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Abstract 

 

Background: Ever since the Brundtland Commission stressed that Social Sustainability (SS) 

issues are often ignored, there has been mounting research on social sustainability (Boström, 

Vifell, Klintman, Soneryd, Hallström & Thedvall, 2015). Companies are now addressing 

sustainability concerns more broadly because of the increasing demand and pressure from 

society demanding they deal with the negative social impacts associated with their products and 

activities. This study is delimited to SMEs. While individual SMEs are naturally smaller and 

have less impact on sustainability than larger businesses, their involvement is important in 

achieving national SS targets (Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011). Sustainability is often regarded 

as the privilege of large corporations since they have sufficient funds to improve their carbon 

footprint (Rodgers, 2010). The activities of SMEs are not well understood and documented, 

including their entrepreneurial start-ups within communities, of which some are entirely based 

on sustainable principles (Rodgers, 2010). Given that SMEs play an important role towards 

sustainable development, understanding the underlying mechanisms of why SMEs are 

committed to SS within communities is an important research topic. 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to investigate how SMEs facilitate the ability of 

communities to develop socially sustainable practices that not only satisfy the requirements of 

current members but also support the ability of future generations to maintain sustainable 

communities.  

 

Method: Due to the limited literature in social sustainability in the context of SMEs embedded 

in diverse communities, this thesis employs an exploratory research design together with 

qualitative and abductive approaches. Qualitative content analysis is used in coding and 

analysing the empirical findings, and the abductive approach is used in developing an extended 

framework of social sustainability. 

 

Conclusion: The aim of this study was to gain insight into the initiatives implemented by SMEs 

towards socially sustainable communities and the obstacles they face. Through qualitative 

research in different sectors of the economy (agriculture, construction, service, retail, 

manufacturing) and different countries, an empirical understanding of how SMEs engage in 

social sustainability initiatives was derived. The empirical findings resulted in the extension of 

a social sustainability framework proposed by Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017). In the extended 

framework, community social capital was added as the fifth concept of SS and its main 

components include human capital, social capital, social cohesion, social inclusion, natural 

capital and philanthropic capital. The variety of sectors and countries enabled us to take into 

account contextual differences and develop an international view of social sustainability 

concepts relevant for communities. 

 

Keywords: Sustainability, Social Sustainability, Social Capital, SMEs, Equity, Safety, Eco-

Prosumption, SDG 11, Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sammanfattning 

 

 

 
Bakgrund: Ända sedan Brundtland kommissionen betonade att SS-frågor ofta ignorerades, har 

det förekommit forskning om social hållbarhet (Boström, Vifell, Klintman, Soneryd, Hallström 

& Thedvall, 2015). Företagen är nu pressade att ta itu med sociala hållbarhetsfrågor och denna 

studie fokuserar på små och medelstora företag. Medan enskilda små och medelstora företag är 

naturligt mindre och har mindre inverkan på hållbarhetsarbetet än de större företagen, är deras 

engagemang viktigt för att uppnå nationella SS mål (Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011). 

Hållbarhet betraktas ofta som ett privilegium för stora företag eftersom de har tillräckliga medel 

för att förbättra sitt koldioxidavtryck (Rodgers, 2010). De små och medelstora företagens 

verksamhet är inte väl förstådd och dokumenterad, inklusive företagsetableringar inom 

samhällen, av vilka vissa är helt baserade på hållbara principer (Rodgers, 2010). Med tanke på 

att små och medelstora företag spelar en viktig roll för en hållbar utveckling är det viktigt att 

förstå de bakomliggande mekanismerna bakom varför små och medelstora företag är 

engagerade i SS inom samhällen. 

 

Syfte: Syftet med denna studie är att undersöka hur små och medelstora företag kan främja en 

samhällelig förmåga att utveckla socialt hållbara metoder som inte bara tillfredsställer de 

nuvarande medlemmarnas behov utan också stöder framtida generationers förmåga att 

bibehålla en hållbar samhällen.  

 

Metod: På grund av den begränsade litteraturen om social hållbarhet inom ramen för små och 

medelstora företag i samhället, använder denna avhandling en explorativ forsknings design 

tillsammans med kvalitativa och abduktiva metoder. Den kvalitativa innehållsanalysen används 

vid kodning och analys av empiriska fynd, och den abduktiva metoden används för att utveckla 

en utvidgad ram för social hållbarhet inom samhällen. 

 

Slutsats: Syftet med denna studie var att få insikt i de initiativ som små och medelstora företag 

genomför för socialt hållbara samhällen och de hinder de står inför. Genom kvalitativ forskning 

inom olika sektorer av ekonomin (jordbruk, byggande, service, detaljhandel, tillverkning) och 

olika länder, har en empirisk förståelse för hur små och medelstora företag engagerar sig i 

sociala hållbarhets initiativ härletts. De empiriska rönen resulterade i en utvidgning av en social 

hållbarhetsram som föreslogs av Eizenberg och Jabareen (2017). I den utvidgade ramen 

infördes samhälleligt kapital som det femte konceptet för SS och dess huvudkomponenter är 

humankapital, socialt kapital, social sammanhållning, social integration, naturkapital och 

filantropiska kapital. Mångfalden av sektorer och länder gjorde det möjligt för oss att ta hänsyn 

till kontextuella skillnader och utveckla en internationell syn på sociala hållbarhets begrepp 

som är relevanta för samhällen. 

 

Nyckelord: Hållbarhet, Social Hållbarhet, Socialt Kapital, SMEs, Jämlikhet, Säkerhet, Eko-

Prosumption, SDG 11, Hållbara Utvecklingsmål. 
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1. Introduction 

The introductory chapter begins by offering a brief historical background of social 

sustainability. The problem is then discussed to equip the reader with sufficient knowledge 

about the issues at hand and why the problem is worth studying. Thereafter, the purpose of the 

study and research questions are addressed followed by a section outlining the delimitations.  

 

1.1. Background  

“The success of a society is to be evaluated primarily by the freedoms that 

members of the society enjoy.” 

