise, managers’ gender role is 

insignificant towards SME sustainability practices in Nigeria. 

iv. Prior Experiences   
Research data showed that fifteen managers (15/22 - 68%) had prior business experience. 

These previous experiences were mainly traceable to apprenticeship schemes, family 

businesses, or job-related engagements. Questions about previous experiences were answered 

with yes or no, with the relevant years before the current SME engagement. Previous 

experience was appropriate for the investigation to understand managers' business and 

stakeholders’ skills in Nigeria. The table below shows the dispersion of the managers 
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according to previous experiences. The detailed prior years of experience are in Table 5.1 

above.  

Designated Titles Zero Exp Prior Experience 

Owners Four (4) Nine (9) 

Managers Three (3) Six (6) 

Total Nine (9) Fifteen (15) 

Table 5.4: Nigerian SME Owners and Managers Experience Analysis.  

 

A critical interrogation of managers’ data suggested that prior experience is instrumental to 

understanding their strategic confidence and sustainability skills. For instance, a tourist centre 

manager (male, 44) affirmed how the “exercise of confidence and boldness” gained from prior 

experience helps in current practice. He further explained how his “proactive and creative” 

dealings are based on previous business experiences. A juice and beverage producer (owner, 

male, 35) also collaborated with this position, who said prior experience is the basis for hiring 

employees. He said, “… our managers are well-experienced and reliable. I have not been to 

the factory, yet everything is going smoothly because they all have good process experiences.” 

Three other managers shared similar opinions regarding prior experiences. 

 

Narrations of some managers suggested they were intentional while working in their previous 

enterprise to gain experience. For example, A transport business owner (male, 44) narrated, 

"Knowing I would somehow end up growing my own business, and I did not waste time after 

gaining some experience and clarity to start… My experience in this business began when I 

was assisting a childhood friend who owned an online store in Lagos…. The observations I 

gained for about three years…became my guiding light to my business.” Another transport 

business owner (male, 40) recalled his experience by saying, “It was a struggle at first because 

it was totally different from what I had studied in the university and because it was a small 

establishment then, I was not ashamed to go through the learning. Over time, I observed 

keenly and developed skills…, broadening my exposure…. This gave me a lot of confidence in 

humbling myself to learn until we grew into a sizeable company”. 

 

A tourism business owner (female, 45) expressed how the prior experience helped her build 

up the ‘requisite skills and capital to begin’. She said, “I worked…to gain some experience 
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and made some savings that raised my start-up capital which…were major inspirations for 

the business choice”. These uniquely narrated experiences in the interviews are diverse for 

individual managers with such backgrounds towards business decisions and practices. The 

extent to which prior experience influenced better sustainability practices is beyond the scope 

and relevance of the research objectives.  

v. Managers’ Backgrounds 

Managers' functional backgrounds influencing strategic choices and directions in the study 

data include social-cultural networks, family ties, business and financial experience, social 

background, educational background, location and residency. These ideas were implored by 

interrogating participants' profiles and personal revelatory narrations for SME practices. Large 

extended families characterise most Nigerian managers' backgrounds.  To them, large family 

background is an asset and leverage to business promotions like sales, advertisement, and 

advisory skills. For instance, extended family was expressed in these excerpts - “I am a family 

man with children and extended family dependants”- Hotel and tourism business owner 

(female, 45). “And I am a family man...with a large extended family trying to survive. We 

don’t count family members with numbers culturally, so I cannot tell you”-Transport business 

manager (male, 39).  

 

Business and financial backgrounds are also common characteristics of Nigerian SME 

managers. This was unveiled from reports of managers with inherited family businesses or 

those with economic buoyance to finance their enterprise capital. For example, a diary and 

confessionary business owner (female, 42) said, “APP Dairy Concepts is a family business 

established by my late father.” Another food and beverage business manager (female, 54) 

shared a similar experience of her ancestry connection to the current SME being managed. 

Most other managers attested to family and friends' financial support with business 

contingencies. For example, a juicer’s producer (owner, male, 47) excerpt captured her idea 

of family support this way- “our main sources of social and financial support are our friend 

networks and family support.” Managers' educational backgrounds (in ii above) also strongly 

suggest the impact of education on strategic decisions and practices. The data shows that a 

university graduate education suggests managers’ ability for outstanding business practices. 

 

Another functional characteristic of SME managers is their individual choices for business 

locations. Data suggested that most managers' decisions for business location are organically 
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stimulated by business demand and growth potential. For example, a food and beverage 

business owner (male,47) said, “Lagos is a commercial city with a very big market for 

businesses to operate successfully. In addition, many raw materials suppliers are needed for 

this production.” Though the beverage business manager (female, 46) claimed the location 

was the owner's idea, she added, "It is obvious the dense population and heavy traffic are the 

attraction.” she referred to the metropolitan city the enterprise is situated. Only one food 

business manager (male, 52) claimed the strategic location was based on personal interest and 

hubby but concluded that population size around his residency inspired business location.   

vi. Technological Savvy 

Data about technological perceptions and appreciation is a dominant characterisation of 

Nigerian SME managers in the interview. This factor was perceived by managers' inspirations 

and futuristic prospects for strategic manoeuvres and opportunities. This characteristic is 

coined with technological uses and diverse online explorations. For example, a beverage 

business manager (female, 38) narrated the technology imperative by saying, “The use of 

technology is needed to cope when you go for customer satisfaction because of the cost, 

different tests, and legal approvals required. The use of ERP (Enterprise resource planning) 

is also helpful and makes business transactions seamless.” 

 

Similarly, a transport business manager (male, 39) thinks technological utilisation is an 

innovative and friendly application that impacts future business viability. A transport business 

owner (male, 44) found that using technology like POS machines instead of cash is a strategic 

shift for health and regulatory safety during the pandemic. Similarly, two hoteliers considered 

promoting a conducive environment, and qualitative standards validate adapting technological 

investment to mitigate contamination in the hotel and tourism industry (Hotel owners, 42 and 

51). Online deals like ordering, booking, business processes, advertisement and business 

campaigns, training and surveys are some savvies that characterised SME managers too. 

Managers believe online deals save resources and minimise health compromises. A food 

business owner (female, 42) spoke about business processes that improve transparency, 

orderliness, transparency, keeping to schedules, and respectful values and habits. A hotel 

manager (owner, male, 42) summed his delight for technology, emphasising the various free 

online resources regarding training with this excerpt “There are many online trainings 

available for staff and managers which are mostly free.” 
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5.32: Managers' Cognitive Values. 

The second dimension of managers' characteristics is their cognitive values reflected in 

strategic decision-making and practices in the Upper Echelon framework adopted concept 

beliefs associated with SME strategic directions (Section 3.6.2). This section carefully isolated 

managers’ cognitive values related to sustainability practices in response to the second 

research question. Accordingly, these themes emerged from participants' dialogical data and 

the researcher's context and language interpretations relevant to qualitative ethics. Gioia et 

al.'s (2013) thematic process/methodology was applied in condensing data to themes. The 

developed data structure for managers’ cognitive values is demonstrated in Table 4.5, showing 

the primary concepts through the first-order factor and the cognitive dimension. 

 

i. Ownership Motivations/Financial Ties 

The study data suggest that managers' motivations for SME practices are tied to their 

ownership and power of strategic decisions. Aside from job/wealth creation, independent 

decision capability motivated managers when asked their reasons for joining/starting an SME. 

This idea was the response of all the business owners and some managers with similar 

aspirations. The excerpts below summarise this ownership influence on strategic decision 

power, especially the difficult sustainability decisions/practices. 

 

“The joy of being a boss and the freedom of taking business decisions were my primary 

motivation for being a small business owner. However, it should not be taken at face value.  

A boss carries a lot of concerns and trouble in the business that is not open to simple minds. 

For instance, whether the business turnover or not, I have employees to pay monthly. I have 

bills and services to pay as well. All these payments are to feed, clothe, or house somebody. 

These are the end goal that makes the struggle and entrepreneurship huddle worthwhile. I am 

highly motivated by solving problems with my little ideas, and when I reflect on these, I feel 

fulfilled” (Hotel and Tourism Owner, male, 42). 

 

Another buttressing quotation espousing this idea is, “Considering the growing Nigerian 

population, there are correlations between financial returns and essential goods like clean 

drinking water. I thought of solving the problem that would, in turn, solve my economic issues. 

So, I did some savings, got help here and there, and went into the streets” (A food and 

beverage business owner, male, 35). 
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Three managers expressed an opinion that characterised and explained managers' planning 

skills around contingencies and expediencies. A fast-food business owner (female, 42) 

summarised her thoughts; thus, “We are also making contingency plans for the different 

challenges that affect our operations. It is difficult to know all because of the present 

situation in the country, but we hope to make the best of it all”. A transport business manager 

(male, 48) and a tourism outfit manager (male, 44) shared similar thoughts on handling 

contingencies and expediencies that are more suitable for only business owners than an 

employed manager. Owners’ representations in the study show the independent rationale of 

ownership motives rather than senior managers.  

Designation Micro 

Enterprises 

Small 

Enterprises 

Medium 

Enterprises 

 

Total 

 

% 

Owners 3 6 4 13 59% 

Managers 0 8 1 9 41% 

Total 3 14 5 22 100% 

Table 5.5: Nigerian SME Managers -Ownership Analysis. 

ii. Proficiency and Competence  

Knowledge and competency are emerging factors from Nigerian SME managers’ data. These 

views were extracted from interrogating the advice they could give a potential new entrant to 

the sector and the other intuitive handling of practical sustainability issues. Some concepts 

that snowballed into managers’ competence and sagacity include patience and willingness to 

learn, business and market awareness, self-confidence, business and trends observations, 

understanding the risks, initiative and entrepreneurship.  Data showed manager's dexterity to 

learn is a strong cognitive characteristic. The willingness and unashamed strive to learn new 

skills and business prowess is demonstrated across the diverse managers. For example, A 

transport business owner (male 40) that switched from a different business field narrated his 

experience of willingness to learn a new skill this way -“It was a struggle at first because it 

was totally different from what I had studied in the university and because it was a small 

establishment then, but I was not ashamed to go through the learning.”   

 

Further suggestions for managers’ characterisation in the data are market and business 

awareness for strategic decisions. For example, a supporting insight to this idea was the 

saying, ‘Managers understand the market, customers taste and regulatory requirements if they 
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are competent”-A food and beverage business manager (female, 42). She added, “We know 

the government business support programmes.” A hotel and tourism business manager 

(female, 37) confirmed her organisational experience by saying, “We also do much training 

for the staff to keep them aware of current affairs.” Transport business managers diversely 

expressed that constant business and market awareness are no longer optional for responsible 

investment direction and clients' confidence - Transport business manager (male, 39) and an 

owner (male, 44). 

Similarly, data suggested the characterisation of managers by the ability to discern, plan and 

mitigate uncertainties and trends in strategic leadings. Such business discernment includes 

decisions like bulk contract engagements and clients’ sensitivities. A few managers' data 

suggested managers' confidence, creativity, environmental initiatives, opportunity perception 

and proactivity as their cognitive recommendations for potential managers.  

 

iii. Leadership Values 

Demonstrable leadership cognitions from the data that characterised Nigerian SME managers 

include concepts and values like honesty, transparency, fairness, skills, self-motivation, 

commitment to quality, accountability, responsibility and management, innovation, team 

orientation, versatility and vision. These attributes were discernible from various narrations 

and specifically made profound in genuine counsels for potential SME managers. Leadership 

virtues like honesty, transparency and commitment to quality are cognitive skills that build 

confidence and patronage for businesses. A hotel owner (female, 45) summarised it in this 

quote- “Integrity, honesty and loyalty are key qualities every businessperson needs to succeed 

and sustain their business. Clients expect us to keep their confidentiality matters as they take 

refuge in our resorts, and we uphold such trust professionally”. 

 

Accountability, responsibility and team-oriented management also cut deeply across some 

managers' opinions in the data. These are self-opinionated values and enforced ethics or 

conditioning for employees. A transport business owner (male, 44) revealed, "Within the 

company, all my staff know, as a matter of process, that we are consistent with our business 

goal with orderliness, transparency, keeping to schedules, and respect for client’s values as 

habits”. The food and beverage business manager (female, 38) listed leadership values like 

developing people skills, self-motivation, adequate reward management, dogged team, 
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customers and quality orientation as his leading beliefs for strategies. Diverse strands of 

leadership values were shared by various managers like the hotel and tourism business 

manager (male, 39), A transport business owner (male, 48), and a food and beverage business 

owner (female, 37). 

 

Cognitive concepts like innovation, versatility and vision were also captured from managers' 

data uniquely attributable to leadership characteristics. Managers like the food and beverage 

business manager (female, 38), the food and beverage business owner (male, 47), and the 

transport business manager (male,39) passionately spoke about driving operations with 

innovations and deploying diverse creativities to SME challenges. Most managers expressed 

certain sustainability-driven visions about their strategic future, such as scalability and 

technological investment to meet demands. A good example of such narration is the excerpt 

from a food and beverage business owner (male, 35) “We are currently struggling to meet 

demands which means we must strategically invest and innovate our production processes. 

We would need better and faster machines to match demands efficiently. We also hope to be 

able to invest in cheaper renewable energy to reduce the air pollution from our 

plants/generators”. 

 

iv. Resilience. 

Resilience is another cognitive capability of Nigerian managers characterised by the study 

data. Success drive, survival instincts, resourceful, hero mindsets, strong-willed and 

persistent, and flexibility are a few exemplary concepts that define this trait. Success and 

survival instincts are embedded in the managers' narrations, interrogating the rationale for 

practising SMEs and identifying and managing key stakeholders. Owning or managing SMEs 

successfully in Nigeria is already an escape route from poverty and unemployment to success, 

as admitted by some managers like the food business owner (female, 42), the transport 

business owner (male, 44), and a hotel and tourism business manager (male, 44). Two 

managers, the transport business owner (male, 44) and the food and beverage business owner 

(male,35), shared cognitive ideas of doing business in Nigeria, including survival thinking and 

flexibility consciousness. Another manager participant (food and beverage business owner, 

male, 47) advised potential managers about resilience, saying, “… be proactive in responding 

to challenges. Understanding Nigerian uniqueness is a plus for sustainability and survival”.  

And another intercontinental restaurant manager (Male, 52) added, "Flexibility must be your 
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strong factor. You must keep it in your left hand because you came to market first. Be 

determined to keep focus and maximise the opportunities you see per time. Tomorrow may be 

another taste and demand”. 

 

Other cognitive evidence for resilience in the data includes the various managers' strong will 

and determination in defiance of the glaring inadequacies. The transport business owner 

(male,38) said, “I am determined to break out of poverty, which is impossible with regular 

jobs”. Several language nuances like the “I can do it” mindset” by a transport business owner 

(male, 40) and “developing a thick skin to survive” by a food and beverage business manager 

(female, 46), were used in describing their situational resilience. Another managerial counsel 

suggesting the strength of resilience is “personal character like confidence and determination 

to succeed” by a food and beverage business manager (female, 42). This character was also 

used to describe coping strategies with SME challenges and contingencies like security issues 

and amenity shortages. Resilience alludes to character elasticity, quick recovery from 

difficulties, and toughness in resisting adverse circumstances. The spread of resilience, 

resourcefulness and comebacks situations are too many from every participant to include all 

relevant excerpts in the face of social and economic constraints, especially for educated 

youths. 

 

v. Business Orientation   

Business orientation is a benign cognitive characteristic of managers’ strategy in the data. The 

main concepts from the data that characterised this trait are customer orientation, capital 

resourcing, marketing and sales-oriented, process and production, business competition 

awareness and supply chain orientation. These concepts are solicited from questions about 

participants' rationale for practising SME, identification of opportunities, and constraints to 

SME practices. For example, when quizzed about their key business stakeholders, twenty-one 

managers, representing over 95% (21/22), identified their clients/customers and employees as 

key strategic stakeholders.  They all intuitively maintained that key business stakeholders are 

the main reason for their operations and whose interest their company exists to serve. Few 

managers regarded regulatory agencies and employees as business stakeholders with 

clients/customers. 
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Raising cheap capital is one common cognitive strategy among owners/managers. For 

example, managers easily identify ideas like personal savings, reliance on family networks 

and informal mechanisms to raise capital instead of bank loans in their discussions.  For 

instance, a beverage business owner (male, 35) said, “The banks I approached were 

demanding security I could not provide…I raised the minimum capital internally from friends 

and family and have kept that attitude going aside for savings and reinvestment of profits”. 