 -Amartya Sen (2013, p.13) 

Citizens want to identify with the society they live in and they need freedom to engage in its 

development. A free society generates gains of cooperation and allows for responsibility of its 

citizens (Spence, Schmidpeter & Habisch, 2003). The view of freedom involves the processes 

that allow freedom of action and the actual opportunities that citizens have, given their social 

circumstances. This freedom is crucial to the assessment of the community’s development (Sen, 

2013). As a result, businesses need to invest in social initiatives and develop societies in which 

they do businesses (Spence et al., 2003). 

Sustainability is a widely used term and it is increasingly gaining influence in planning, housing 

and urban policy (Dempsey, Bramley, Power & Brown, 2009). Sustainable development 

debates no longer regard sustainability merely as an environmental concern, but the economic 

and social dimensions are also gaining momentum (Dempsey et al., 2009). As such, the 

corporate sector is becoming more aware of the sustainability aspects of their business 

operations. Commitment to sustainability is now an important component in some of the firm’s 

processes, such as competitiveness and strategic planning (Jansson, Nilsson, Modig & Hed 

Vall, 2015). This is exacerbated by stakeholders who are now demanding that companies 

disclose their sustainable measures to society (Jansson et al., 2015) and as more organisations 

commit to sustainability, there is increasing pressure for firms to incorporate Social 

Sustainability (SS) throughout their business operations (Ajmal, Khan, Hussain & Helo, 2017).  

Research on SS is anchored in The Brundtland Report (also known as Our Common Future), 

which was published in 1987. The report introduced the concept of sustainable development 

and emphasised human activity as integral to accomplishing environmental goals through 
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economic development in a manner that “meets the needs of present generations without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Vallance, Perkins & 

Dixon, 2011; Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). This means meaningful progress in resolving issues 

like global environmental degradation and climate change can only be made when social and 

economic concerns are also addressed (Peterson, 2016). Thus, the three pillar model (Triple 

Bottom Line or triad) of sustainability in which the environmental (planet) is intertwined with 

the economic (profit) and the social (people) has evolved in developing each dimension 

independently (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017; Boström, 2012). The relationship among the 

pillars of the triad are generally assumed to be mutually complementary and supportive and 

hence integrating them will facilitate in building an equitable, humane and caring society for 

present and future generations (Boström, 2012).  

While the social dimension is widely accepted, exactly what the concept means has not been 

agreed upon (Dempsey et al., 2009). The existing definitions are often based on the context of 

the study (Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011). For example, The UN Global Compact’s first six 

principles focus on the social dimension of corporate sustainability (UN Global Compact, 

2019). Their work on SS covers human rights issues such as women’s empowerment and gender 

equality, labour, people with disabilities, children, indigenous people and also business impacts 

on poverty (UN Global Compact, 2019). According to UN Global Compact (2019) company 

operations affect what happens to employees, customers, workers in the value chain and 

communities directly or indirectly. Hence, SS is about identifying and managing both positive 

and negative business impacts by engaging with the stakeholders and managing the impacts 

proactively (UN Global Compact, 2019). 

Some who refer to SS employ the definition of sustainable development provided in the 

Brundtland Report (Vallance et al., 2011) while others focus on the main characteristics of SS 

rather than trying to formulate a general definition (Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011). For 

instance, Sachs (1999) propounds that SS involves the basic values of democracy and equity 

while Littig and Griessler (2005) stress the importance of the relationship between society and 

nature. According to Boström, Vifell, Klintman, Soneryd, Hallström and Thedvall Boström 

(2015), SS refers to various aspects such as broad stakeholder participation, cultural diversity, 

workers’ rights, gender issues, development of social capital, citizens access to green urban 

spaces and local populations access to natural resources. Koning (2002) highlights the 

importance of social values such as social justice, equity and culture and other scholars have 

proposed key themes that describe social issues (Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011). For example, 
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Vallance et al. (2011) propose three significant approaches that are required for the successful 

implementation of SS namely: developmental sustainability which addresses basic needs and 

the creation of social capital; bridge sustainability which refers to structural modification to 

satisfy changing needs; and maintenance sustainability which refers to the preservation of 

useful structures, while Boström (2012) contends that SS is best understood as a dynamic frame 

used in communicating, decision making and in evaluating progress, and he incorporates key 

themes such as social capital, human capital and well-being.  

In regard to communities, virtually all of the authors agree that SS can be defined by the 

integration of diverse perspectives through community engagement (Peterson, 2016). 

According to Dempsey et al. (2009, p.2) the fundamental question that should guide businesses 

in their initiatives is “what are the social goals of sustainable development” within a community 

while Boström et al. (2015) suggest that to bring conceptual order to SS in a community is to 

distinguish between the social goals “what” and the means to achieve these goals “how” 

(Boström et al., 2015). In other words, as stated by Boström (2012, p.12), social goals should 

be guided by the question “what kind of society do we want to sustain,” of which this question 

is open to different interpretations. 

1.2. Problem Discussion 

There are mounting levels of challenges evolving from rising urban poverty levels, urban 

conflict and climate change (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). These challenges affect business 

planning and practices notably because non-tangible factors are difficult to implement through 

planning and policy compared to physical factors. Additionally, SS is a dynamic concept which 

changes over time (Dempsey et al., 2009), hence unanticipated developments that occur to 

social processes and structures are difficult to identify and measure (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 

2017). As a result, the needs of the present generation are not well understood and destruction 

caused by the present generation is certainly increasing. For instance, the fact that ecological 

capital is being consumed at unprecedented rates means the capacity to support the needs of the 

future is diminishing (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). 

Although research indicates that the three pillars of sustainable development, are compatible 

and mutually strengthening, the relationship among the pillars or how they should be evaluated 

and measured has been inconclusive (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). SS aspects have been 

regarded as add-ons to promote the message of the other two pillars in the sustainable urban 

development social debates (Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011). As a result, there is a lack of 
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empirical and theoretical studies regarding SS. Efforts to develop theoretical frameworks to 

study social sustainability (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017) and to empirically investigate it in 

relation to sustainability initiatives, sustainability projects and sustainability practices are still 

in still in their infancy (Boström, 2012). Only a few studies have made use of theory and as a 

result, incorporating this concept into a broad framework of sustainable development is still 

challenging (Boström, 2012).  

On the other hand, the extant literature suggests that social sustainability is a concept in so much 

chaos such that its utility has been undermined (Vallance et al., 2011). This is because the 

plethora of literature devoted to social sustainability has been unclear as social scientists have 

contributed diverse views in attempts to define, organise and operationalise social 

sustainability. SS lacks a clear, coherent and utilisable definition and the existing definitions do 

not specify what resources organisations require to fulfil SS goals in communities (Abbasi, 

2017). The definitional shortcomings have been attributed to social scientists who have been 

conceptually inconsistent and vague (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). For instance, some studies 

on social sustainability in communities have addressed underdevelopment and meeting basic 

needs; others have been concerned with changing the detrimental behaviour of the world’s 

affluent while promoting stronger environmental ethics; and some scholars view social 

sustainability in terms of maintaining or preserving particular socio-cultural traditions 

(Vallance et al., 2011). Therefore, the various elements of social sustainability conflict in 

different ways.  

Furthermore, researchers often associate physical factors with SS while ignoring the non-

tangible factors. For instance, Jabareen (2006) associates SS outcomes with urban planning and 

describes it in relation with sustainable transport, density and greening while Dempsey et al. 

(2009) identified contributory factors such as decent housing, pedestrian friendly 

neighbourhoods, accessibility to local services and amenities, environmental quality and 

sustainable urban design as valuable to SS. Nonetheless, much as physical settings are 

significant to SS, some of the physical factors may end up creating unsustainable outcomes. 

For instance, walkability may attract a stronger population to particular neighbourhoods and 

thus fuel gentrification (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). It is evident that physical factors cannot 

independently address the problems that communities face, let alone the dynamic social 

processes that will emerge within a community.  

A recent phenomenon of interest is to investigate SS dimension in the context of SMEs. 

Sustainable development in SMEs refers to socially responsible practices undertaken by micro, 



5 

 

small or medium sized businesses in relation to global and local environmental, economic and 

social issues. SMEs represent a large part of the world’s economy and inevitably play a 

significant role in environmental and societal concerns (Murphy, 2013). They make an effort 

to contribute to the well-being of society on a global scale (Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson, 

2009). Their role in society stresses the need for long-term overall commitment to managing 

equilibrium between environmental, economic and social concerns, rather than short-term 

profits (Murphy, 2013). SMEs play a crucial role in advancing social well-being in communities 

(Westman, Luederitz, Kundurpi, Mercado, Weber & Burch, 2018) in that they contribute to 

employment, technological innovation and economic growth (OECD, 2010), and they are also 

capable of addressing environmental concerns, as well as accelerating transformation towards 

sustainable communities (Westman et al., 2018).  

However, there have been conflicting accounts regarding SMEs’ sustainability initiatives in 

communities since research and public debate are often biased towards large enterprises 

(Jansson et al., 2015). The extant literature has largely focused on large companies, often 

neglecting the specifics of SMEs (Jansson et al., 2015). While SS has become a significant issue 

in the corporate sphere this may be the case in large enterprises. Research shows that SMEs lag 

behind large firms. The role of SMEs has highly been marginalised in social responsibility 

debates (Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson, 2009) and according to Jenkins (2004) the lack of 

representation of SMEs in literature indicates how large firms are considered the norm.  

Due to their size, sustainability-oriented actions in SMEs are largely overlooked (Westman et 

al., 2018), yet there are expectations on how individual managers should behave and 

expectations regarding their company operations (Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson, 2009). 

All firms have ethical, legal and economic responsibilities regardless of their size. Stakeholders 

are part of their social contexts and they are expected to act in a legitimate way. Therefore, the 

idea that size plays a decisive role in the activities of the firm can be contrasted with other 

analyses where firms are segmented based on the context such as developing or industrialised 

world or a particular country (Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson, 2009).  

Moreover, it is challenging to move SMEs towards SS especially in developing countries 

(Abbasi, 2017). The characteristic features and enterprise structure of SMEs in developing 

countries differ from those of industrialised countries. For instance, in developing countries 

some micro enterprises tend to be born out of necessity, hence they are likely to display different 

orientations to environmental and social issues (Jamali, Lund-Thomsen & Jeppesen, 2017). 

Additionally, in developing countries social responsibilities often emerge from poor 
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governance. It takes long-term collaborations, influence from NGOs or partnerships formed to 

achieve a common goal or to complete defined tasks (Tencati, Russo & Quaglia, 2008).  

The involvement of SMEs is critical since they are rooted in the communities where they 

operate and because they are generally closer to the local community members and employees. 

Due to their embeddedness in local communities the SME owners are often accountable for the 

firm’s engagement in the community so that their initiatives translate into social sustainability 

(Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson, 2014). 

1.3. Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how SMEs facilitate the ability of a community to 

develop socially sustainable practices that not only satisfy the requirements of current members 

but also support the ability of future generations to maintain sustainable communities. 

Sustainability is often regarded as the privilege of large corporations since they have sufficient 

funds to improve their carbon footprint (Rodgers, 2010). The activities of SMEs are not well 

understood and documented, including their entrepreneurial start-ups, of which some are 

entirely based on sustainable principles (Rodgers, 2010). Given that SMEs play an important 

role towards sustainable development, understanding the underlying mechanisms of why SMEs 

are committed to SS within communities is an important research topic. 

The following research questions have been formulated to clarify the purpose: 

What initiatives are SMEs undertaking to develop socially sustainable practices in communities 

and how are they implemented?  

What impedes the successful implementation of social sustainability in SMEs? 

1.4. Delimitations 

This study has been narrowed down to SMEs in the global North and South countries and to 

SDG 11. This is because the agreement on a standalone goal on human settlements reflects the 

importance of communities as a development theme at the global level. Considering the local 

conditions in different country contexts where SMEs are embedded, the researchers should be 

able to answer key questions regarding SMEs initiatives that are crucial to achieving SS in 

diverse communities. Communities are critical to achieving SS and hence it is critical to find 

out how SMEs are helping to ensure that no community or community member is left behind. 
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1.5. Disposition  

The following table describes the general structure of this study.  