Another hotel and tourism business owner (male, 51) said, “After graduation, I decided to stay 

back to work for a while, saving money to raise capital to start my own business”. The 

pandemic-associated restrictions revealed managers' cognitions for alternative sales platforms 

and customers satisfactions such as online adverts, ordering, virtual meetings, customer 

surveys, and training. For example, a popular transport business owner (male, 44) coined his 

manoeuvring strategy as quoted below; 

“We use an online log system, which they can access and audit for that purpose. Online 

advertisements and clouting are free to a certain degree; we rarely knew of this opportunity 

until now. As a marketing strategy, we encourage our followers and clients to share our 

business on their social timelines”. 

 

Data also suggest managers' cognitive awareness of their business challenges and productive 

processes like access to raw materials and logistics owing to security. Such cognition leads 

them to strategic bulk purchasing and managing irregular supply chains. A hotel business 

owner (female, 38) revealed that  “Staying updated with current affairs and new regulations 

are very helpful… awareness for our staff and the customers is very important. Bulk contracts 

and purchases have become the norm because of the many uncertainties and protocols in 

today’s transactions”. Another manager (food business manager, male, 52) explaining the 

rationale for bulk purchases said, “Any deviation from quality or product customers are used 

to without proper sensitisation could lead to their exodus to another competitor”. He 

emphasised how a typical Nigerian manager is conscious of business competition, aside from 

multinational companies' unfair advantages with the government. The diagram below 

graphically shows Nigerian managers' characteristics unveiled above. 
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Fig 5.1: Nigerian Owners’/Managers' Characteristics for Sustainability Practices. 

5.40: Stakeholders' Influence on SMEs' Sustainability Practices. 

Stakeholders’ influences are dimensional strategies identified from participants' data for SME 

sustainability practices in Nigeria. These ideas are not constrained to SME sustainability 

practices alone but all sustainability agendas. These results are relevant to the research gap in 

question three (3) concerning stakeholders' impacts on SME sustainability practices in 

Nigeria. The emerging influences are experts’ recommendations from Nigerian Managers' and 

stakeholders as reflected in sustainability practices and captured in qualitative research ethics. 

These interventions are crafted with data structure demonstrated in Table 4.6. The 

interpretations of these thematic dimensions are captured as internal managerial alignments 

and external stakeholder interventions for Nigerian SME sustainability practices.  

 

5.41: Stakeholders’ Managerial Alignments for Sustainability Practices. 

Stakeholders' internal management alignments are essentially the prescriptive strategies and 

sustainability responsibilities for Nigerian SME management. Internal managers’ alignments 

are condensed attributes/opinions for Nigerian SME managers following participants' views. 

These alignments are suggested to optimise SME organisational practices and ethics. The 

emerging stakeholder alignments isolated as sub-thematic factors include Cognitive 

Excellence, Managerial Skills and Sustainable Entrepreneurial  Culture. Detailed 

interpretations of data evidence substantiating these alignments are elaborated subsequently. 
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a. Cognitive Excellence. 

Cognitive excellence is a wrapped theme of SME stakeholders’ experience-laden mental and 

professional frameworks that facilitate sustainability practices in situations. It is also an 

augmentation of leadership responsibilities for organisational challenges. The factor 

aggregates the phrases and concepts from Nigerian SME managers and stakeholders for 

internal management alignments for sustainability practices. The ideas aggregated for 

cognitive excellence include creative and sensitive insights, vision-oriented, versatility in 

business products and markets, focus, patience, succession plans, strategic thinking, 

awareness and supply chain optimisation, decision-making, self-confidence, perseverance 

and problem-solving. Other cognitive excellence includes self-control, willpower, being 

emotionally strong, collegial ability and genuine employee care, diligence, commitment to 

competence, and social and environmental sensitivity. The details of these ideas are in the data 

structure of Table 4.5 in section 4.5 above. 

 

Questions bordering on stakeholders' opinions on factors that optimise and influence 

sustainability practices were used to elucidate these ideas. However, managers were asked to 

proffer solutions to the SME sustainability dilemma, like waste and diversity issues. These 

values/ideas are classified as cognitive because of discernment and intelligent connotations 

for recognising attributes of sustainability practices. For example, the notion of vision 

requirement for managers was a popular recommendation among stakeholders’ participants. 

The Management Consultant (male, 44) described his experience with Nigerian managers as 

“very visionary, big picture, excited, erratic and impulsive.”   However, he strongly opined 

that managers' values and abilities to realise vision must be matched with determination. This 

is because he considered managers' character paralleled to SMEs’. Therefore, he suggested 

specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART) visionary orientations 

for SME owners/managers. 

 

The other experts/stakeholders with similar suggestions on vision conceptions and execution  

include the trade union leader (male, 46), lawyer/policymaker (female, 55) and business 

researcher (female, 45). In context, one expert suggested that “managers' attitudes like self-

determination, setting goals and achieving them must transcend the beauty of boardroom 

fantasy to the actualisation of values in business” (Trade Union Leader (Male, 46). The 

opinion of a female lawyer/policymaker (55) suggests that managers' organisational visions 
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are traceable by their “investment directions, research and learning, sincerity with staff, 

customers, and brand statements”. “It is the vision of leaders, not the organisation that 

actualises great future…are identifiable in technological leverage, advancement of humanity 

and corporate opportunities optimised” (Business researcher, female, 45). 

 

Strategic thinking and plans are other top generic advice for managers for sustainability 

practices. For example, the Lawyer/Policymaker (female, 55) identified the absence of 

strategic and long-term plans are responsible for ill investment in employee training and 

succession plans. While the Business Researcher/Consultant (female, 45) argued that trust and 

team confidence are responsible for inelaborate strategic planning in Nigerian SMEs. This 

opinion was collaboratively admitted by some owners who had similar lived experiences. 

These owners include a food and beverage business owner (female, 42), a hotel and tourism 

owner (male, 51), a transport business owner (male, 48) and a beverage business owner (male, 

44). The trade Union Leader (male, 46) admonished that managers must be sensitive, patient, 

and versatile in business products and market stakeholders to gain employee confidence for 

long-term retention. 

 

The global financial analyst (male, 49) recommended creative insights to operate SMEs 

optimally. In his view, managers should be familiar with the supply chains of their business 

to maintain sustainable budgets considering the predisposed context challenges. The 

Technology Consultant (male, 47) and the corporate SME Banker (female, 42) emphasised 

managers’ appetites and discipline for spending and procurements. Some managers identified 

similar self-control and emotional strength factors in balancing personal spending with 

business (food and beverage business manager, female, 46 and transport business owner, 

male, 48). This challenge is expressed in managers’ family or personal financial concerns. 

The government consultant on SME matters (male, 58) summarised his views by 

recommending collegial abilities, future-mindedness, and genuine care for stakeholders 

(especially employees and immediate communities) to be professionally updated and utilise 

collaborative opportunities as business hurdles emerge. Similarly, another female expert said, 

“…businesses need to operate, recruit, and collaborate with their work circle to get the best 

and the future of the business.” (Business Researcher/Consultant, Female, 45). 
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b. Managerial Skills.  

Upskilling of managerial capabilities is another internal alignment recommended by Nigerian 

stakeholders and managers for sustainability practices. The concepts aggregated for this theme 

are not limited to a data structure in Table 4.7 of section 4.5.2 above. The evolving notions 

for this theme include developing enterprise policies for equal pay, women’s rights, 

prevention of gender stereotypes and sexual harassment, investing in EDI, ownership rights 

policy, risk management and provision for the future. Promotion of productivity, alignment 

with better technology, maximise ROI, growth inclined, business, and professional 

partnership. Other concepts include promoting education, training, effective communications 

skills, writing business plans and proposals, financial statements, management of time, team 

and projects, delegation, negotiating, and tough and assertive ability with corruption. The 

detailed explanations of this evidence are subsequently expatriated.  

 

Stakeholders' designs for managerial upskilling are professional and experiential insights for 

sustainability demands in contemporary SMEs. The emphasis on managerial skills within the 

data suggests policy development and implementation in SMEs. These include policies that 

safeguard social and ecological sustainability concerns and inequalities. The top 

recommendations are a policy that protects gender-equal pay, opportunity, diversity and 

inclusion (The management consultant, male, 44 and the policymaker, female, 55). Similarly, 

the corporate SME Banker (female, 42) reiterated policy needs that prevent gender 

harassment, stereotypes and performative behaviours within organisations/SMEs. In her 

words, “… if there are no such policies, business owners would unknowingly encourage 

unnecessary competition and eye service (performative behaviours) among staff just for 

evaluations and not sustainability” (Corporate SME Banker (female, 42). The government 

consultant on SMEs (Male, 58) suggested the policy plug for states and companies to protect 

women's rights to property, inheritance and ownership, general health and safety protocols at 

the workplace and promotions of equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI).  

 

Some owners/managers also made a guideline case for equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) 

against ethnicity, stereotypes and corruption portrayed in various narrations. A food and 

beverage business owner (Female, 37) attributed the inaccessibility of government aid and 

grants to political nepotism (known as long legs) while lamenting the non-functional 

framework for equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI). That also resonates with a transport 
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business owner's experience (male, 44) who recounted how his efforts at getting certain 

financial facilities were denied inspite meeting requirements. Data suggested that diversity 

and inclusion hold weight in the recruitment process too. “…ordinarily some people would be 

hesitant to work in our industry considering the religious connotations of hotel business if not 

for our diversity and inclusivity approach” (Hotel and tourist owner, male, 42). 

Considerations for customers' language, culture and economic power determine the range of 

products a beverage business manager (female, 38) attested. Such innovative thinking 

incorporated EDI principles unknowingly. 

 

Risk and project management are other important skills stakeholders suggested for future 

managers towards sustainability practices. The Management Consultant (male, 44) amplified 

this concept following his experience with Nigerian managers leaning more towards 

transactional deals than project-oriented ones. This increases business risks and influences 

negative reputations and branding for managers. That idea also collaborated with a Business 

Researcher/Consultant (female, 45) who observed that some managers are hurrying to cash 

out rather than their product niche or quality. The trade union leader (male, 46) and the 

financial analyst (male, 49) suggested data points on skills like productivity, growth, and 

investment return. The Trade Union leader considered growth and returns the prime 

motivations for Nigerian SMEs. The financial analyst (male, 49) was more comprehensive in 

his views. According to him, “I admit that sustainability practices are not cheap, and 

managers’ primary goal is to maximise returns and growth; they must be mindful of the future 

too.” He concluded that managers need to evolve and embrace modern technology to leverage 

the quality and cost gaps. 

 

Skills like technological alignment, time and team management are mainly opinions of the 

SME solution technologist (male, 47). He strongly observed that it is impracticable to be 

sustainable in contemporary SMEs without adequate adoption of such ideas. Other 

stakeholders/experts that supported these notions in diverse strands include the Business 

Researcher/Consultant (Female, 45), the SME banker (male, 42), and the Management 

Consultant (male, 44). The Financial Broker (male, 44) and the policymaker (female, 55) 

emphasised business and professional partnerships, delegation, negotiation, and assertiveness 

skills. They claimed such skills elaborate synergy, operational efficiency and diminished 

corrupt practices.  
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Other managerial skills suggested in the data include training and education inclinations, 

effective communications skills, and writing business plans, proposals, and financial 

statements. For example, in explaining managers’ limitations to valuable partnerships, the 

Government Consultant on SMEs (Male, 58) observed that many managers have little idea 

about proper financial statements and business plans. The Corporate SME banker (female, 42) 

shared similar thoughts limiting managers to certain banking leverages in financing their 

projects. She believes such limiting skills are updated financial statements, planning and 

proposal writing. A more comprehensive perception is the summation of the Management 

Consultant (male, 44) – “The problem is how they speak up, not what they speak. I believe if 

they make it empirical and data-driven, rather than sentimental…”. Data suggested trainable 

and educatable managers’ skills.  The Business Researcher/Consultant (female, 45) identified 

trainability and adaptability skills for contemporary sustainability managers. In her words, “… 

with the rate technology is evolving, it is no longer acceptable for managers to tik the training 

box. They must be trainable, willing to learn new things and help their teams to do likewise”. 

This opinion was also underpinned by notable managers like food and beverage business 

manager (female, 38), transporter (male, 38) and tourism centre owner (female, 45). 

 

c. Sustainable Entrepreneurial Culture. 

Sustainable entrepreneurial culture is constructed from managers' engagement requirements 

for sustainability imperatives. Data suggested this management alignment in SME 

owners/managers' entrepreneurial behaviours and experiences to achieve sustainability 

practices in businesses. These behaviours include managers' ability and reflexibility with 

changes and risk anticipations. Others involved commitments to health and safety, sustainable 

packaging and retailing, and reducing carbon footprints, plastic waste, and pollution. 

Recycling waste, energy efficiency, resource optimisation, community engagement, climate 

risk reduction, and environmental management training were also captured. Detail notions for 

this theme are tabled in the data structure in table 4.7 of section 4.5.2 above. 

 

Managers' affront to risk management leads the data set in stakeholders' views. The nine 

expert participants commented on various forms of risk anticipation and control for managers. 

These propensities are relatable considering the diverse social and economic uncertainties in 

Nigeria. The technological solutionist (male, 47) comprehensively narrated the phenomenon 
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better. That “business owners must be people with hero capabilities (mindsets), unafraid of 

risk where others cower in…to face greatest challenges like COVID-19 pandemic and remain 

unabated”. A couple of managers, like the food business owner (female, 42), a hotel manager 

(male, 44) and a hotel owner (male, 51), agreed to this idea in explaining their coping 

mechanism inspite of challenges. “Doing business in Nigeria needs being flexible and readily 

prepared to change as that is the only permanent experience here” (Trade union leader, male, 

46). 

 

The trade union leader (male, 46) also suggested that managers have to be committed to health 

and safety in business environments. He emphasised regular employee training with fire drills, 

CPRs (cardiopulmonary resuscitations), manual handling, and protective devices /uniforms. 

The financial analyst (male, 49) suggested sustainable retail packaging with decomposable or 

recyclable materials. He said, “The menace (of unrecycled plastics) has trapped many cities 

globally and would soon be here if managers failed in their duties”. The Business 

Researcher/Consultant (female, 45) shared a similar opinion on the packaging, business retail, 

carbon footprints and pollution. She summarised that “health is a better wealth than money… 

it is an increased manager's responsibility to prevent disease outbreaks with their businesses 

and pursue economic values”. The corporate SME banker (female,42) and government 

consultant (male, 58) stressed business pollution impact extensively. They advised using 

approved disposable garbage dumps and reducing carbon emissions from power plants, 

devices and vehicles that could impact climate health and lung disease. The Financial Broker 

(male, 44) firmly said, "… a serious-minded manager would accept the culture of cleanliness 

and efficiency with or without laws”. 

 

Other sustainability cultures suggested in the data for managers are focused on community 

interaction and engagement. These were drawn concepts from Nigerian stakeholders and 

managers alike. For example, the Management Consultant (male, 44) advocated for businesses 

(managers) interfacing with the immediate community in sundry matters, and not only for 

corporate social responsibility (CSRs) duties alone. He claimed such practice “has long 

become tokenism and transactional in perceptions”. Some transport managers (e.g., Transport 

business manager, male, 39 and Transport business owner, male, 48) stated how they rely on 

community networks and information to assuage the security challenges. The government’s 

SME consultant (male, 58) was strongly persuaded by environmental management training. 
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In his evaluated opinion, society’s climate risk challenges cannot be resolved by the state 

alone without businesses' cooperation. Some social climate issues emphasised include 

deforestation in the north, erosion havoc in the east and flooding in the middle belt basin. A 

broader description of stakeholders' influence on Nigerian SME sustainability practices is 

explained below.  