Figure 1. Overview of the study 

 

Source: Own construction  

Chapter 1 
Introduction

•This chapter presents the introduction and the motivation of the thesis. Interest in
social sustainability has increased. However little research has been undertaken in
Social Sustainability in the context of SMEs.

Chapter 2 
Literature 
Review

• In this section the thematic dimensions of the extant literature used in this research
will be reviewed. This will be followed by a discussion of the core themes of social
sustainability. The The chapter concludes with the assessment of Eizenberg and
Jabareen’s (2017) conceptual framework of social sustainability which will be
adapted to fulfil the purpose of the research.

Chapter 3 
Methodology

• This chapter outlines the methodology of the thesis that the authors will use to 
acquire scientific knowledge, and how the research process will be conducted

Chapter 4 

Empirical Findings

•This chapter presents the insights that were drawn from the empirical findings,
collected through 10 case studies. The interviews were first thoroughly processed
individually and thereafter the content was analysed as a whole. Six common
themes were identified in the coding table

Chapter 5 

Analysis

•This chapter gives an in-depth analysis of the empirical findings. The elements of
the Community Social Capital Framework will be analysed to show how they
contribute to new insights to the field of social sustainability.

Chapter 6 
Conclusion

•This chapter provides an overall conclusion of the study. The main implications and
limitation of the study are also discussed. The chapter concludes with
recommendations for future studies.



8 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

In this section the thematic dimensions of the extant literature used in this research will be 

reviewed. Firstly, Goal number 11 of Sustainable Development Goals which is critical to this 

research will be introduced to unveil crucial theoretical elements of how the social pillar of 

social sustainability will be assessed in the context of SMEs. This will be followed by a 

discussion of the core themes of social sustainability. By doing so, our aim is to show how the 

literature review (Chapter 2) links to the empirical findings (chapter 4). The chapter concludes 

with the assessment of Eizenberg and Jabareen’s (2017) conceptual framework of social 

sustainability which will be adapted to fulfil the purpose of our research. 

 

 

“Leave no none behind and endeavour to reach the furthest behind first.” 

-UNDP (2018, p. 7) 

2.1. United Nations (UN) global agenda 

A new global agenda that puts sustainability at the centre stage came into effect with the 

adoption of Agenda 2030 by the UN member states in September 2015. With 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets over 15years, the UN agreed on an ambitious and 

significant plan with transformative potential towards a more sustainable world (UNDP, 2015). 

The Brundtland Report defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs 

of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs” (WCED, 1987, p.40).The SDG document explicitly emphasises that the goals 

should be met for all people, countries and segments of society. It also makes reference to 

fundamental freedoms for groups defined by national or social origin, language, disability, 

ethnicity, religion, age, race, economic or other status (Stuart & Woodroffe, 2016). This is 

obviously not a comprehensive list of the many identity aspects that lead to marginalisation and 

the likelihood of poverty for social groups. For example, the list excludes marital status which 

can be a determining factor of income in the case of single parents. 

The UN global agenda also recognises group based inequalities. People face different forms of 

inequality not related to their income but which shape their experience of poverty. These 

inequalities intersect and thus, a person can be a member of two or more marginalised groups 
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(Stuart & Woodroffe, 2016). For instance, a disabled person living in a poor rural area can 

experience complex inequalities which cause marginalisation.  

Leaving no one behind is an overarching objective of SDGs and the 2030 agenda. 193 countries 

around the world made a pledge to “leave no one behind and endeavour to reach the furthest 

behind first” (UNDP, 2018). People who are left behind lack opportunities to fully participate 

in and benefit from the development progress in their communities. For instance, people who 

live in extreme poverty are considered left behind as they endure deprivations that limit their 

opportunities relative to others in their communities. Therefore, the pledge is a commitment to 

curb inequalities between people, places and groups, to end extreme poverty in all its forms, to 

end discrimination and exclusion between and within countries and to prioritise progress among 

the furthest behind. To achieve this, the countries agreed to work together to change the current 

trajectory of human progress in order that people may realise their full potential (UNDP, 2018).  

2.2. Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11 

SDG 11 calls for progress to be monitored at sub-national level so that no-one is left behind. 

SDG 11 consists of 10 targets and 15 indicators, (see Appendix B for targets and indicators) the 

majority of which are measured at the local city level and progress reported at the national level 

(UNDP, 2018). The goal is aimed at making cities and communities sustainable. Cities are 

hubs for innovation, social development, science, culture, commerce and they help 

community members to advance economically and socially (UN, 2015). UN estimates that 

by 2050, 70% of the world’s population will be living in cities.   

With urbanisation projected to rise, challenges to maintain communities in ways that create 

prosperity and jobs without straining resources will increase. The challenges communities 

will face include declining infrastructure, congestion, insufficient funds to provide basic 

services, rising air population and shortage of adequate housing and increased social 

disparities (UN, 2015). As a result, it is important that businesses put in place 

implementable action plans to help communities navigate these challenges and create safe, 

inclusive and resilient communities. Sustainable communities should be able to offer 

opportunities for all, with easy access to basic commodities and services, housing, 

transportation and energy. Therefore, the UN has called on Governments, businesses, civil 

society organisations and citizens to work collectively towards sustainable cities and 

communities (UN, 2015).  

The key areas of need to achieve progress according SDG 11 are:  

-to identify activities that should be ceased and those that should be accelerated  
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-build appropriate skills across different stakeholders groups to deliver within their 

communities. 

-securing finance, innovative designs and projects for integrated infrastructure. 

-establishing practical procedures for multi-stakeholder engagement in processes that build 

sustainability, inclusion, consensus and resilience (UN, 2015).  

As important as the orientation towards global sustainability is, measuring progress towards the 

targets as well as monitoring the processes in developed and developing countries is a complex 

task and thus, discussion on the capacity of SDGs to promote inclusive development has risen 

(Ulbrich, Porto de Albuquerque & Coaffee, 2018). The role of defining people’s lives becomes 

explicit and controversial when considering SDGs’ targets and the possible indicators which 

are employed to measure well-being globally (Caprotti, Cowley, Datta, Broto, Gao & 

Georgeson, 2017).  