 

5.42: Stakeholders’ Interventions 

Stakeholders' external interventions are strategic views of the Nigerian SME managers and 

stakeholders to alleviate the sector's various social, economic and ecological concerns.  The 

emerging sub-themes from this intervention include policy and regulatory reforms, practical 

sustainability education, decentralisations, privatisation and diversifications, collaborations 

of experts and resources, and democracy & stakeholders’ engagements. These sub-thematic 

interventions constitute SMEs’ external prescriptions for national and global value sustainable 

development (Kaimuri and Kosimbei, 2017). Detailed presentations of the evidence/factors 

are elaborated subsequently. 

 

a. Policy/ Regulatory Reforms for Sustainability Practices. 

Policy and regulatory reforms influence factors for Nigeria's sustainability practices from the 

participants' data. These opinions questioning national constitution reform are responsible for 

current unsustainable practices and other regulatory weaknesses that require strengthening.  

The diverse concepts accountable for this theme include reformations of fiscal policies like 

taxes, tax exemptions, incentives, tax holidays, harmonised taxation across sectors and 

regulation of importations. Others include regulation of informal sectors, educational sector, 

MSMEs, social implementation frameworks, weak and slow judicial system, and review of 

the exclusive infrastructural lists. 

 

Nine managers' data shows shared opinions on the current taxation system and how 

unsustainable it influences their practices. Three of them expressed a few recommendations 

for the issue. Examples of such suggested ideas include these excerpts; A beverage business 

owner (male,35, with an MBA degree) said, “The first and most important stakeholder to help 

with sustainability is the government. Fiscal policy must be harmonised to reform taxation 

policies. My tax here differs from those doing the same business in Kano or Kaduna… And 

considering the load of bottlenecks we undergo, tax holidays are needful to allow us to 
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stabilise financially. It is also important that such a policy ought to protect us from cheap 

importation and competition.” This opinion is shared by a medium-sized hotel business owner 

(male, 42) with an emphasis on tax exemptions and incentives.  While another medium size 

fast food business owner (male, 47) thinks food importation should be regulated against local 

products by calling for “relax SMEs taxes, legislate promotions for local content and practices 

that boost economic activities and creativity.”  

 

The SME’s Management Consultant (male, 44) held a similar opinion about local content 

protections when he said, “Imagine legislation that compelled everyone in all businesses, 

including banks, to wear African fabric one day a week. Such a law will double the Fabric 

output (Ankara and Kaftan) and the multiplier effects on supply chains. Those are examples 

of things that will strengthen businesses.”  

 

The data also suggested reforming the informal sector, such as the current apprenticeship 

scheme and integrating it into a national frame through national policy ratification. Three 

stakeholders’ participants strongly advocated reforming and institutionalising apprentice 

schemes like the Igbo Apprenticeship Scheme (IAS) across Nigeria (Lawyer/Policymaker, 

female, 55; the Business Researcher/Consultant, female, 45; and the international fellow of 

financial analyst, male, 49). Their collective reasons are organic equity funding, capacity 

utilisation, training, and harmonised market shares. Another policy reform from the 

participants' data for sustainability practices is the Nigerian MSMEs' definition and 

framework review. The below excerpt typified such opinion on MSMEs reform- “Firstly, a 

comprehensive MSMEs definition by national stakeholders is needed to determine the goals 

to pursue and policies support, initiatives, and funding if the economic subset must progress 

from the near infancy level. This involves all regulatory stakeholders playing the current 

confusing roles” (An international fellow of financial analyst, male, 49).  

 

Participants' data shows stakeholders call for social reforms in early-year education for all 

genders, legislation that harnesses government agencies' functions, initiatives, monitoring and 

social frameworks implementable.  Four stakeholders pointed out these diverse government 

agencies' overlapping tasks, often leaving government roles either over-regulated or under-

reached. The Business Researcher/Consultant (female, 45) stressed the need for government 

funding to monitor and enforce early childhood education for all genders to avoid child labour 
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and early marriage that traditions and culture have institutionalised. This idea was supported 

by the SME’s Corporate banker (female, 42) and A SME’s Management Consultant (male, 

44). Harnessing framework of agencies functions for social implementations, such as multiple 

environmental agencies, taxation agencies, traffic control agencies, and local council touts.  A 

stakeholder summarised this thought with this excerpt- “So they (Nigerians) are just waiting 

for the right policy environment and the right framework to harness their energies and translate 

it into more productivity” (The International financial analyst, male, 49). 

 

Another policy reformation in the data is increased budgetary allocations for infrastructural 

development, review of the exclusive lists in the constitution and judiciary speed. Three 

stakeholders suggested reversing budgetary allocations where capital expenditure is higher 

than the expenditure for quicker infrastructural development. A good example of such opinion 

is this quote - “I think if the government were creative to rebalance the budgets for more 

capital expenditure as a policy, issue of amenities would soon be forgotten” (SME’s 

Management Consultant, male, 44).  (An international fellow of financial analyst, male, 49) 

and (Lawyer/Policymaker, female, 55) opined that the exclusive list majorly constrains 

infrastructural development in Nigeria. The list review will enable private sectors and regional 

stakeholders to invest in infrastructure. The SME’s Management Consultant (male, 44) and 

the trade union leader (male,46) discussed the slow pace of the justice system and almost non-

active labour court, respectively, while advocating for the review of the system's policy. 

 

b. Practical Sustainability Education for Sustainability Practices. 

Another stakeholder intervention suggested for sustainability practices in Nigeria from the 

data is the practice of sustainability education. This encompasses all forms of education with 

practical implications and drifts from theories. The culminating ideas include management 

upskills and development, effective communication, management and leadership skills, digital 

transformation research, technical education, practice curriculum, expertise and 

entrepreneurship training, leverage on contemporary research, business recycling and 

renewable training, citizen awareness programmes and compulsory quality education at all 

levels. 

 

Data shows that Nigerian stakeholders believe practice management education and training 

are needed for sustainable SMEs and development projects. Some of the leading ideas 
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suggested for this idea include advocacy for awareness programmes, qualitative and 

entrepreneurship education, the leverage on contemporary research, management and 

leadership skills, upskills development, strengthened value system and manager character. 

These concepts are isolated from three influential participants (An accountant and trade union 

leader, male, 46 male; Tech Consultant, male, 47 and A Govt consultant on SMEs, male, 58). 

Participants acknowledged systemic issues like managers being unaware of efficient practice 

opportunities, poor customer management and employee relationship to a lack of qualitative 

education and entrepreneurial communication skills (The Business Researcher/Consultant, 

female, 45 and the SME’s Management Consultant, male, 44). 

 

Two stakeholders suggested solutions like upskilling in digital education, digital research, 

technical education, and increased practice curriculum in tertiary institutions (Tech 

Consultant,  male, 47 and the SME’s Management Consultant male, 44). They agreed that 

government provide some training, but their outputs are not monitored or evaluated. The 

Financial Broker called on the government to enshrine governance principles “in our 

educational systems so that transparency, leadership, ethics, integrity, and responsibility 

would become national values…. If our priority is wrong, our outputs will always conflict with 

national and individual objectives. While the government consultant recommended “follow-

up mechanisms to monitor and evaluate training performances. Such areas are necessary to 

assist managers in performing better and surviving” (male, 58).  

 

Another form of educational intervention from the data is modern business education which 

minimises certification and enhances training on recycling and renewable practices reserved 

for the “less educated people” (Business Researcher/Consultant, female, 45). This was based 

on her belief that most Nigerian graduates opt more for white-collar jobs instead of seeking 

entrepreneurial exertions. In similar thought, the tech consultant suggested: “Entrepreneurial 

training, leaning on contemporary research and mentorship is critical” (A Tech Consultant, 

male, 47). He believes academic education is insufficient for the “in-depth experiential 

tutelage”. The legal practitioner and policymaker insisted that government must provide 

business sustainability training/programmes focusing on “the bigger picture of national 

economics” (Lawyer/Policymaker, female, 55). In the words of the management consultant, 

he appealed for “broad-based practice competencies” beyond academics (A Management 

Consultant with SMEs, male, 44). 
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Lastly, three participants advocated for universities to research more on unique national issues 

for sustainability practice solutions. According to the financial analyst, “… we can't just copy 

and paste from other countries because our situations are different and peculiar. We should 

be able to find local solutions to our local problems” (A global financial analyst, male, 49). 

This idea was also shared by a Financial Broker, male, 44 and a lawyer/policymaker, female, 

55). The Management Consultant (male, 44) suggested reviewing university curricula to 

integrate people's management, effective communication, and data-driven propositions in the 

marketplace. Interventions like government and learning institutions providing 

entrepreneurship development centres to management upskill (A Financial Broker, male, 44), 

and public-private partnerships with training institutions (Tech consultant, male, 47) are 

common recommendations for knowledge updates and innovations. 

 

c. State Devolutions [Decentralisations] for Sustainability Practices. 

Other interventions include government decentralisation of powers and privatisation of 

responsibilities to intervene in the infrastructural gaps, insecurity, and oil dependency. Some 

ideas culminating into this theme, as suggested, are the concentration on the oil economy, too 

much federal influence and responsibility, local and private security systems, private 

investments in public infrastructure, international partnership for infrastructure development, 

privatises social amenities, divesting public sector control to bridge the infrastructural gap, 

modernised agriculture, and information technology. The detailed presentations of these 

pieces of evidence are narrated below from the stakeholder’s data. 

 

Privatisation is one of the stakeholder interventions suggested for equalising infrastructural 

gaps. For example, the business technologist says, "The Nigerian market is very flexible, and 

customers are willing to pay for quality if you are consistent. I have no doubts that foreign 

capital investments here, if privately managed, will guarantee sustained returns” (Tech 

consultant, male, 47). Similar ideas were held by the Government Consultant (Male, 58) and 

the Management Consultant (Male, 44), who stressed that there is too much concentration of 

power and responsibility at the federal level for economic efficiency and infrastructural 

management. Another evidence for privatisation is the suggestion for community policing as 

a strategy for insecurity issues against the one national police outfit (The technology 

consultant, male, 47). Two other stakeholders (the Trade union leader, male, 46, and the 
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Management Consultant, male, 44) also discussed local and private security systems within 

industries, universities and local communities familiar with the challenges. 

 

Other data evidence for decentralisation and privatisation is the advocacy for private sector 

investments in public infrastructure. The Lawyer/policymaker (female, 55) and business 

Research Consultant (female, 45) believe that private investment in social amenities and other 

public sector-controlled infrastructure could lead to sustainable management and monitoring 

of projects than the current state handlers.  A Financial Analyst (male, 49) further considered 

such private investment, either local or foreign, could help with modernised agricultural 

systems/farming, electricity and information technology. A good example of this evidence is 

the excerpt below -"…we conducted a study, and for many SMEs, their highest cost is not 

even staff costs but electricity and modern processes. They generate their own electricity. So, 

the government must intentionally identify and deal with private and foreign investors with 

thinking that creates sustainable fronts here and there" (An international fellow of financial 

analyst, male, 49). 

 

According to the Trade Union leader and Accountant (Male, 46), “private managers have 

proven to be more effective than the public sector…if the state would permit expert 

interventions like monitoring and evaluation of some sectors performances”. He was referring 

to the central bank lending system allowing active monitoring of start-up businesses. At the 

same time, political decentralisation is advised for farmland control influencing the herders-

farmers unrest around the country by two stakeholders. The Government Consultant (male, 

58) encouraged animal ranching rather than grazing farming systems causing continuous 

conflicts. He claimed this could be by decentralising government control on lands like the 

telephone industry. A similar thought was shared by the Corporate SME banker (female, 42), 

who believed the overreaching dependence of the national economy on oil (petroleum) is a 

challenge diminishing the SME potential as an economic sector. She hence suggested 

diversifying the economy to encourage private participation and investments nationwide. 

 

d. Economic Development Engagements for Sustainability Practices. 

The stakeholders’ data suggested collaborative efforts and engagement roles for different 

SME stakeholders as intervention strategies. Those intervention ideas suggested cooperation 

and respect between governments, communities, economic agencies and trade organisations 
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in handling sustainability affairs/practices. Based on stakeholders' beliefs, the interventive 

concepts include leadership participation, joint stakeholders' performances, development 

partnerships, business engagement advocacy, work circle collaboration, SME-international 

networks, access to oversea networks and capabilities, collaborative and organisational 

deals, safety bubble collaborations, social networks, community engagements, and developing 

collective abilities and networking. These concepts were captured from interrogating 

participants on how to influence sustainability practices in Nigeria. Detailed contexts for these 

opinions and experiences are presented subsequently. 

 

Stakeholders' data suggested that the inclusive approach to planning and managing SMEs 

would resolve community conflicts with businesses constantly being experienced. The 

Business Researcher/Consultant (female, 45) believes promoting a unitary framework for all 

stakeholders, government ties, implementation agencies, banks, and trade unions could 

enhance transparency and equality for sustainability practices. She added that “operating 

businesses in silos” is primarily responsible for high SME mortality rates in Nigeria. She 

maintained that team confidence and succession plans are eroded in organisations without 

inclusion and collaboration. Similarly, the trade union leader and accountant (male, 46) 

advocated for the institutionalisation of a unified "sustainability task forces/agencies for 

monitoring and advocacy" practices such as "environmental pollution, social and ethical 

resonance, …and economic resilience". Government agencies are called to partner with the 

private sector (SMEs) and lead the industry with inspiration and leverage (A Financial Broker, 

male, 44).  

 

The global financial analyst (male, 49) suggested the need to comprehensively define the 

national SMEs' goals in policy and practice to guide stakeholders' scope and collaboration 

agenda. Three other stakeholders shared this view in their diverse opinions. For example, the 

government consultant on SMEs (male, 58) thinks SMEs comply with regulations more when 

the gap between the monitoring agencies (especially environmental waste management) is 

minimised through partnership. While the Technology Consultant (male, 47) believes 

collaboration with the local community is a better-policing strategy against looming insecurity 

issues. The Financial Broker (male, 44) believes that government participation in 

contemporary research could provide a wealth of knowledge and practices that positively 

influence the social and environmental business through budgetary allocations. While Govt 
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Consultant on SMEs (male, 58) and Business Researcher/Consultant (female,45) further 

emphasised the business partnerships that foster effective communication and collaboration 

necessary for structure, planning and marketing.  

 

Four stakeholders’ participants think private-public partnership is a strategic means to foster 

a unified and suitable SME environment. According to the female lawyer/policymaker (55 

and leading an international corporate governance professional organisation), "The 

government must come to terms with nation-building as a partnership between the private and 

public sector. While the private sectors (businesses) create values and employ citizens, the 

public sector must be responsible for developing suitable environments for businesses to 

strive". Other participants that held and expressed similar ideas include the Technology 

Consultant (male, 47), the Business Researcher/Consultant (female, 45), and the Financial 

Broker (male, 44). 

 

Data also suggested market and organisational collaboration being a strategic means to 

influence sustainability practices in Nigeria. These ideas were contextualised and wrapped 

within knowledge alliances, international business networking (such as collaborative bulk 

deals and technical capability synergy) and capital funding. The government consultant on 

SMEs (male,58) expressed these ideas and concluded that “networking as a sustainability 

practice in this contemporary era is no longer advisory but mandatory”. While the Business 

Researcher/Consultant (female, 45) encouraged business owners, government agencies and 

technocrats/consultants to form Collaboratory channels for possibility (sustainability) 

initiatives, adding that “it is impossible to legislate all business attitudes and nuances”.  

 

The data also shows ideas for stakeholders' engagements with strategic decisions, like the 

sudden ban on certain businesses without consultations. According to the Management 

Consultant (male, 44), “Such erratic decision should have been discussed with the 

stakeholders, and gradual adjustments approach should have been endorsed instead of the 

sudden ban after monies have been invested in the business heavily. I understand the 

government's concerns are security, protection of lives, safety, etc., but more dialogues would 

have given a better yielding solution. The technology consultant (male, 47) describes 

stakeholders' engagement and networking as safety bubbles where information sharing, term 

development, and new technology learning are optimised.  
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The SME’s Corporate banker (female, 42) expressed the need for training collaboration by 

the trade union leaders. She opined that each trade association should find partnerships for 

skill development, technology transfers, and outsourcing of expensive services. The 

Management Consultant (male, 44) and the Technology Consultant (male, 47) emphasised 

knowledge alliance in promoting digital technology, digital transformation, marketing, and 

scaling of management priorities. The Trade Union leader (male, 46) appealed to religious 

and community leaders to network with businesses operating in their domains for inclusive 

interactions. According to his philosophical submission, “… your immediate community is 

your brothers’ keeper in days of trouble”. Finally, the female Lawyer/Policymaker (55) 

stressed that the world is increasingly becoming a global village for isolation of products or 

markets. “Go out, network, and learn what companies are doing right and build your brand” 

(Lawyer/Policymaker, Female, 55). She concluded with, “…customers’ loyalty is a thing of 

the past… people only go to where they are served best.” The evidence of internal 

management recommendations from stakeholders found is subsequently presented in the next 

section.  

  

e. Cultural/Traditional Reformation Agenda for Sustainability 

Practices 

Reformations of culture and traditions emerged from the Nigerian stakeholders' data for 

sustainability practices. Cultural/religious beliefs and traditions are existing and embedded 

values and practices which negatively impact SMEs’ sustainability agenda. Some contributing 

ideas have blurry interactions with SME sustainability practices but not the adverse 

consequences. The clamouring ideas like the necessity of education for leaders, rejection of 

hereditary hierarchy and patriarchy, education for traditional/cultural leaders, promotion of 

secularism, enshrining of democratic values, regulations on fanatism, accountability of 

religious leaders, abolishing early marriage and mandatory quality education validate 

stakeholders’ intervention. The diverse intersections of embedded culture with sustainability 

agenda and SME practices in Nigeria are reported below. 

 

The ideas supporting the need for traditional leaders to be educated are expressed in various 

ways. Narrated data showed how unenlightened traditional leaders made contractual decisions 

that adversely influenced business operations and sustainability practices in such domains. 
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The water and beverage business owner (male 39) revealed that a traditional leader signed the 

petrol chemical venture that polluted groundwaters in his area. He believes such a situation 

“has increased sustainability requirements and cost for us running businesses that utilised 

water”. Another supporting evidence for that idea is the loss of huge investments by traditional 

leaders' restrictions on multinational companies in their local area. Two SME managers (Male, 

48; Female, 42) narrated their unique experiences that turned those investments away. 

"…...Women are not allowed to lead any enterprise, no matter how competent they are. 

However, the international NGO’s agenda concerns only women's affairs. Our leaders and 

traditions here only reckon with women as housewives and in the kitchen. In fact, they(women) 

are not allowed to do certain jobs even if they are best for such jobs." (Food and beverage 

SME owner, female, 42).  “I believe the poverty level in our communities would have been 

less if not for cultural stereotypes and stigmas perpetuated by cultural and religious leaders” 

( Transport business owner, male, 48). 

 

Data also captured the effects and rejection of hereditary hierarchy and patriarchy as hurdles 

to sustainability practices. The Lawyer / Policymaker (female, 55) laments the practice of 

inheritance in many communities that recognises only male children. This affects business 

succession planning and disenfranchises girls from hard work, knowing they do not stand a 

chance”.  Other participants spoke about the culture of hereditary hierarchies reserved for the 

aged. According to the Government Consultant on SMEs (male, 58), traditions support this 

practice with adages like "... what an old man sees while sitting; a child can never see even if 

he climbs a tree”. The management consultant (male, 44) also spoke about the difficulties in 

ascendancy to leadership since tradition reckons only with older people. In his words, ".... 

‘Ekpako o ye iroro’ (grey hair represents wisdom), which has adverse effects on the quality 

of management decisions and competitiveness.” A fleet owner/manager (male, 44) also 

mentioned how the premium on age had prevented the hiring of capable hands in the past. The 

Corporate SME Banker (Female, 42) also narrated how the hereditary hierarchy has stalled 

SME project implementations because of unresolved disputes arising from the male right to 

lead a firm against a competent female manager. "Egwa! Eshare re akpor na re?" (It is 

abominable for women to lead. Are men still around?). These practices negatively affect 

diversity and employee motivation in growing SMEs. 
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Other stakeholders' reformation for tradition and culture is the need to regulate extremism and 

fanaticism. This takes the form of religious obsessiveness, ethnic radicalism as well as gender 

superiority which have negative influences on sustainability practices. For instance, a food 

and beverage business owner (male, 47) narrated how religious extremism nearly crippled his 

firm when they started because many employees would leave their duties for prayers on a 

certain day of the week. "The concept of unity in diversity is not understood then in our factory 

until we are trained to hedge it with policies". The management consultant (female, 42) also 

relayed his experience in an organisation he has worked with lately. I observed that "you 

cannot see a Christian sitting with a Muslim colleague to share ideas in that organisation. I 

have to inform the management of the potential hostilities and unhealthy competition". 

Practices like that breed cultural intolerance and quality issues if traditional views are not 

reviewed.  

 

Further suggestions from participants' data hinged on enshrining democratic values in 

promoting sustainability practices. A hotel and tourism business owner (male, 51) said, "... 

our organization gives equal treatment to all our employees irrespective of their religious or 

ethnic background. We also treat all our clients equally, regardless of their social or ethnic 

status". The existence of democratic values enhances employee motivation and creativity for 

achieving the ultimate business objectives. Conversely, a fleet owner (Male, 40) lamented 

how undemocratic practices made it difficult to practice sustainability initiatives in local 

parlance… "how you wan stay this garrage come dey challenge chairman". (The transport 

union chairman has the final say. Nobody dares challenge his opinion). A similar opinion was 

shared by another transport business owner (male, 38) about how he was prevented from 

initiating some planning and control measures in the business. "... my employees sometimes 

return from work with stories that the union chairman took my vehicle for personal use without 

my permission. 

 

Finally, the accountability of cultural and traditional leaders was highlighted in a few spots in 

stakeholders’ data. The practices of impunity by religious leaders that are spiritual and moral 

models need checking. The management consultant (Male, 44) pontificated on religious 

leaders marrying children and embezzlement of funds as laying unsustainable precedence for 

sustainability practices in a business environment. The Business Researcher/Consultant 

(Female, 45) also narrated how bad it is for religious leaders not to be accountable just because 
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they operate in faith and morality. She argued that most people causing havoc in businesses 

believed and belonged to a religious body. The lawyer/policymaker (female, 55) opined that 

early marriage is responsible for some investors holding back on employee qualitative training 

and the difficulty with succession plans.  A hotel and tourism owner (Male, 51) buttressed this 

by saying, ".. you invest so much in the training and retraining of employees, especially the 

female. The next thing you know, they are married. Once they are married, they leave your 

organisation”. These stakeholders' opinions hinder sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs, 

especially with the social and economic inadequacies. 

 
Fig 5.2: Stakeholders' Interventions to Influence Nigerian Sustainability Practices 

 

5.5: Summary of themes. 

This chapter presented the findings of the three research questions after data analysis and 

philosophical underpinnings. The preliminary results examined participants’ characteristics 

as research data sources (in sections 5.1.-5.12). These include the external characteristics of 

Nigerian SME stakeholders and managers, whose unique worldviews shaped the subjective 

realities of the results. The main result (from section 5.20) presented that participants 

interpreted ideas from data (sets in section 4.5.2) and condensed them into thematic and 

dimensional factors for easy comprehension and logical flows.  
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Three-dimensional factors emerged to highlight the contemporary Nigerian antecedents 

influencing SME sustainability practices. These dimensional themes include political and 

governance, economic and financial, cultural and societal values, and business orientation 

(strategy) dimensions. Each dimension was framed by sub-thematic factors that influenced 

the diversities of SME sustainability practice. The most critical dimension is the political and 

governance dimension which was crystallised from negligent government roles, weak 

institutional nuances, policy inadequacies, and insecurity challenges. The economic and 

financial dimensions represented poverty, infrastructural gaps, pandemic nuances, and capital 

issues. The cultural and societal dimensions emerged from precipitated factors like traditional 

and cultural beliefs and family orientations. Business strategy dimensions condensed ideas 

such as innovation, entrepreneurial orientations, contemporary marketing, and material 

sourcing. The researcher's data evidence regarding Nigerian SME sustainability practices 

includes verbatim quotations and idea constellations. 

 

That was followed by the results of the second research question with an in-depth relationship 

analysis of SME managers' characteristics and sustainability practices in Nigeria. The report 

presented the relationship in two-dimensional factors viz, managers’ observable 

characteristics and cognitive values. The dimensions were Upper Echelon concept framing 

and analysis, as reviewed in sections 2.6.2. The observable characterises dimension 

constitutes SME managers' education, age, gender, prior experience, social and economic 

backgrounds and technological savvy. In contrast, the managers' cognitive dimension were 

value-sensitive characterisations that include business motivations, competence, leadership, 

resilience and business-oriented factors. These factors were deducted from Nigerian SMEs’ 

data extracted through interviews in qualitative research culture. 

 

Finally, sections 5.40 to 5.42 unveiled two-dimensional stakeholders’ factors influencing 

Nigerian SMEs' sustainability practices. The first dimension presented stakeholders' 

management alignment strategies and intervention requirements for sustainability practices in 

(Section 5.41). The second dimension encapsulated external stakeholders’ interventions for 

SME sustainability practices (in Section 5.42). Management alignment dimension revolved 

around ideas like managers' cognitive excellence, managerial upskilling and sustainable 

entrepreneurship culture. At the same time, the stakeholders’ intervention dimension 
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articulated policy and regulatory reforms, practical education, devolution of government roles, 

development engagements and reformation of traditional culture. These sub-thematic factors 

emerged from unique subjective views of Nigerian SME stakeholders and managers within 

qualitative ethics.  Again, relevant data evidence was supported with verbatim 

quotations/excerpts from interview transcripts. The subsequent chapter discussions depict 

interplays of these results with germane theoretic underpinnings of sustainability practices and 

Nigerian SMEs. 
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Chapter Six: Discussion of Research Findings 

 

6.0 Overview 

The importance of this chapter is to discuss the intersections of the study's findings with 

theoretical implications that align with the research objectives. The discussion focused on the 

distinguished research gap’s findings and the relevant interplay with extant literature. By 

implication, the central tendencies of the investigation are analysed within theoretical balances 

for SME sustainability practices. Hence, the three (3) research questions leading the research 

trajectory include ascertaining the current antecedents influencing sustainability practices. 

Secondly, what is the relationship between the manager's characteristics and sustainability 

practices in Nigerian SMEs? Moreover, lastly, how can stakeholders influence SMEs' 

sustainability practices in Nigeria? Therefore, the preceding chapter delivered the matching 

reports for the research objectives. 

 

The preliminary findings contextualised data sources and participants' observable 

characteristics that resonate with the studied context for easy understanding. The participants-

centred information relatively lays the foundation for ascertaining their unique views based 

on traits. Preliminary context also gives readers insights into Nigerian managers’ 

characteristics and stakeholders on SME sustainability practices. Providing contextual 

descriptions of participants in qualitative studies is espoused in and becoming a constant trend 

among contemporary scholars (Entrialgo, 2002; Janssen, 2012; Nwobu, Iyoha and Owolabi, 

2018). Insights of such dimensions outlay the information's genuineness and credibility and 

connect readers to the context’s phenomenon (Mannay & Morgan, 2015; Silverman, 2015). 

The main findings were reported in sections 5.20 to 5.40 above in bridging the research gaps 

and objectives. 

 

6.1. Current Antecedents to Sustainability Practices 

Four reported themes of dimensional issues emerged in exploring the contemporary 

antecedents influencing Nigerian SME sustainability practices. These dimensional reports in 

sections 5.21 to 5.23 include political & governance, cultural & societal values, economic & 

financial systems and business orientation dimensions. The applicable theoretical tendencies 

of these results within the Nigerian SME sustainability practices are analysed below. 
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6.11: Political and Governance Dimensions to SME Sustainability Practices. 

The political & governance dimensional factors influencing Nigerian sustainability practices 

include the void of government roles, policy inadequacies and insecurity challenges. These 

factors significantly influence societal development and SME sustainability practices in 

various ramifications. The findings also further validate the global aspirations for sustainable 

development goals [SDGs] (especially the 11th and 16th, reviewed in section 2.13). The result 

further aligned with the importance of political and government roles in optimising the 

sustainability agenda within developed and emerging contexts (Agwu, 2014). The finding also 

confirmed the complementary roles of the states’ interventions of sustainability practices and 

values (Young and Dhanda, 2013; Atsu and Ojong, 2014).  However, the political and 

governmental dynamics with Nigerian SMEs vary from the accountable, representative and 

symmetrical power relations suitable for sustainability practices (Ramcilovic-Suominen and 

Kotilainen, 2020; Westman et al., 2020). 

 

Government roles’ negligence in this study parallels Atsu and Ojong's (2014) positions that 

found significant relationships between government agenda and SME sustainability, like 

infrastructure and capacity building. However, the existential issue in that study, like the 

provision of affordable technology, is still relevant. The result aligned with Eniola and 

Entebang's (2015) position regarding government influence on Nigeria's SMEs' performance. 

Government invalid roles through enforcement instruments and rules were major frustrations 

inhibiting SME growth and sustainability. The policy perspective influencing SME 

sustainability practices is further extended in this result. The finding aligned with Blundel and 

Thomas' (2013) position in addressing appropriate policy needs for emerging contexts by the 

government for SME (entrepreneurial) sustainability initiatives. Government negligent role 

and policy inadequacies are espoused by corruption and a weak institutional environment 

(Ojeka et al., 2019). 

 

That result agrees with Adekunle's (2021) and Jones et al. (2009) position that communities 

depend highly on governments with institutional confidence, but citizens avoid states without 

command and control instruments. However, the reverse is the case in contexts where policy 

and implementation are inconsistent for trust and efficiency (Baumann et al., 2008). Stagnated 

policies are also said to influence arbitrary regulation implementations, leading to extortions 

and thuggery. SME sustainability practices within such settings provide impracticable 
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budgeting, project planning and investment practices (Anekwe, Ifeoma, Ndubusi-Okolo and 

Uzoezie, 2019). This is also a similar characteristic of emerging economies reviewed in 

section 2.5.  Failures of government roles these challenges and projects SME limitations and 

entrepreneurial risks, which are apprehensions to SME investors (Osita-Njoku, 2016). The 

finding also attests to SMEs' short-termism plausible for environmental and social business 

practices (Daryaei et al., 2021). Hence, the reputations of developing markets regarding 

developmental drawbacks and visionless political leadership are confirmed (Auriacombe and 

Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2019). The discovery differs from government roles and legitimacies 

reviewed in section 3.2.2 and the extant literature on Nigerian SMEs and sustainability 

initiatives. 

 

Based on participants' data and the political challenge influencing Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices, Rampant insecurity extends the political and government dimension. 

These reoccurring insecurity alerts and overwhelmed security agencies aligned with nascent 

scholarship on Nigeria(Ifeoma, Purity and Chuka, 2019; Adegbite and Machethe, 2020). The 

implications for SME practices, such as waste, enhanced uncertainties, increased costs, price 

inflation and enterprise shutdowns, have lingered (Ibietan, Jide and Ekhosuehi, 2013; 

Anekwe, Ifeoma, Ndubusi-Okolo and Uzoezie, 2019).  The finding agrees with Ifeoma, Purity 

and Chuka's (2019) result, which identified insecurity as a political and governance failure of 

the Nigerian state. However, Ibietan et al. (2013) and  Chukwuma et al. (2019) observed the 

Nigerian insecurity challenge as a business factor- unsafe for business sustainability practices.  