Worse still, the focus of Goal 11 to “make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 

and sustainable” adds complexity to the pledge to “leave no one behind” and to “reach the 

furthest behind first” because the experiences of community members regarding issues which 

SDG 11 aims to address vary between neighbourhoods (Ulbrich et al., 2018). In other words, 

translating SDG 11’s targets into communities is a challenge when it comes to the practical 

realm of urban development because at the urban level, the measurements become intertwined 

with people’s lives (Pierce, Johnson & White, 2013).  

2.3. Small and Medium-sized Enterprises  

Organisation for Economic Corporation and Development-OECD (2005) define SMEs as 

independent, non-subsidiary companies that employ a limited number of employees. However, 

there is no universal agreement regarding this number as the number of employees varies 

between countries. According to OECD (2005), some countries limit the number of medium 

enterprises to 200 employees, while the United States proclaims that SMEs are companies with 

fewer than 500 employees. Small companies employ fewer than 50 employees, while micro 

enterprises employ not more than 10 employees or in some cases 5 employees. 

The European Union define SMEs on the basis of two factors, the first is the workforce, and 

the other one is on either the turnover or the balance sheet total (European Commission, 2003) 

(See table 1). The turnover for medium-sized enterprises (50 – 249 employees) should be less 

than EUR 50 million. For small Enterprises (10 to 49 employees) it should be less than EUR 
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10 million, whereas for micro-enterprises (less than 10 employees) it should be less than EUR 

2 million (European Commission, 2003).  

Table 1. SMEs definition. 

Company Category Staff Headcount Turnover   and Balance Sheet Total 

Medium-sized < 250 ≤ € 50 m ≤ € 43 m 

Small < 50 ≤ € 10 m ≤ € 10 m 

Micro < 10 ≤ € 2 m ≤ € 2 m 

Source: European Commission (2003).  

SMEs dominate the business arena in many countries. For instance, in the European Union, 

SMEs are considered to be the economic backbone. They make up approximately 99% of all 

businesses (EC, 2019) and provide 67% of total employment. Similarly, in developing countries 

SMEs represent the core economic activities, are a major source of employment and key 

contributors to economic growth in communities (Banwo, Du & Onokala, 2017). 

However, the European Commission report highlights that larger companies are more likely to 

engage in sustainable development than SMEs (EC, 2019). SMEs may relate to sustainability 

issues differently compared to larger companies because their competences are different from 

those of large corporations (Jansson et al., 2015). Some researchers argue that SMEs disregard 

social issues and they lack the ability to manage and identify such actions, while others argue 

that they are less proactive and they are also likely to demand government or experts to guide 

their actions (Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson, 2009). Jenkins (2004) contends that SMEs are 

content with merely surviving and hence they are not interested in making an impact in society. 

According to Hervani, Helms and Sarkis (2005), SMEs face more barriers in implementing 

social sustainability practices compared to large enterprises because they have lower abilities 

to obtain innovations, lack knowledge about the benefits, lack environmental training and lack 

relationships with external stakeholders. This is often attributed to lack of financial resources, 

weak managerial skills and lack of enforcement of relevant regulations and laws (Abbasi, 

2017). 

On the other hand, SMEs are oftentimes depicted as rational actors whose overarching purpose 

is to maximise profits. The pursuit of sustainability measures is generally assumed to provide 

them with competitive advantages, and it is also assumed to be a means of aligning their 

business activities with changing customer preferences (Jansson et al., 2015). This perspective 

is embedded in the principle of utility maximisation and neoclassic economic theory which 
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assumes that businesses calculate costs and benefits to pursue profits (Westman et al., 2018). 

As such, sustainability-oriented actions of SMEs are understood to be fixed in these 

assumptions. Nevertheless, understanding what motivates SMEs to implement SS from the 

perspective of the neoclassic theory limits the ability to examine the relation that exists between 

SMEs and their social environment (Westman et al., 2018) and what exactly drives SMEs to 

engage in SS practices and what limits their involvement (Huq, Stevenson & Zorzini, 2014). 

2.4. The Social dimension 

From its inception, the concept of sustainable development included a clear social mandate 

(Vallance et al., 2011) but some scholars assert that the “social” was integrated late into debates 

on sustainable development (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). Since the late 1980s, most of the 

debates on sustainability have primarily emphasised the economic and environmental pillars 

while overlooking the social dimension of sustainability (Ajmal et al., 2017).  

This view has been supported by Vifell and Soneryd, (2010) who posit that the social pillar is 

the least explicit in practical attempts to create sustainable development since researchers and 

policymakers have often neglected it. Moreover, it has been established that when policymakers 

endorse sustainable development, the social dimension receives less attention or it is totally 

dismissed, hence social sustainability is difficult to realise and operationalise (Boström, 2012). 

Policymakers been also been criticised for using the triad as a policy inventory rather than as a 

model for examining the interdependencies and relationships among the triad (Peterson, 2016).  

However, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has provided a starting point for 

understanding the social aspects in the context of companies. The (ISO, 2009) guidelines for 

organisations proposed seven core areas that organisations should address that include: labour 

practices, human rights, organisational governance, the environment, consumer issues, fair 

operating practices and community involvement and development. These principles help clarify 

what social responsibility is and how organisations can translate these principles into effective 

actions. The principles are aimed at all organisations, regardless of their size, location and 

activity (ISO, 2009). 

According to Dempsey et al. (2009) SS revolves around two core themes; sustainability of 

community and social equity with the former being connected to social capital and social 

cohesion. 



13 

 

2.5. Social dimension of Sustainable Communities 

The social dimension of sustainable communities is concerned with the “continued functioning, 

health and viability of society as a collective entity embedded in the term community” 

(Dempsey et al., 2009, p.297). According to Kim (2018), the social dimension of sustainability 

emphasises the organisation’s influence on societal issues such as social support, charities and 

community relations. The pillar also reflects prevalent social issues that are significant to the 

fulfilment of socially driven initiatives that include community relations as well as employee 

motivation, hence it can be fulfilled by socially oriented initiatives (Kim, 2018).  