 

The duration of the problem of insecurity in Nigeria suggests a major negative influence on 

SME sustainability. By implication, the vulnerability of Nigerian SMEs is contingent on 

investors' safety. Therefore, the government and political stakeholders responsible for security 

are implicated in relevant actions. This also expands the horizon of contemporary factors 

influencing Nigerian SMEs' sustainability practices. 

 

 

6.12: Cultural Dimension to SME Sustainability Practices. 

The contemporary societal and cultural dimensions influencing sustainability practices in 

Nigeria are traditional/cultural beliefs and extended family orientations. The relevance of 

these factors is the significant influence on societal decisions and behaviours towards SME 
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sustainability practices. Though the research result suggested duplicities of influence of this 

dimension, the focus is on prohibitive nuances of cultural beliefs like religious exclusions, 

fanaticism, girl child education inhibitions and patriarchy. The finding of cultural and 

traditional values impeding sustainability practices agrees with a plethora of gender literature 

(Amaechi, 2011; Okeke, Ibenwa and Okeke, 2017; Cafferky, 2018). The culture of 

extravagance, and social inequality, especially with gender, aligned with Allanana's (2013) 

position of patriarchy being a relevant feature of Nigerian society. The effective need for 

diversity, inclusion and democracy in the plater of religious beliefs substantiates the 

promotion of a deep-rooted sustainability agenda in the marketplace (Xing and Starik, 2017). 

The finding also confirmed acceptable social bias culturally enshrined in the organisation's 

thinking (Linnenluecke et al., 2007). 

 

The Nigerian societal family orientation is attributed to social capital in diverse sustainability 

practices (Hrynenko and Kyryliuk, 2019; Ma and Kaplanidou, 2021). Moreover, that includes 

family support, motivation advice and collaboration towards scaled sustainability initiatives. 

That agrees and associates family members' involvement in SMEs as a global practice of 

family business (Anantadjaya et al., 2010; Reck et al., 2021). The finding also aligned with 

Eddleston's (2020) position that family members can learn from relatives' mentor experiences 

and networks to enhance entrepreneurship capacity. However, the undue dependence of 

extended family members on SMEs challenges sustainability management, ethics, and 

decision-making. This finding varied from the ethical decision-making in SMEs and family 

firms as a sustainability practice (Reck, Fischer and Brettel, 2021). The culminating effects of 

family members’ financial dependency on SMEs diminished business by eschewing 

extravagance for long-term focus (Kavas, Jarzabkowski and Nigam, 2020).  

 

Cultural and traditional dimensions influencing Nigerian SME sustainability practice a 

contribution to the Nigerian context literature. The implication for SME owners/managers is 

to insulate businesses from family and traditional influence. This demands emotional strength 

to develop business policies that prevent traditional/cultural extravagance. Such cognitive 

dexterity can also be enhanced by empowering managers with professional codes of conduct. 

National agencies like the National Orientation Agency of Nigeria (NAO) and traditional 

leaders are responsible for communicating positive government policy and public opinion, 

promoting unity and developing Nigerian society. 
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6.13: Economic Dimensions to Sustainability Practices. 

The dimensional economic factors influencing SME sustainability practices include generic 

poverty and inequalities, infrastructural failure, capital shortages and the pandemic effects on 

Nigerian SMEs. Economic inadequacy associated with Nigerian SME sustainability aligns 

with various Nigerian SME literature (Nnamani, 2004; Bowale, 2013; Akinola, 2015). It also 

aligns with contemporary emerging context experiences (Amaechi, 2011; Schleicher, 

Schaafsma and Vira, 2018; Knowles, 2019). The limiting impacts of economic factors found 

on SME sustainability agree with contexts evidence, like India (Soni, 2017), Pakistan 

(Rasheed and Siddiqui, 2019), Indonesia (Desiyanti et al., 2020) and Nigeria (Akanmidu, 

2015; Taiwo et al., 2016; Ibrahim et al., 2018). The commonality of this challenge within 

global south economies relates to the high cost of sustainability demands (Afreen and Kumar, 

2016), development shortfalls (Dissanayake, 2021) and entrepreneurial motivation (Diabate 

et al., 2019; Korpysa, 2020).  

 

The effects of economic limitations on SME sustainability programmes align with scholars' 

recommendations for social and economic leverage in implementing the broader sustainability 

orientation and activities (Font, Garay and Jones, 2016). It also rationalised the recurrent 

aspirations of SME managers for innovative technology and upskilling in emerging contexts 

(Demirbas et al., 2011; Zeneli and Zaho, 2014; Musa and Chinniah, 2016). The discovery 

galvanises investors' contemplations, entrepreneurial strategies and entrepreneurship 

education (Yang, 2012; Breton-miller, 2017). The area of fiscal difficulty also suggests policy 

modifications requirement for relevant stakeholders consistent with SME practices (García-

Vidal et al., 2020). This difficulty resides in inconsistent fiscal policies and provisions for 

SME sectors. Ozili (2020) supported this economic and fiscal difficulty position with the high 

cost of borrowing and investment break-even difficulties. The bottlenecks include short-term 

financing imperatives, credit demands like collaterals, and paper works beyond the regular 

SMEs. 

 

The negative influence of infrastructural inadequacies on sustainability agendas as an 

economic factor is recurrent outcomes in emerging contexts (Albala-Bertrand, José, 2004; 

Palei, 2015; Solomonov et al., 2020). Hence the result aligned and reinforced the theoretical 

positions of recent literature. The effects of these economic inadequacies on SMEs vary from 
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water, electricity and good roads to affordable telecommunication and training institutes 

(Agwu, 2014; Atsu et al., 2014; Ndiaye et al., 2018). Infrastructural inadequacies 

understandably suggest Nigerian SMEs' rationale for gravitating towards capital-intensity, 

unsustainable competition, and ineptitudes of management that escalate SMEs' mortality rates 

(Taiwo and Yusuf, 2012; Agwu, 2014; Zayyad and Toycan, 2018). The result further aligns 

with Belas et al. (2020) position regarding relevant SMEs' business environment as social and 

economic demands for sustainability development. This further elaborates on the gap in 

stakeholders’ responsibility and development exigencies in the Nigerian SME context (Atsu 

and Ojong, 2014a; Rahimian et al., 2017; Effiom and Etim Edet, 2018). 

 

The result agrees with Eniola et al.'s (2015) findings and suggestions for Nigerian SMEs’ 

practices concerning infrastructural perspective. The result intuitively inferred the solutions 

IAS (Igbo Apprenticeship Scheme-IAS) provides and its philosophical stance on 

sustainability practice. The capital model is highly recommended for various economic 

benefits such as market responsibility, access to training and capital, limited competitive 

fractions and poverty alleviation. The credibility of an informal capital scheme (IAS) in 

financing SME projects sustainably further explains the access to finance and affordability of 

capital for economic sustainability development. Therefore, the practice implication requires 

a holistic stakeholder approach to expand, include, and be transparent with policy 

ramifications. Stakeholders' financial inclusion position of Adegbite and Machethe's (2020) 

findings and institutional support for bridging SME financing gaps (Quaye et al.'s 2014) align 

with the research result.  

 

The emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic significantly influenced Nigerian SMEs' practices 

from various perspectives. The pandemic reflects bi-focal impacts on Nigerian SMEs from a 

broad perspective. The negative socio-economic impacts like movement restrictions, social 

distancing and additional costs for infection control and public health protocols stalled SME 

operations. Social misunderstanding, communications, and government laxity further 

pressured Nigerian SMEs. The discovery is like past empirical evidence about the 

government's response to change and pandemics in Sub-Saharan Africa (Awojobi, 2014; 

Akinola, 2015). 

 



 
 

250 
 

On the other hand, the phenomenon significantly stimulated innovative ingenuities and 

technological inspirations. Data showed SMEs’ innovations in navigating businesses by 

utilising social media and technical aids to eviscerate resilience during the pandemic in 

Nigeria. This is supported by scholarly suggestions promoting the use of media like Facebook, 

YouTube, WhatsApp, Messenger, and WeChat for businesses (Harun, Md Sabri and Ahmad, 

2021). 

 

The finding implicates public health stakeholders with extensive responsibilities in emergency 

planning and knowledge extensions in Nigeria. Some of the national stakeholders include the 

Nigeria Centre for Disease Control (NCDC), the Nigeria Institute of Medical Research 

(NIMR) and the Nigerian National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA). The result also 

implicated the stakeholder's engagement approach as a necessary frame for reversing the 

current trends. This includes stakeholders’ identification, isolation of relevant policy/practice, 

framing of priorities, scope and policy reform (Schleicher et al., 2018; Caldera et al., 2019). 

These responsibilities may also foster other sustainable development goals (SDGs) [like the 

11th and 16th] for Nigerian SMEs in enhancing investment attractions (Hsu and Chang, 2017). 

The pandemic influence on SME practices is a context-specific contribution to knowledge and 

literature for Nigerian SMEs and sustainability practices. 

 

The economic dimension confirms notable empirical evidence regarding the economic 

relevance of sustainability practices with emerging contexts (in sections 2.5) and the Nigerian 

small and medium enterprises (SMEs) practices (in sections 3.4 to 3.7). The economic factor 

appeared vital to Nigerian SMEs' sustainability and practices in optimising their employment 

and growth objectives. The revelation also partially confirms and interprets the extent to which 

economic factors contribute to the SMEs' high mortality rates in Nigeria (Adebisi and Gbegi, 

2013; Anekwe, Ifeoma, Ndubusi-Okolo and Uzoezie, 2019). It also expands stakeholders' 

roles for SME sustainability through innovation, capability and commitment in emerging 

contexts (Musa and Chinniah, 2016; Imran et al., 2019) and national economic diversification 

in Nigeria (Egbulonu & Duru, 2018). Economic considerations also stabilise SMEs' local 

productivity, exports and other macroeconomic inequalities (like the balance of payments) for 

long-term sustainability concerns (Panshak and Ozdeser (2020). 

 



 
 

251 
 

The research finding implicates diverse economic development agencies in Nigeria. The 

policy implications need government agencies like the Nigerian Export Promotion Council 

(NEPC), the National Economic Reconstruction Fund(NERF), The Central Bank of Nigeria 

(CBN), the Federal Institute of Industrial Research (FIIR), and the Nigerian Bank of Industry 

Limited (NBI) to empower SMEs and entrepreneurial initiatives with sustainability practices 

deliberately. SME-specific agencies like the National Association of Small and Medium 

Enterprises (NASME), the Nigerian Association of Chambers Of Commerce, Industry, Mines 

and Agriculture (NACCIMA), the Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency of 

Nigeria (SMEDAN) and the National Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP) could nurture 

Nigerian SMEs to economic inclusion by responsible execution of their unique objectives. 

The integrated efforts of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in Nigeria could also be 

implicated with collaborative efforts like technological transfer and interest-free capital 

interventions. 

 

6.14: Business Orientation Dimensions to Sustainability Practices. 

The business orientations (strategies) dimension is the unique SME culture or ideological 

orientations applicable to business objectives. Business orientation evolved from condensed 

organisational factors for SME sustainability result expediency. These factors are issues of 

technology/innovation, entrepreneurial skills, contemporary sales and material sourcing 

influencing SMEs. The results of this dimension resonate with many extant literature 

outcomes (Linnenluecke et al., 2009; Jansson et al., 2017; Belas et al., 2020; Windapo et al., 

2020; Wiratmadja et el., 2020). The results significantly aligned with the positions of reviewed 

literature; however, they slightly coded differently, as in section 2.3. Every theme is developed 

from the participants’ world view in a qualitative culture to help understand Nigerian SME 

stakeholders and managers on sustainability practices. This section demonstrated the degree 

of alignment of these results with existing theoretical ramifications for better insights.  

 

Access to technology and suitable innovations found as SME aspirations aligned with many 

current SME and sustainability practice literature (Pratono, 2016; Yacob et al., 2017; 

Kamarudin et al., 2018; Muhd et al., 2018). Though these scholars agree with the necessity 

of technological innovations in SMEs, Yacob et al. (2017) observed that managers only invest 

very little in green technology. The scholars viewed cost, change effects and the training 

implications of technology at par with owners’ short-term goals.  The discovery amplified the 
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stringent economic bottlenecks militating SMEs and emerging contexts (Thampy, 2010; 

Jamali and Karam, 2018). That notwithstanding, technological aspirations and innovations 

influence business processes strongly(Pinelli and Maiolini, 2017; Folk, 2018; Chiaramonte et 

al., 2020), as reviewed in section 2.3.2. Some multifold benefits of innovative technology 

leverage managers' roles, like standardising operations, planning, monitoring and evaluations 

(Koniukh and Yushchyshyna, 2018). Cenamor and Wincent (2019) amplified the relevance 

of digital and networking capabilities of technology in enhancing SMEs' entrepreneurial 

strategic performance. 

 

The existential imperative of technological orientation and innovation accelerated with 

pandemic challenges that interfered with Nigerian SME practices. This result suggested 

alignment with more stakeholder (Government's role) interventions in enabling the business 

environment to adopt sustainability practices (AbuBakar et al., 2020). It also expanded the 

notion of achieving sustainable development and changing innovation by disrupting science 

and technological trajectories in emerging contexts (Nwankwo and Ahmed, 2010; KPMG, 

2012). The application of such an idea potentially holds the shift from traditional business 

practices to sustainable and technology-driven processes and productions. The results 

contribute to sustainability practices literature in emerging fields and hold policy implications 

for stakeholders. 

 

Contemporary sales/marketing is new and unrelated to extant literature. However, the 

operational implications of the craving for digital optimisation, online marketing, campaigns 

and virtual visibility agree with emerging theoretical positions. The result agreed with 

integrating digital platforms for business practices (Cenamor and Wincent, 2019; Fraccastoro 

and Pullins, 2020; Unni, 2020). The result is an emerging concept among SME 

literature(Cenamor and Wincent, 2019; Fraccastoro and Pullins, 2020). The result confirms a 

similar finding about understanding the role of digital and social media marketing in consumer 

behaviour (Unni, 2020). Digital appreciation is the leading sustainable means for business 

visibility, customer satisfaction campaigns and virtual training through social media 

platforms. It also agrees with the SME entrepreneurial strategy of competing through digital 

platforms by capability development, networking and ambidexterity (Cenamor, Parida and 

Wincent, 2019). The popular philosophic quote, “doing business without (digital) visibility is 

as the winking of a pretty person in the dark”, is instructive and existential. 
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Entrepreneurial orientation and material sourcing were also organisational factors that 

significantly influenced Nigerian sustainability practices from the participants' opinions. The 

result of entrepreneurial orientation concurs with significant extant literature (Soininen, 2013; 

Abu Bakar and Mamat, 2017; Nasution et al., 2021). Though the contexts vary, the 

organisational implications are similar. The ramifications in SME sustainability practices are 

also contemporary (Cenamor and Wincent, 2019; Diabate et al., 2019; Korpysa, 2020). The 

result aligned with the preponderance of scholarly thoughts that expedite entrepreneurial 

orientation as a plug to sustainability practices across contexts (Chouayb and Elkheloufi, 

2020). The practice implication centred on SME owners/managers to optimise business 

objectives (Keil et al., 2017). These results had practice implications for investors and SME 

sponsors because of context awareness regarding efficient supply and demand. That also 

includes dynamic capabilities for identifying relevant supply chain management. Hence, 

business acumen as a sustainability pedigree is substantiated and supported (Pandey, 2020; 

Ramdan et al., 2022). This finding espoused organic entrepreneurship training with the ability 

to compete globally while sourcing materials efficiently. 

 

These results align with Hadi and Santoso's (2020) position on enhancing SMEs' contextual 

issues and optimising potential benefits like e-business utilisation, technological appreciation, 

social sensitivity, and green consumerism for enterprise performance. The revelations confirm 

knowledge extension to Liu and Yan's (2018) findings for corporate sustainability and green 

innovation in an emerging economy. Identifying strategic barriers like innovations, 

entrepreneurship, marketing, and material resourcing influences institutional and 

organisational sustainability mechanisms (Mani and Gunasekaran, 2018). This implies that 

sustainability practice in the Nigerian context is a dynamic capability with concerted 

requirements for innovation, material and skills networking and entrepreneurship acumen 

(Szostak, 2020).  

 

 

The revelation has both policy and practical implications for SME sustainability practices. 

The different consumer protection agencies like the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau 

(CFPB), the Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC), the Federal Trade Commission 

(FTC), the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and the Nigerian Content Development and 
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Monitoring Board (Local Content Act 2010) needs reviews to monitor, evaluate and intervene 

SME supply chain sector to protect the sector from import competitions and technological 

aids. Business schools and institutions also update training curricula to meet national skill 

gaps and entrepreneurship. Consolidated approaches of private-public sector influence 

connote SME strategic empowerment in the long term. 

 

6.2: Managerial Characteristics and Nigerian SME Sustainability Practices. 

The result associates Nigerian SME managers' characteristics and sustainability practices in 

section 5.30 answered the second research question and objective. These characteristics were 

framed using  Upper-Echelon Theory (UET), reviewed in section 2.6.2. The concept design 

followed a linear relationship in examining top managers’ observable and cognitive values for 

strategic organisational decisions, like sustainability practices. The two-dimension level 

findings theoretically aligned with the UET with slight variations. The subsequent exploration 

identified the research results' theoretical alignment and diverse implications. 

 

6.21: Managers Observable Characteristics Dimension.  

Managers' observable characteristics include educational background, age, gender,  years of 

experience, social background and technological savvy. These factors are within the 

conceptual framework for examining top management leaders and are associable with firms' 

strategic decisions (Hambrick and Mason, 2010). These reported observable characteristics 

aligned with Oti’s (2013) external managers/leadership traits. These include traits like 

academics’ career growth, and leadership position.  Observable characteristics are external 

capabilities (Perreault et al., 2007). The result suggested that managers' educational level, age, 

gender and experience are essential to sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs. Managers' 

(executives’) observable characteristics, such as skill, behavioural pattern, nativity, and 

organisational and social backgrounds (Reza and Nezhad, 2021), aligned with this result. In 

SME-specific and developing contexts, managers’ observable characteristics, among other 

variables, were discovered to positively and significantly impact SME resilience toward 

business competition (Faeni, 2016). 

 

Observable characteristics like gender, age, education and experience were also found to 

significantly affect managerial attitude to risk and other dominant leadership roles (Rasheed 
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and Siddiqui, 2019). The result of observable characteristics influencing sustainability 

practice also aligned with Campanella's (2019) position that external management 

characteristics like gender, educational level, age and ethnicity influence SMEs’ access to the 

bank loan. The dimension of our finding also aligns with Makani et al.'s (2020) position that 

unveiled that educational level, SME owner-manager type, training and place of origin 

significantly impact access to bank credit in Cameroon. Similarly, the characterisation of 

managers' traits per exhibited capabilities supports the finding of this study (Reza and Nezhad, 

2021). They found managerial skills and behavioural patterns like technical ability and 

interpersonal skills to motivate business success and employees.  

 

However, Russ and Lengel's (1990) evaluation of top managers’ characteristics with 

sustainability initiatives suggested dual insights. On the one hand, scholars displayed the 

connection between observable traits like high performance and evaluation abilities in high-

level communication to sustainability. These characteristics also appeared unrelated to 

managerial educational level, organisational tenure, sender/receiver orientation, or 

introversion/extraversion.  Diabate et al. (2019) found key managerial features like the 

entrepreneur's age, work experience, and educational level not associated with SMEs' 

sustainability practices. Moreover, demographic values like the ethnic minority, the age and 

gender of an SME manager do not influence sustainability ideas like employment growth  

(Janssen, 2012).  

 

Another alignment with the previous studies is the dimensions of changing business elites and 

institutional environment. Yamak (2006) found influenceable external managerial factors like 

classism, educational level, business experience, and political capital (socio-economic 

background). Similarly, organisational change relates to managers' observable characteristics 

like management term heterogeneity, educational speciality and level, age, tenure, and 

training as positive indicators (Wiersema et al., 1992). This further reinforced the alignments 

of managers' observable characteristics to sustainability practices and within the SME 

practices. Gender also correlated reasonably with SME owners' management practices in 

emerging contexts (Laaraj and Ferhane, (2019). Many studies show that educational level, 

age, gender, prior experience, and social-economic background influence sustainability 

initiatives, as discovered in the Nigerian SME context.  
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Managers’ technological savvy and affiliation appear to be scantly associated with managers' 

observable characteristics. These findings align with not only Hambrick’s (2007) upper-

echelon concept of managers' observable attributes (Hambrick and Mason, 2010) and also 

owner-managers barriers to entrepreneurial innovations (Demirbas et al., 2011) and 

sustainable leadership traits for succession and engagement (Farah et al., 2020). Asides from 

knowledge contributions, the revelation conveys a practice decision-making dashboard for 

SME management in developing contexts like Nigeria. This also suggests being an extension 

of the concept in SME sustainability practices and emerging fields.  

 

6.22: Managers' Cognitive Value Dimension. 

In this research, the dimension of cognitive values as SME managers’ characteristics identified 

motivation, competence, leadership, resilience, and business orientation as the sub-thematic 

factors influencing Nigerian sustainability practice. These characteristics are framed with the 

upper-echelon concept for strategic drives (Hambrick, 2007). These cognitive values were 

constructed following Gioia et al.'s (2013) analysis in Sections 4.5.2 and the data structure 

presented in Table 4.6. Managers' cognitive values are individuals' idiosyncratic 

psychological depictions or descriptions of managers' perceptions, assumptions, knowledge 

bases, beliefs, and emotional prerogatives to SME strategies such as SME sustainability 

practices (Carpenter et al., 2004). Unlike external personal characteristics, cognitive values 

are subjective yet unique reflectible characterisations of managers' characteristics to 

sustainability practices. 

 

The earliest alignment of these research findings of top managers’ cognition reflected linear 

influences like the demographic (observable) characteristics that suggested propensities to 

corporate strategic changes (Wiersema, Margarethe and Bantel, 1992). Subsequently, the 

findings aligned with the typology of sustainability managers' analysis that suggested 

expertise, empowerment, values, inspiration and strategic thinking to understanding managers 

through psychological dimensions (Tang, Robinson and Harvey, 2011). Similarly, the finding 

agreed with the inference that spiritual intelligence and self-efficacy are positively associated 

with two dimensions of entrepreneurial passion (inventing and founding)  as psychological 

motivations in entrepreneurship studies (Fesharaki, 2019).  
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The findings also agreed with Faeni's (2016) position that motivations, competition and 

resilience are tight business survival characteristics of SME managers. Another supporting 

study with managers’ cognitive relevance is the SME owner-managers case analysis that 

suggested moral energy and rationality significantly sustain entrepreneurial practices in the 

Turkish context (Uygur et al., 2017).  Similarly, research findings are supported by awareness 

levels and product knowledge as cognitive values that significantly influence SMEs' risk 

factors (Rasheed and Siddiqui 2019). Psychological values like supervisor humility, abusive 

perceptions and creativity were also captured as cognitive values responsible for sustainable 

job satisfaction (Miao and Dedahanov, 2020).  

 

These findings are aligned with the cognitive appraisal theory of found knowledge schemas 

like risk reduction, efficiency gains, brand building and new market creation, suggesting 

positive outcomes for corporate sustainability (Hockerts, 2015). Similarly, research findings 

also aligned with cognitive propensities like attitudinal and perceptual values suggesting a 

positive and significant influence on sustainability capabilities and creating attractive 

entrepreneurial practices  (Koe, Omar and Sa’ari, 2015).  Furthermore, these research findings 

supported previous investigations indicating cognitive elements like cultural systems, values, 

beliefs, assumptions, social identity, personal desires, and intentions as legitimate elements 

with implications for managing changes (Palthe, 2014). Similar study findings that align 

positive emotions include happiness and vitality that, links employee evaluation and skill 

innovations (Bani-Melhem et al., 2020).  

 

However, cognitive values like individuals’ prior knowledge, experience, self-perceptions and 

decision-making environment digressed from this research finding due to counterproductive 

cognitions like overconfidence and self-overestimate in an international business 

environment. 

 

 (Morgan, Sui and Baum, 2018). Similarly, the alignment of this study’s cognitive finding is 

paradoxical with values like market knowledge perceptions between emerging markets SMEs 

and international relations (Hultman et al., 2021). These research finding alignments have 

infinite situational implications due to cognitive illusions and biases in mitigating model 

generalisation or judgements (Winter, 2020). Hence, Tsao and Laszlo (2019) espoused higher 

consciousness, deep intuitiveness and embodiment of cognitive skill analytical experience for 
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creative and collaborative sustainability practices in (SME) leaders. Therefore the relationship 

linearity of cognitive values to SME sustainability practices as a strategic dimension is 

context-specific but significantly interpreted as a significant influence for Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices. The findings expanded cognitive implications for SME managers' 

characteristics and sustainability practice literature in emerging contexts. 

 

The findings about SMEs' managerial characteristics (observable and cognitive) have a wide 

range of organisational implications for SME owners and investors. Managerial observable 

characteristics suggest a blueprint for selecting and recruiting SME managers regarding 

interpersonal relationships, training demands, and competence with designated jobs. The 

cognitive values are useful signals for succession plans, stakeholders engagement, 

investor/partnership confidence and product/market awareness.  

 

6.3: Stakeholders' Influence on Nigerian Sustainability Practices. 

This section discussed the interaction of findings on stakeholders' strategic intervention 

dimensions and the current theoretical relevance.  This discussion interprets the empirical 

sense-making positions about the third research question (RQ3) and its relevance to extant 

literature explored in section 2.2. Attempts were also made to isolate knowledge and practice 

implications for Nigerian SMEs and sustainability literature in emerging fields.  The two 

dimensions of the result include management alignments and stakeholders’ interventions. The 

organizational (managerial) alignment includes the enhancement of cognitive excellence, 

managerial skills, and sustainability culture/behaviours for sustainability practices. Moreover, 

the intervention dimension includes policy/regulatory reforms, practical sustainability 

education, decentralisation/privatisation, and collaborative engagements. 

 

6.31: Management Alignments Dimensions. 

The dimensions of management alignment are stakeholders' ideas of shifting managerial 

thinking and practices from the traditional views to meet sustainability realities. The earlier 

alignment with these findings emphasised transformative learning, critical management 

approach, multidisciplinary perspectives,  and the rethinking of corporate governance 

ideology as a cognitive shift to excellence (Banerjee, 2011). The study reasoned with the 

arguments based on the penetrations of management disciplines with hegemonic 
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consolidations of the neoliberal school of economics. Another cognitive alignment to 

managerial dimensions is specific to insufficient knowledge that undermines the potential of 

SMEs’ supply chain management as a growth mechanism (Chin et al., 2012). The scholars 

argued that the flatter and fewer management structures, shorter communication lines across 

teams, and efficient and informal changes initiation and implementation modes are advantages 

for SMEs when cognitions are maximised. 

 

The result also has positive alignments with Nigerian SMEs leading to managerial excellence, 

attracting foreign investment and creating sufficient capital governance structure (Okpara, 

2011). The scholar recommended commitments, compliance with codes of conduct, 

awareness of disclosure and transparency, adoption of alternative management and enabling 

of sustainability reasonings as managerial cognitions and skills. The findings also aligned with 

strategic sensemaking challenges of new SMEs leader, with results showing leaders balancing 

strong self-senses with multiple stakeholder engagements (DeKrey and Portugal, 2014).  

Similarly, the findings aligned with SMEs development and support projects of learning 

institutions like special University consultation programmes with external private sector 

experts' support (Mrva and Stachová, 2014). The scholars argued that effective economic 

knowledge transfer and managerial skills could bridge management and market gaps. 

 

The findings also relate to family business value analysis that showed significant correlations 

among variables like cohesion, austerity, and ethical values on trust, acquiescence, 

communication, compromise and cooperation as a cognitive shift to sustainability practices 

(Zapatero and Jiménez, 2013). The findings agree with (Marshall et al., 2015), where 

sustainability culture is positively related to all the practices and entrepreneurial orientations 

like social sustainability culture and adopted supply chain sustainability. The result aligned 

with managers' cognitive excellence using the 5Cs model (clarity, coherence, consistency, 

confidence and community) to articulate the value created when business schools and SME 

owners engage in meaningful and purposeful dialogue and learning (Raby and Gilman, 2016).  

The result also aligned with the position of entrepreneurial mindset on the sustainability of 

Nigerian SMEs (Ajike and Nwakoby, 2017). The scholar's results suggested the association 

of sustainability management with entrepreneurs’ experience, orientations and management 

abilities, learning ability, ability to build risks and strong business strategies, mentorship and 

business profitability, and personality traits (perceptions and creativity) in southeastern 



 
 

260 
 

Nigeria. These findings are aligned with entrepreneurship skills, which significantly impact 

improved profitability, higher level of output, increased sales, productivity and employment 

(Hasan, 2019).  

 

Sustainability culture as a management alignment aligned with green practices like green 

recruitment, employee relations, remuneration structure, training and development practices 

that positively and directly impact sustainable human resources practices (Lawal and 

Olawoyin, 2020). However, the alignment of findings like sustainability culture is adopted 

only in principle within emerging contexts due to the financial barriers (Crick et al., 2018). 

Regardless, engaging with general business support, access to information technology and 

adaptable assistance are strategic practices for climate variability and resilience to future 

climate change (Crick et al., 2018). Another alignment with the research findings is the 

practice of landfilling, reuse and recycling in the Nigerian construction fields as a 

sustainability culture(Ogunmakinde, Sher and Maund, 2019). The study, however, revealed 

that firm size determines such capabilities. This suggests a financial barrier to inclusive 

practices. 

 

The result findings also aligned with the sustainability culture like decent work, safe working 

environments, human health and current circular economy practices relating to recycling 

waste, e-waste and wastewater  (Schroeder, Anggraeni and Weber, 2019). The two issues 

separating managers' alignment for environmental sustainability practices are purchasing 

power and understanding green operations goals (Meeroff et al., 2020). Otherwise, the 

scholars found practices like reducing waste, improving energy efficiency, conserving water, 

and improving air quality as sustainability culture for top managers in the sector. The results 

aligned with private university management related to teaching and researching sustainability 

practices and culture (Leal Filho et al., 2020). The scholars emphasised improving energy 

efficiency, reducing greenhouse gas emissions, promoting sustainable water usage and 

landscaping, and creating sustainable image and operational activities. 

 

Stakeholders' managerial alignment views are suggested influences on SME sustainability 

practices in Nigeria. These views also have numerous organisational and managerial 

implications for excelling managerial cognition, skills and culture. Firstly, the roles of 

education policy and institutions appear compelling to bridge conceptual and practice gaps 
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across SMEs’ disciplines. The implications for trade unions and professional partnerships are 

also germane in equipping sustainability managers with contemporary skills and deliverable 

standards. SME owners and investors have roles in ensuring managers recognise and optimise 

business resource that matches sustainability and business objectives simultaneously. That 

also includes strategic decisions like innovative culture, green recruitment, succession plans, 

stakeholder engagements, and retaining qualitative talents SMEs goals for sustainability 

practices. 

 

6.32: Stakeholders Intervention Dimensions. 

The dimension of stakeholder intervention found policy and regulatory reforms, practical 

sustainability education, devolution of states’ responsibilities, engagement of economic 

development and the reform of traditional institutions. These are Nigerian stakeholder views 

in influencing SME sustainability practices. The following discussions explored the relativity 

of these results with extant theoretical positions and relevant implications. 

 

Policy and regulation reform appears to be a major constraint for sustainability practices in a 

democratic market like Nigeria. Stakeholders' reform advocacies for fiscal policies and 

institutions suggest exclusive and oppressive regimes insensitive to SMEs' economics. The 

finding aligned with the study goals where unreviewed practice mandates and regulations like 

(NYSE and NASDAQ) have influences on governance practices (Finegold and Hecht, 2007). 