As is the case with social sustainability, the definition of Socially Sustainable Communities 

(SSCs) is open to a multitude of interpretation. The Bristol Accord, signed up by European 

Union member states defined SSCs as places that meet the diverse needs of current and future 

residents, where people want to work and live now and in the future, that address environmental 

concerns and contribute to high quality of life, that are safe and offer equal opportunities and 

good services for all (Dempsey et al., 2009; Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017).  

According to Dempsey et al. (2009) community sustainability involves the relative stability of 

the community, social interaction between community members, participation in collective 

institutions and levels of trust within the community, while (Coleman, 1988) refers to social 

sustainability of communities as the ability of society to sustain and reproduce itself at an 

acceptable level of functioning. There is a noteworthy overlap between SS aspects and 

sustainable communities which are underpinned by factors such as justice and social equity 

(Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017) hence, it is argued that SSCs provide a setting for long-term 

human interaction and activity that is inclusive, equitable and sustainable (Dempsey et al., 

2009).  

SMEs located in close-knit communities often display willingness to participate in local 

activities. Through community engagement, SMEs may address local problems and contribute 

to a healthy social environment (Westman et al., 2018). The existence of SS aspects such as 

sense of community or relationships that exist between businesses and community members 

are critical to the social and environmental measures undertaken by SMEs within a community 

(Westman et al., 2018). 

2.6. Social Capital  

Social capital is an intangible form of stock which exists in relationships among people 

(Coleman, 1988). The concept of social capital can be traced back to Durkheim and Max, and 
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to Aristoteles (Carroll & Stanfield, 2003), while current studies can be traced primarily to 

authors such as Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman, and Robert Putnam (Lehtonen, 2004). 

Bourdieu (1986) defined social capital as “the sum of existing or potential resources in relation 

to commitments between groups.” Coleman (1988) expanded Bourdieu’s (1986) definition by 

identifying three different areas of social capital namely; social norms, obligations and 

expectations; and information channels. Putnam (1993) defined social capital as “features of 

social organisation such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and 

cooperation for mutual benefit” (p.21).  

Various dimensions of social capital that have been identified are “bonding” which describes 

the connection between people with similar objectives while “bridging” describes the ability of 

groups to connect with those who may have opposing views. “Linking” describes the capacity 

of groups to engage in external agencies, to either acquire useful resources or to influence their 

policies (Pretty, 2003). These dimensions indicate that social capital is linked to improved 

social well-being. In other words, communities with enhanced connectedness tend to have 

better health, higher incomes, higher educational achievements and constructive government 

links (Pretty, 2003). 

By investing in social capital, SMEs often have influence on society as a whole and on business 

success. This is because SME owners are capable of being motivated by ethical and social 

reasons hence, they help to mitigate community related problems (Spence & Schmidpeter, 

2003). However, SMEs need a social infrastructure to help them become more engaged in SS 

initiatives. For instance, networks and institutional building between SMEs and the community 

help to contribute to a culture of co-operation, thereby enhancing the contribution of SMEs to 

the common good (Spence & Schmidpeter, 2003).  

2.7. Social Cohesion 

Social cohesion is concerned with the problems faced by the poor people in poor communities. 

It also includes social interaction with wider groups, participation in civic life and inclusion 

in the labour market (Forrest & Kearns, 2001). It is believed that social cohesion has 

decreased in communities and the disadvantaged suffer the most due to lack of elements that 

produce and sustain social cohesion (Forrest & Kearns, 2001). Factors that contribute to social 

cohesion crises are social fragmentation, decline in shared moral values and growing inequality. 

This is reflected in phenomena such as disorder and crime as well as extreme inequality 
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outcomes (Bramley & Morgan, 2003). For instance, the poor may be fragmented from 

mainstream society (Forrest & Kearns, 2001).  

On the other hand, strongly cohesive neighbourhoods could contribute to a fragmented city by 

conflicting with one another. Residents with a strong sense of place attachment to their city 

may conflict with any sense of macro-cohesion or common national purpose (Forrest & Kearns, 

2001). For instance, there may be social cohesion of an ethnic majority or religious groups 

trying to impose their values on others and living side-by-side. In such situations, the ties that 

bind such communities together may be social, religious or racial conflict between them 

(Forrest & Kearns, 2001). This indicates that although social cohesion is a positive attribute, it 

can also be about exclusion, discrimination or about a majority imposing their values on a 

minority.  

Thus, residential based networks are crucial to everyday routines and they are arguably the 

fundamental building block to social cohesion (Forrest & Kearns, 2001). Through community 

networks, SMEs have the confidence to invest in collectives activities (Pretty, 2003) that will 

help residents learn co-operation, tolerance and acquire a sense of social worth (Forrest & 

Kearns, 2001). 

2.8. Social Equity 

Social equity is embedded in distributive justice, social justice and fairness in the distribution 

of resources (Dempsey et al., 2009). According to Falk, Hampton, Hodgkinson, Parker and 

Rorris (1993), social equity inspires a sense of social justice, and it is based on the idea that 

individuals have essential needs that they should be able to acquire; and that responsibilities 

and rewards should be fairly distributed throughout the community; and that policies should be 

impartial, just and fair (Falk et. al., 1993). This reflects the embeddedness of the concept of 

social equity with sustainable development, focused on meeting the needs of the present and 

future generations. According to Dempsey et al. (2009) territorial justice prevails when 

residents have equitable access to key service across geographical areas. These include public 

services, decent housing, infrastructure, education, green space, culture and recreation. 

An equitable community prohibits exclusionary practices that hinder residents from 

participating politically, socially and economically in society. Exclusionary practices may 

manifest themselves as social exclusion. Social exclusion and inequity manifest in areas of 

deprivation where residents have reduced access to public services and facilities, and poor 

living environments (Dempsey et al., 2009).  
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Socially sustainable organisations should provide good social equity among employees by 

involving employees in social functions, through fair wages and by encouraging flexibility 

among female employees. This helps to improve the social acceptability of an organisation 

(Singh, Sushil, Kar & Pamucar, 2019). SMEs often invest in social equity because they tend to 

be strongly rooted in their communities and they are generally closer to their employees and 

local community (Jamali et al., 2017). Additionally, they promote social equity because they 

have collective power and potential to make an impact in communities (Spence & Schmidpeter, 

2003). 