The policy reforms result in more effective firm performance and board characteristics 

through policy making. This finding aligned with applying policy measures to achieve 

sustainability practices where private and public initiatives failed (Everingham, 2007). 

However, the alignment of this finding on policy reform is subject to leadership and the critical 

public sector in focus for the Nigerian economy (Nwokoma, 2015). Nonetheless, the scholar 

agreed and suggested policy reform in evaluating and achieving the country's economic goals. 

 

The result also aligned with policy reform implications where internal management 

orientations only determine access to financing SMEs in West Africa (Quartey et al., 2017). 

The scholars' suggestion for other considerations of financial access provides more inclusive 

dimensions to optimising SMEs' objectives. Similarly, the finding agrees with the need for 

policy reforms to achieve organisational external and internal changes in leadership roles 

(Supriyono and Trisnawati, 2015). This is required for the successful planning and 
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implementation of change strategically.  The finding also aligns with the idea that sustainable 

development policy formulation and implementation is evolutionary with the organisational 

growth by plugging governance gaps at each successive stage (Afreen and Kumar, 2016). The 

scholar emphasised that sustainable development in emerging economies would remain a 

dilemma when policy reform is overlooked. The involvement of policymakers in reforms is 

another alignment with the research result (Ifekwem and Adedamola, 2016). The scholars 

highlighted the Nigerian SME stakeholders' duties of inclusion in reformatting existing 

frameworks and integrating sustainable ideas for enduring sustainability practices. 

 

The research results about policy reforms aligned with the government's role in developing 

Nigerian MSMEs (Atsu and Ojong, 2014). The authors found significant associations between 

government roles and infrastructural provisions, human capacity-building and technological 

support for MSMEs through policy. The finding also aligns with policy requirements in 

evaluating gender inequality and women’s success in SMEs (Naidu and Chand, 2017b). The 

scholars highlighted the integration of gender needs in economic policy, the stimulation of 

institutional reform for gender SME growth and the stabilisation of monetary policy for 

women-owned SMEs. Gender-related studies in emerging contexts are similar to the study 

results (Eagly and Heilman, 2016; Isreal Olatunji, 2018; Bako and Syed, 2018; Mitiko and 

Mackenzie, 2020). 

Additionally, the study’s findings aligned with the role of governance for environmental 

sustainability in Africa (Adekunle, 2020). The research found a positive relationship between 

the rule of law and the quality of regulations to transformative environmental sustainability. 

Hence a policy reformation was suggested for greenhouse strategies and optimisations.  

 

Practical sustainability education intervention suggested by the research participants shows 

enlightenment and awareness inclination for sustainability practices. Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices rely on relevant and practical information, hence the pointer for 

apprenticeship schemes whose model is monitored relationship based. This calls for shifts in 

entrepreneurship curricula from theory to more practical and solution-oriented training. 

Business education researchers are endeared to focus on applicable local phenomena for 

relevance and optimisation of business opportunities (Leal Filho et al., 2019). The result also 

aligned with higher education institutions' role in initiating local levels' strategies for turbulent 

contingencies in SMEs (Pratono, 2016). This intervention agrees with Wang et al. (2019) 
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analysis which found sustainability integration into industrial practices a government's 

emergency role in developing economies. This result also contributes to the literature on 

integrating sustainability education (Rusinko, 2016)  and the government's role in supporting 

SMEs' adoption of sustainability practices in emerging markets (Lamoureux et al., 2019). 

Practical sustainability education is a knowledge contribution and practical demand on 

educational institutions and policymaking. 

 

Sustainability education aligned with the findings of transdisciplinary techniques, establishing 

intermediate-level activities/collaborations and education policy as transferable approaches to 

sustainable development (Adomssent and Michelsen, 2007), Similar to the integration of 

sustainability in strategic management education (Audebrand, 2010), where practices like 

reducing energy consumption, conserving water supplies, improving air quality, preserving 

endangered species and ecosystem have been integrated into strategic management textbooks 

and programmes. The intervention results also aligned with the integration mappings 

sustainability education to clarify ambiguities (Raufflet, 2013). The scholar isolated the four 

practical sustainability integrations as discipline-based, strategic-/competitive-based, 

application based and systemic integrations for sustainability in management education. The 

result is further reinforced by the roles of educational institutions in influencing 

entrepreneurial intentions (Aziz and Shaaban, 2021). Some of the eliciting validations include 

inadequate practices of existing theories, lack of practical stakeholders interventions and 

inelaborate utilisation of sustainability education for entrepreneurial development. 

 

Another alignment of theoretical positions with the research result is the education for all and 

sustainable development evaluations in Chinese households (Chen and Gao, 2019). The 

scholars espoused the need for practical education intervention by discovering normal 

sustainability education in schools is negatively related to household sustainability 

improvement and development. The positions of Findler et al. (2017) and Findler et al. (2019) 

on practical sustainability education are not explicit, but both reviews found the holistic 

sustainability education approach of higher education institutions (HEIs) to sustainable 

development (SD) is complementary. The findings from business simulation exercises within 

SME management education (Gabrielsson, Tell, and Politis, 2010) align with practical 

education inclines.  The scholars argued for a student-centred teaching structure that 

potentially bridges the traditional teaching model to complex managerial practice. 
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Finding alignment with practical sustainability education also includes the role of educational 

institutions towards peaceful societies (Gul, Bashir and Mustafa, 2020). The study argued for 

the inclusive roles of the government and private schools in harmonising education regulation 

that eradicates negativities in complex societies. The result also aligns with practical 

management commitment to accessing information, effective use of information, and 

resources to enhance their firm’s innovative capability and SME sustainability (Imran et al., 

2019). This result has both policy and practice implications for SME owners and investors. 

The roles of government and educational institutes in integrating practices into management 

education curricula should not be overemphasised. 

 

Stakeholders' observations of the oil-centred economy of Nigeria suggest the limited attention 

and evaluation of the Nigerian SME sector. Stakeholders' views for decentralisation 

intervention involve ideas that lessen the states’ responsibility and power towards businesses. 

Hence, stakeholders' interventions are important policy and practice contributions to 

knowledge concerning public sector controls. This result agreed with the argument that 

privatisation (especially for the power sector) would significantly influence the thriving and 

growth of Nigerian social and SME sustainability practices (Okibe and Mokuye, 2019). An 

earlier agreement with the research result is Omotosho's (2011) consideration that 

privatisation amidst Nigeria’s multi-ethnic, monopolised federal system and massive 

corruption dimensions would yield transparency and economic growth per capita for 

businesses. 

 

Similar alignment with the result revealed that privatisation is a new order for innovation, 

creativity, productivity and eliminating waste and inefficiencies in Nigeria's polity (Nwali et 

al., 2019). However, the alignment with this finding is debated to be of momentary importance 

in the Nigerian context (Adetunji, 2016). The scholar revealed that the privatisation policy 

tends to be effective for a few years before standard dilution sets in for funding challenges. 

These results have limited studies regarding sustainability practices and the SME context. 

However, the devolution of government responsibilities has stakeholder implications for 

policymakers and community engagements. This finding contributes to SMEs’ and 

sustainability practices literature in devolving government-centred roles insensitive to SME 

sustainability practices.  
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Collaborations and active engagements of development stakeholders suggest beneficial 

synergy for problem-oriented solutions. The conception of collaboration depends on varying 

scopes and interests (Nathan and Goldberg, 2005). These include values of contemplating 

partners, purpose and processes of the alliance. The alliance of development partners relies on 

sectors' performance evaluations, governance, sustainability initiatives and learning for 

synergised outcomes (Kato, 2020). Collaborating with developers aligns with the 

recommendations for public/private sector partnerships towards infrastructural development 

and SME capacity building (Agwu, 2014). This is based on poor financing, inadequate social 

infrastructures, lack of managerial skills, and multiple taxations confronting SMEs. 

 

Other areas of development partnerships that aligned with research findings from extant 

literature include fields of knowledge sharing (Sisilia et al., 2015), information technology 

networking (Singh, 2019), business sustainability leadership practices (Tsao and Laszlo, 

2019) and political participation in SMEs  (Westman et al., 2020). The result also aligns with 

diverse evaluated alliances like capability development and safety networks (García-Vidal et 

al., 2020) and effective advocacy(Ifemeje, 2012; Bundela, 2017). Development alliance 

agrees with the result regarding educational and organizational activities undertaken by NGOs 

in empowering local communities through sectoral alliances and social groups (Knowles, 

2019). And this advocacy draws the attention of government agencies, bankers and lenders, 

trade unions and civil society groups to recognise and network with relevant stakeholders in 

exercising roles that influence SME sustainability practices.  

 

Asides from the contribution to knowledge and practice, this finding has fulfilled the multiple 

stakeholders' implications for sustainability practices recommended. These include 

government roles in providing leading policies for equality, diversity, inclusion and well-

being socially, environmentally and economically (Mitiko et al., 2020; Ruslan et al., 2020). 

That is possible with reforms of existing regulations and devolutions of excessive 

responsibilities with the government. Private partnerships and transparent privatisation be 

encouraged to attract foreign investors and economic developments. Training and research 

institutes have relevant roles for curricula review and practice-oriented training that 

guarantees sustainability practices and skill transfers. Economic stakeholders like the banks 

and government economic teams are also responsible for SMEs' easy operations with fiscal 
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and monetary policy implementations. The role of traditional/religious leaders in updating 

their socio-economic awareness is also relevant in influencing positive sustainability 

initiatives and limiting archaic ideas like patriarchy and hegemony in social constructions.  

 

6.4: Discussions Summary  

The preceding chapter discussed the diverse research findings influencing Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices with relevant theoretical relationships and implications. The first 

discussion points to the dimensional findings for contemporary factors influencing 

sustainability practices. The four thematic dimensions discussed include the political and 

governance factors and cultural, economic, and business strategy factors. The second 

discussion point relates to the dimension of managerial characteristics and the intersections 

with the extant empirical literature. The upper-echelon concept dimension includes the 

observable/demographical characteristics and the cognitive values of owners/managers. 

Finally, the two-dimensional factors discussed from the stakeholder's view includes 

managerial alignment and stakeholder interventions.  

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven: Conclusion and Recommendations 

7.0: Overview 

In providing an understanding of business sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs, this 

thesis investigated managerial characteristics and stakeholders' influence on Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices. This endeavour was led by exploring the contemporary factors 

influencing the adoption of sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs and other emerging 

contexts from literature. The established research gap stimulated the urgency to advance SME 

sustainability practices embedded with economic and knowledge relevance. Ethical objectives 

were observed in exploring relevant literature and investigating stakeholders' views on 

sustainability practices. The evaluations of these practices and the development of an 

operational model for emerging contexts like Nigeria followed those ethics, too.  
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The results were deductions of a narrative enquiry of the Nigerian SME stakeholders through 

a qualitative study based on an interpretive philosophical assumption. The data were obtained 

from rigorous interviews and analysed thematically to make sense. These sense-making 

themes show the impact of managerial characteristics and stakeholders on Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices. Thirty-one participants, consisting of twenty-two (22) Nigerian SMEs 

owners/managers and nine (9) Nigerian SME stakeholders, were interviewed. Their views 

were evaluated using the data structure in a dimensional themes analysis. The research gaps 

were bridged by first revealing the current factors influencing SME sustainability practices 

and optimisations. The result also showed the relationship between the manager's 

characteristics (observable and cognitive values) and Nigerian SME sustainability practices. 

Finally, the Nigerian stakeholders’ view of influencing SMEs' sustainability practices was 

uncovered as a developing context. The research result summary, the significance of the study, 

implications and suggestions for future research are presented below. 

 

7.1 Summary of Findings 

The findings summary represents the association of research questions with empirical 

discoveries. Our main research objectives are centred on the impacts of managerial 

characteristics and stakeholders on Nigerian SME sustainability practices. However, these 

objectives are preceded by understanding the contemporary factors influencing SME 

sustainability practices in the Nigerian context. These were broken into three research 

questions leading to the findings. Firstly, the question of current antecedents influencing 

sustainability practices in Nigerian SMEs was explored. Secondly, managers' characteristics 

interplay with SME sustainability practices were examined. Lastly,  stakeholders’ insights on 

sustainability practices were also integrated. 

 

7.11: Current Factors Influencing Sustainability Practices. 

The delight in bridging the first research questions was materialised through sense-making 

thematic analysis of the participants’ experiential data. Consequently, four (4) revelatory 

dimensions emerged that influence Nigerian SME sustainability practices. These dimensions 

include political and government negligence, policy lapses and insecurity; sociocultural 

traditions; economic and business-oriented dimensions. These suggested dimensions have 

been discussed in detail regarding the ramification of influence on SME sustainability 



 
 

268 
 

practices in the previous chapter. Political/governmental, cultural traditions and economic 

dimensions have remained an enduring characterisation of Nigeria as a developing market. 

 

However, the dimension of business orientation as a contemporary factor is embryonic. The 

contexts’ appreciation of technology/ innovations, enterprise skills, strategic sales and 

material sourcing are contemporary issues for Nigerian SME sustainability practices. Other 

emerging contemporary factors include the apprenticeship scheme (IAS) inverting 

capital/credit absence;  and covid -19 pandemic that changed the SMEs' operations globally. 

These interpreted dimensions are current and qualitative factors influencing Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices. By implication, the development/improvement of these current 

dimensions stands to improve the social, economic, and environmental sustainability practices 

in Nigerian SMEs. 

 

These contributions are relevant to the contemporary literature gaps on the factors influencing 

SME sustainability practices in Nigeria (Taiwo and Agwu, 2016; Ifeoma, Purity and Chuka, 

2019). Therefore, it also identified the problems of business sustainability practices in Nigeria  

(Anekwe and Ndubuisi, 2019). The integrated efforts to improve these dimensional factors 

(political, cultural, economic and business orientations) are SMEs’ baselines for enhancing 

SMEs' sustainability practices (Lipscy, 2015; Osita-Njoku, 2016). Unlike the previous 

scholarly works that hinged SME sustainability practices/performances to strands of economic 

growth (Ibrahim et al., 2018; Hasan, 2019; Windapo, Olugboyega and Odediran, 2020), and 

organisational impacts (Okolo et al., 2014; Ikpefan et al., 2015; Ajike et al., 2017; Mallinguh 

et al., 2020) without broader social-political ramifications to SME plights.  

 

7.12: Managers’ Relationships With Sustainability Practices. 

Articulating the relationships between managerial characteristics and SME sustainability 

practices yielded two-dimensional results. That result utilised the Upper Echelon framework 

of observable/demographical attributes and cognitions in discerning and interpreting 

managers' unique idiosyncrasies. The model extrapolated two dimensions of managers’ 

characteristics influencing Nigerian SME sustainability practices. The first dimension is the 

observable characteristics, demographical variables such as managers' educational level, age, 

gender, prior experience, sociocultural background and affiliations to technological 

applications.  Cognitive values are the second dimension of managers' characteristics 
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influencing sustainability practices. These include managers’ motivations, competence and 

proficiency, leadership skills, resilient capability, and business orientations. These two-

dimensional characteristics interpret the influence between Nigerian SME managers and 

sustainability practices. 

 

The importance of this contribution transcends the occurred gap in managerial dispositions 

for sustainability practices (Rezaee, 2016). These characteristics are suggestive directions for  

SME investors and human resources managers in similar emerging contexts like Nigeria. The 

observable traits expressed the social-cultural perceptions of SME owners/managers 

regarding entrepreneurial innovations and leadership capability. The Cognitive values 

describe Owners'/Managers' knowledge, consciousness (Tsao and Laszlo, 2019) and deep 

intuitiveness perceptions. These tell of their evaluation skills, creative insights and 

collaborations in schemes of sustainability practices (Hultman et al., 2021). The finding 

further confirms the Upper-Echelon theory suggesting executives' traits are related to strategic 

outcomes for multi-dimensional leadership (Yamak, 2006; Strand, 2014; Wang et al., 2016; 

Dolz, Iborra and Safón, 2019). However, gender characterisation towards sustainability 

practices is unclear. 

 

7.1.3: Stakeholders' Influence on SMEs' Sustainability Practices. 

The third finding bridged the gap of how Nigerian stakeholders influence SMEs' sustainability 

practices. This result also condenses Nigerian SME stakeholders’ views on sustainability 

practices. Two superlative dimensional factors emerged in interpreting how SME 

sustainability practices can be influenced thematically. Management alignments which is the 

first dimension, include cognitive excellence, managerial upskills, and entrepreneurial culture. 

The second dimension is stakeholders' interventions, which include reformations of policy 

and regulations, practical education, devolution of state roles and power, engagement of 

economic development, and reformation of culture and traditions. 

 

These findings are important because they prescribe managerial demands in cognition, skills 

and entrepreneurship as implications for SME managers to excel at sustainability 

requirements. Results further extend the sustainability practices literature for an emerging 

context by providing a broader development panacea that appeals to the entrepreneurial 

mindset and investment for  Nigeria (Purity and Chuka, 2019). SME organisational leaders 
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were not ignored in the importance of cognitive prowess for sustainability practices (Bromiley 

and Rau, 2016). Another significance of this finding is that it ignites uncompromising 

development inquisitions with the status quo. It provides reformatory incentives to probe and 

transform management culture and educational systems (Orogbu et al., 2017). 

 

The Stakeholders’ intervention dimensions also suggested Government and policy urgencies 

in reforming and increasing sustainability incentives in Nigeria, the biggest economic hub in 

the West African sub-region. The result also contributed to the qualitative studies that 

evaluated Nigerian systemic issues with strategic recommendations for stabilising economic 

policy, regulatory framework and innovative productivity stimulations for SME sustainability 

practices. 

 

Therefore, the model below represents the interrelationships between research findings and 

stakeholders' recommendations. It fulfilled the research objective of developing a practical 

SME sustainability model for managers/stakeholders in evaluating SME prospects and 

operational efficiency in an economy like Nigeria. That implies that sustainability practices in 

emerging contexts depend on broader oscillating factors like contemporary nuances, 

managers' traits and stakeholder perceptions. The results strongly suggest that the social-

political, economic and business-oriented factors lead to the phenomenon in emerging fields. 

Nigerian SME management requires owners/managers with observable and cognitive 

characterisations to realise SME potentials operationally with their sustainability practices. 

Nigerian stakeholder perceptions of sustainability practices have dual interventional 

developments. Firstly, leadership upskills for management cognition, operational skills and 

entrepreneurial culture. Secondly, the interventions on social-political nuances like policy and 

cultural reforms state devolution of responsibility and diverse economic development. 
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Fig.7.0: SME Practical Sustainability Model 

7.2: Significance of the Study 

The findings on contemporary antecedents of Nigerian SME sustainability practices account 

for political, cultural, economic and organisational factors responsible for Nigerian SME 

practices. The result reflects the underlying issues identified in the research problem statement 

in sections 1.5 and 2.2. This also explains the significance of the narratives in sections 2.2.2 

to 2.2.4, which stimulates practice and policy implications. This provides the knowledge base 

for SME students and potential investors of the existential factors influencing sustainability 

practices in emerging fields like Nigeria. It also provides government agencies with project 

issues and implementation resources in resolving national issues, especially SMEs. 

Policymakers, monitoring agencies, and public opinion advocacy can also rely on findings for 

solution-oriented discussions and regulatory reform. The results also highlight the leadership 

blind spots in cognitive excellence for all progressive leaders. 

 

The finding on the relationship between managerial characteristics and sustainability practices 

have multiple significant perspectives. Understanding the dominant individualised strategic 

values of Nigerian SME owners/managers suggests construal significance for practising 

Nigerian SMEs. The managers' idiosyncratic complexes also enlighten investors with cognatic 

filters for SME strategic decisions.  The interpretations of these observable and cognitive 
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characteristics suggest managers' functional dispositions for business opportunities and risk 

mitigations. At SMEs’responsibility and performance levels, the result predicts and connects 

SME practices to the upper echelon directing the strategic choices for economy, efficiency 

and effectiveness. The understanding also represents management or organisational focal 

point for SMEs' top-level planning, policy and professional guides and overall views. Aside 

from responding to the second research question, the result aligned with narratives in sections 

2.3 and 2.4 within the Nigerian context.  

 

Finally, the finding of the stakeholder influence on SME sustainability practices varies for 

various stakeholders, either in practice or policy directions. Firstly, this understanding of 

stakeholders' dispositions for Nigerian SME sustainability practices prevents surprises and 

prepares for better expectations management, valuable engagement, risk understanding and 

mitigation, improved communication and general strategic choices. The result also assists 

policymakers and investors in re-aligning short and long-term priorities with sustainability 

agenda and SME practices in Nigeria. The development also projects a holistic way of 

managing Nigerian situations concerning acknowledged stakeholders' roles and plugging the 

social sustainability gaps for SME development. The materialisation of these stakeholders' 

views suggests economic stability, conducive environments, conflict resolutions, progressive 

decision processes and effective collaborative engagements. Overall, the research findings 

bridged the targeted gap and affirmed the stakeholders' roles in section 2.2, further expanding 

the stakeholder theory on legitimacy, collaborations and practices. 

 

7.3: Practice Implications and Recommendations 

The practice implication stimulates national reorientation for sustainability practices at the 

national level. That could manifest in monitoring and implementation of policy, programmes 

or governance. The national economic development authorities [Bank of Industry (BOI), 

Development Bank of Nigeria (DBN), Nigerian Export-Import Bank (NEXIM), Industrial 

Training Fund (ITF)and Nigerian Investment Promotion Commission (NIPC)] and the central 

bank of Nigeria need innovative and collaborative strategies to address capital and credit 

issues for SMEs. The issues of multi-taxations and stakeholder disengagement need 

comprehensive monitoring and enforcement review. There is a need for a holistic national 

vision and strategy to protect, promote and develop local content at all government levels. The 
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educational systems need expedience incentives to prioritise practised-based (vocational) 

education/ apprenticeship to empower managerial competence, entrepreneurial excellence and 

sustainability culture locally for global competition.  

 

The national orientation agency should lead the reformation sensitisation of equality, diversity 

and inclusion at every level, especially in religious and traditional leadership. The need for 

bilateral partnerships, diplomatic alliances and engagement of local dissenting groups to 

resolve the insecurity can not be overemphasised. It is time to dilute and divest from the oil 

sector and privatise the power sector for suitable economic stimulation and growth by the 

Nigerian Federal Government (FGN). There is also a need for non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and advocacy groups to intensify efforts in promoting gender rights and 

abolishing harmful cultural practices. Respective authorities like commercial banks and 

financial institutions can incentivise and subsidise enterprise practices with special waivers 

and financial access. They can also intensify support and model SME-specific programmes 

for sustainability practices and growth as their social responsibility.  

 

 

Academicians and researchers are responsible for prioritising multi-layered sustainability 

models for SME development that is sector-specific, social and economic. At the 

organisational and management level, SME practitioners and potential investors need this 

report to be market aware and equipped with risk mitigation. Cognitive excellence, managerial 

skills and entrepreneurship culture could influence investment decisions and strategic options 

and prevent business waste for SME owners. Managerial characteristics can help with 

sustainable HR talent recruitment, succession planning and green practices. The research 

report provides a recommended model for SME students and managers on optimal 

sustainability practices in unstable contexts. The report also highlights contemporary 

marketing and technological leverage to save cost, increase visibility and maximise profits. 

 

7.4: Policy Implications and Recommendations 

The revealed impacts of stakeholders on Nigerian SME sustainability practices suggest policy 

interventions and reformations for the government and policymakers. Firstly, the policy 

urgency is to review the concentration of government roles for privatisation. Reviewing the 

exclusive list is necessary to promote strategic collaborations and infrastructural investments.  
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There is also the need to encourage Nigerian SMEs with fiscal policies like taxation, 

importation and access to capital. In crafting such policies, sustainability practices that 

encourage innovative governance, economic growth and organisational efficiency should be 

legislated for all SME development. Regulatory frameworks are needed for the monitoring 

and evaluation agencies to appraise practices promoting SME sustainability.  

 

In addition, access to government subsidies, contracts and future loan opportunities should be 

equally accessible to all SME beneficiaries. SME regulations for sustainability practices 

should be less burdensome and punitive-orientated. Rather, procedural reformative 

approaches be encouraged to mitigate investment apathy and sharp practices. This will reduce 

the high level of unemployment, revive entrepreneurship and plug the capital deficiency need. 

Policymakers need to focus on legislating business competence and skills over the prevalent 

certificate education.  Lastly, innovative informal sector practices like the Igbo 

Apprenticeship Scheme (IAS) be recognised and reformed from its crude orientation for 

inclusion and equality.  

 

7.5: Future Research 

This report provided qualitative insights into current antecedents influencing Nigerian SME 

sustainability practices. Considering the nature of the inherent study limitations, future studies 

can conduct a cross-cultural, regional comparison of SME sustainability practices to 

understand further the emerging context phenomenon in isolation of the Nigerian socio-

cultural peculiarities.  

 

Further research focusing on specific industries (e.g., manufacturing, tourism, farming, health, 

or transportation) and disaggregated SME groups could better understand owners’/managers’ 

influence on sustainability practices. This study only focused on and utilised qualitative 

evidence from limited SME owners/managers and external stakeholders as participants. 

Future researchers are urged to pursue blended paradigms and methodologies capable of 

uncovering and connecting developing context gaps to SME sustainability practices. 

Exploring future quantitative sustainability constructs with interplays on Nigerian SME 

development would be encouraging. 
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Owners’/managers’ characteristics influence Nigerian SME sustainability practices was the 

main focus of this study. However, other SME stakeholders capable of influencing 

sustainability practices abound. Influencers like employees, suppliers, customers, and 

governments could reveal strategic discoveries. The upper echelon concept focused on the 

top-to-bottom leadership relationships with strategic outcomes. Other management concepts 

with a bottom-up approach could further show sustainability practices like inclusion and 

diversity in future studies. Such an option may project an alternative understanding of 

Nigerian SMEs.  

 

Access to funds and capital has been associated with Nigerian SME studies and other 

developing fields and now appears to retain a consistent consideration. Future sustainability 

researchers may explore the informal sectors and strategies like the Igbo Apprenticeship 

Scheme (IAS) as a reformable and integrated option for financial sustainability practices. 
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Appendix 1: Interview Questions  

Nigerian SME Owners /MANAGER Interview Questions on Sustainability 

Practices. 

1. What can you tell me about yourself with regards to who you are, your growing-up, age, 

educational background, social connections, and business? 

2. What motivated you to be a small business owner/manager? 

3. What informed your business type and the location to operate from in Nigeria? 

4. Before starting or joining this SME, did you have any prior experience in this business? 

5. What is your understanding of sustainability? And do you think sustainability functions 

are what we know or do? 

6. What do you do with regular practices that keep your business going and sustainable? 

7. How do you address reoccurring barriers and challenges faced in your business? 

8. How do you access support (social or economic) for business opportunities that 

contributed to your success? 

9. What would be your advice to potential/upcoming business owners about the easy 

pitfalls to avoid? 

10. Who are your key stakeholders, and how do you operate to meet their expectations 

/demands? (Name them and explain, please). 

11. Looking into the future, how do you intend to keep satisfying these stakeholders in your 

business? 

12. Considering the SME dilemma, how can owners/managers handle business sustainability 

practices against waste and diversity issues in your business? 

13. Considering the pandemic, what additional practical advice would you give for business 

sustainability? 

Nigerian SME Stakeholders Interview Questions on Sustainability 

Practices. 

1. Please tell my audience about yourself, your expertise, length of experience, 

education, age, achievements, and the sector(s) you operate. 

2. What is your opinion about the factors influencing SMEs' sustainability practices in 

Nigeria? 

3. What could be done to assist SME operators (Owners or Managers) to optimise their 

practices sustainably? 
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4. What social or community support systems are practically available to SME 

owners/managers in times of hardship like now? 

5. What influences SME managers for practical social and environmental sustainability 

concerns? 

6. In your professional opinion, what characteristics are associated with those operating 

a sustainable SME in Nigeria? 

7. What are your opinions regarding SME business practices that lead to failures in 

Nigeria? 

8. What is your advice for prospective SME owners/managers or investors about 

handling practical business in Nigeria? 

9. What is your opinion about what Nigerian Stakeholders can do to influence 

sustainability practices? 

10. Any other contemporary ideas that can improve sustainability practices in Nigeria? 
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Appendix 2: Interview Protocol 

Participant: _____________________ 

Date/Time: _____________________ 

A. Introduction: 

i. Thank participants for accepting participation in this interview today. 

ii. Main Research Question: How can stakeholders' and owners/managers' 

characteristics influence Nigerian SME sustainability practices? 

B. Consent protocols before we proceed: Yes/No. 

• Agreed to be willingly interviewed and recorded? Yes/No. 

• Are you an adult of 18 years and older? Yes/No. 

• Consent to the use of your opinion for academic purposes? Yes/No. 

• Agree to the right to withdraw from the process when rights are impeded? Yes/No. 

• Agree to no inducement of any kind for participation? Yes/No. 

C. Assured ethical considerations for Participants 

• Assured of anonymity of your identity and business entity 

• Assured of confidentiality of any opinions/perceptions expressed in this interview 

• Assured every data collected is safely protected in private a computer and passwords. 

D. If no, we discontinue, but if yes. E. Turn on the recording device. 

F. Time duration: Approximately sixty (60) minutes is scheduled for a few unstructured 

interview questions, including additional follow-up questions. 

G. Begin the interview with question #1; follow through with relevant questions to the end. 

H. Follow up with additional questions. 

Thank the participants for their role and request future follow-up should relevant questions 

arise. 

L. End protocol. 
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Appendix 3: Letter of Introduction to Participants: Owners/Managers. 

19th May 2020. 

Dear SME Owner/Senior Manager, 

RE: Introductory Letter 

Mathias Akor is a PhD student at the University of Wolverhampton. To complete his doctorate 

program, he is conducting a study on managerial characteristics and stakeholders' impact on 

sustainability practices in Nigerian small and medium-scale businesses (SMEs). Your help is 

needed to identify those antecedents and strategic dispositions for adopting sustainability 

practices in Nigerian small and medium-sized enterprises. 

The interview is expected to be about an hour, and your permission to record this interview 

for academic purposes only is required. Please be assured that all ethical requirements 

(anonymity, confidentiality, and data protection) will be adhered to. And if your participation 

is given in this research, the findings will be available to you upon completion. 

Thank you in anticipation of your cooperation, and please do not hesitate to contact me if you 

require further details about Mathias’s research. 

Kind regards, 

Sibel Yamak 

Professor of Management,  

University of Wolverhampton 

Wolverhampton Business School,  

City Campus Molineux Wolverhampton 

WV1 1AD, United Kingdom. 

Email: [e-mail address redacted]

T: [tel. no. redacted]
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Appendix 4: Letter of Introduction to Participants: Stakeholders.

19th May 2020. 

Dear SME Stakeholder, 

RE: Introductory Letter 

Mathias Akor is currently a PhD student at the University of Wolverhampton. To complete 

his doctorate program, he is investigating the impact of managerial characteristics and 

stakeholders on sustainability practices in Nigerian small and medium-scale businesses. Your 

help is needed to identify those management dispositions and strategic propositions for 

adopting sustainability practices in Nigerian small and medium-sized enterprises. 

The interview is expected to be about an hour. Your permission is also solicited to record this 

interview only for academic purposes. Please be assured that all ethical requirements (such as 

anonymity, confidentiality, and data protection) will be adhered to.  

Thank you for your cooperation. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you require further 

details about Mathias’s research. 

Kind regards, 

Sibel Yamak 

Professor of Management,  

University of Wolverhampton 

Wolverhampton Business School,  

City Campus Molineux Wolverhampton 

WV1 1AD, United Kingdom. 

Email: [e-mail address redacted]

T: [tel. no. redacted]
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Appendix 5: Ethics Committee Approval Letter. 

 