2.9. A Conceptual Framework for Social Sustainability 

This study attempts to conceptualise SDG 11 as an SME supported phenomenon in the 

light of existing literature on SS. A conceptual framework intertwines concepts to ensure 

a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon (Kostoska & Kocarev, 2019). The goal 

of reviewing a conceptual framework is to indicate the key concepts (Kostoska & Kocarev, 

2019) which will then be connected to the community initiatives in order to develop a SS 

community framework that is relevant for SDG 11. 

According to Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017), their conceptual framework of social 

sustainability is meant to better protect people, regardless of colour, origin, culture, or socio-

economic status against injustice. This is achieved by facilitating the adaptation of just and fair 

social, economic and environmental policies (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). In addition, 

Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017) state that this conceptual framework is surrounded by a 

prospective view of a more sustainable future which the authors consider necessary to achieve 

sustainability goals in general. The model is intended to understand social sustainability as an 

integration of social, economic and ecological perspectives (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). 

In this framework, social sustainability is part of a more significant approach to sustainability 

that aspires to address the risks caused by environmental and climate change (Eizenberg & 

Jabareen, 2017). It is based on four coherent concepts, as shown in Figure 2. These concepts 

perform different and specific functions within the field of social sustainability (Eizenberg & 

Jabareen, 2017). Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017) highlight that the theoretical contribution of 

the framework of social sustainability lies in its ontological approach, making risk a 

fundamental concept of sustainability practices. These risks are mainly related to climate 

change and the resulting uncertainties, consisting of serious social, structural, and physical 

threats to human societies and their residential areas (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017).  
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Figure 2. Concepts of social sustainability 

 

Source: Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017). 

 

2.9.1. Concepts of social sustainability 

Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017) associate risk to climate change as organising framework 

for sustainable communities and especially for strengthening social considerations they 

defined as equity, safety and environmentally and socially informed economic 

organisations.  

 

2.9.1.1. Equity 

The concept of equity attempts to prevent unequal policies and to stimulate actual public 

participation in the creation of space (IPCC, 2014). These efforts are meant to decrease 

divisions and create a sense of place attachment (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). The concept of 

equity includes three dimensions which are recognition, redistribution and participation. These 

concepts focus on meeting the needs of present and future generations. Recognition is 

concerned with equity policies for different ethnic and social groups and commitment to basic 

 



18 

 

rules of social, economic and environmental policies (EPA, 2013). The concept of redistribution 

focuses on social redistributive justice which ensures that residents have certain rights such as 

the right to adequate standards of living (Fraser,1996). While participation promotes equal 

involvement in developing human spaces (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017).  

Two aspects of equity that are significant to SS are intergenerational and intragenerational 

equity. Intergenerational equity refers to the equitable distribution of resources between present 

and future generations (Rpetto,1985). This implies that current decisions should not impede the 

prospects of improving living standards for future generations. Intragenerational equity refers 

to fair distribution of resources between competing interests in the present generation. Equality 

for all, regardless of gender, race, citizenship status is fundamental to copying with 

environmental crisis and climate change (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017) 

2.9.1.2. Safety 

Dempsey et al. (2009) describe safety as a fundamental part of social sustainability and also as 

an antecedent of social activities that take place in communities. The provision of safety in 

neighbourhoods is closely intertwined with other dimension of community sustainability. 

Safety enhances trust between residents and promotes the sense of community in 

neighbourhoods. In communities that are free from disorder and crime, residents feel secure in 

their social interactions with other community members and when taking part in community 

activities (Dempsey et al., 2009).  

According to Eizenberg and Jabareen, (2017) the concept of safety also concerns the right to be 

protected in situations of vulnerability. Vulnerability refers to the extent to which a system lacks 

the ability to deal with adverse effects of climate change (IPCC, 2014). The vulnerability of a 

society is influenced by resource distribution, development path, social networks, technological 

development and government institutions. In communities, some individual are more 

vulnerable and more prone to climate change and environmental hazards than others.  

Thus, to address safety issues in communities, adequate adaptation measures are required. 

Adaptation refers to measures that need to be taken to secure the future in case an unexpected 

event occurs (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). Safety in community is further enhanced when 

policymakers understand the socio-spatial settings of vulnerabilities of a community and 

succeed in setting up more than just policies for the vulnerable groups. This can be achieved by 

analysing the spatial distribution of environmental risk, types, intensity, scope and future 

uncertainties in communities (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017).  
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2.9.1.3. Eco-Prosumption 

The concept of eco-prosumption refers to methods of production, consumption and gaining 

value in environmentally and socially responsible ways. This concept includes sustainable 

production and consumption measures such as clean energy use, reduced energy consumption, 

recycling and friendly modes of transportation like bicycles (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). Eco-

prosumption practices need to be reorganised as community-oriented and eco-friendly to 

mitigate future risks caused by factors such as greenhouse gases and climate change.  

The reorganisation of eco-prosumption in cooperative rather than competitive ways at times 

deals with egalitarian ends and poverty alleviation (Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010). These practices 

are considered as enabling more humane and environmentally friendly measures. Examples of 

these practices can be found in community economies, in cooperative models of housing and 

local gardening and food systems (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). 

2.9.1.4. Sustainable Urban Forms 

Urban forms are the physical dimensions of socially desired communities. Desired physical 

forms are those that foster a sense of community or attachment, health and safety (Eizenberg & 

Jabareen, 2017). Sense of community is shared by residents of a particular community and 

together they create its own order that differentiates it from other places. Sense of attachment 

is also closely related to urban forms since it is assumed that such feelings are influenced by 

the perceived quality of place. For instance, a place that has been highly littered and vandalised 

will have a negative impact on feelings of safety and will affect the residents’ sense of 

attachment, thereby reducing community participation and social interaction (Dempsey et al., 

2009).  

On the other hand, desired urban forms should enhance social welfare and mitigate 

environmental risk now and in the future (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). The form of the modern 

city is perceived to be a source of environmental problems, hence, urban planning is critical to 

mitigation and adaptation to climate change. According to the U.S Environmental Protection 

Agency, urban forms directly affect endangered species, ecosystem, water quality and habitats 

through the consumption of land (EPA, 2013). Therefore, because of their crucial function in 

the context of protecting inhabitants from disasters, urban forms should be oriented towards 

promoting healthy communities (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). 
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2.9.1.5. Limitations of Eizenberg and Jabareen’s Framework 

Some key concepts suggested by Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017) are mainly suitable for 

policymakers to encourage a wide perspective of looking at problems within societies. These 

researchers associate social sustainability outcomes with urban planning and design principles. 

Much as it is difficult to divorce SS activities from the physical settings in which they take 

place, the development of urban forms is largely understood to be the role of local authorities 

and it is presumed that such issues are included in higher level policy documents, whereas SS 

in companies is generally led by private interests. Companies are more explicitly regarded as 

agents for promoting social responsibility as demonstrated by the growing importance of CSR 

policies within companies (Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011). Therefore, urban forms may be 

irrelevant in the context of SMEs.  

Furthermore, the framework guides in identifying SS aspects but it is over-generalised. They 

reframe a vision towards a more sustainable future which is vital for achieving all 17 SDGs in 

general, hence some aspects may not be relevant to specific contexts. Their study focuses on 

risk resulting primarily from climate change, and how it poses serious social, physical, spatial 

and structural threats to present-day human communities (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017).  

In practice, it is assumed that context influences the relevance of SS aspects and how they are 

interpreted. Generalising the concepts to all 17 SDGs does not necessarily mean that they are 

applicable in all contexts, like in this case, in the context of SMEs. An important concept which 

is outside the scope of this study is urban forms since it is strongly led by the public sector. 

Analysing SS within SMEs is a contrasting field and hence it should help to identify core themes 

that will complement Eizenberg and Jabareen’s (2017) concepts of SS to make them more 

generalisable. 
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3. Methodology  
 

 This chapter outlines the methodology of the thesis that the authors used to acquire scientific 

knowledge, and how the research process was conducted. Due to limited literature in social 

sustainability in the context of SMEs’ embedded in diverse communities, this thesis employed 

an exploratory research design together with qualitative and abductive approaches, and these 

are explained first. Thereafter, the methods through which the study was conducted are 

explained, covering the collection of both primary and secondary data. The chapter also 

addresses how the credibility of the data collected was ensured. Qualitative content analysis 

was used in coding and analysing the empirical findings, and the abductive approach was used 

in developing an extended framework of social sustainability within communities. 

Figure 3. Outline of the method used in this study. 

 
                                                           Source: Own construction 

 

3.1. Scientific Philosophy 

Research philosophy contributes to the development of a wider perspective of research and 

develops the research purpose to new knowledge (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). Two 

major ways of thinking in research philosophy are epistemology and ontology. These two 

philosophies contain important differences which influence the way the researcher thinks about 

the research process (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 102). Epistemology addresses questions about 

“what” should be regarded as acceptable knowledge in an area of study (Bryman, 2012, p. 70) 

and “how” knowledge of the world around us is gained, while ontology is a philosophical 

position that is concerned with the nature of reality (Saunders et al., 2012). Two predominant 

epistemological and ontological ideologies used in conducting research are positivism and 

interpretivism. Positivists and interpretivists differ in their philosophical goals and assumptions 

(Hudson & Ozanne, 1988).  

In seeking the answers for this study, the researchers viewed the world from the experiences 

and perceptions of the participants. Therefore, the interpretivist paradigm was adopted.  
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3.1.1. Interpretivism 

Interpretivism is an epistemology that advocates that it is important for the researcher to 

understand the world from the perspective of the social actors because social beings construct 

meaning based on context. The term social actor is crucial in interpretivist epistemology in that 

social roles of others are interpreted from their point of view, resulting in multiple realities 

(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 106-107). In other words, interpretivists believe that reality is socially 

constructed and that individuals create categories and theories to make sense of their world. 

Interpretivists oppose the notion that inquiries will converge into one single reality (Hudson & 

Ozanne, 1988). In contrast, the positivists argue that the social world exists independently of 

individual perceptions and that reality is fragmentable and divisible and therefore, accurate 

measurements of this world are possible. They further argue that all inquiries will eventually 

converge into the same objective reality referred to as the “truth” (Hudson & Ozzane, 1988).  

Interpretive researchers seek to understand the economic, political and social phenomena and 

to view reality in new ways that challenge dominant views. This reinforces the epistemological 

view of human beings as knowledgeable actors who play a critical role in the creation of their 

social reality (Nordqvist, Melin & Hall, 2009). The researchers unite in their effort to explain 

the ways in which actors in specific social settings understand, account for and manage their 

daily lives in the pursuit of building shared understanding. In other words, researchers seek to 

comprehend through interpretation, the meaning that is expressed, felt and intended by the 

actors. For instance, the meaning assigned to processes, actions, events and actors (Denzin, 

2001).  

Three central concepts shared among interpretive researchers are meaning, understanding and 

interpretation, where interpretation is considered as the clarification of meaning, and 

understanding results from the process of interpreting (Nordqvist et al., 2009). Interpretation 

involves both the actor and the researcher. They come together in an ongoing dialogue to create 

knowledge through mutual understanding. This understanding is reached through assigning 

new meanings to social phenomena (Denzin, 2001).  

Within qualitative research, the researcher embraces the interpretivist perspective (Saunders et 

al., 2012, p. 103) to come up with “surprising findings” (Bryman, 2012, p.74). In this study the 

interpretivist stance was used in exploring the ground realities of social sustainability. Taking 

an interpretive stance means the researchers will provide an “interpretation of others’ 

interpretations” because the researchers’ findings will be interpreted in terms of literature of a 
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discipline, concepts and theories (Bryman, 2012, p.74). The authors sought to understand 

subjective experiences in a particular place and time to determine the motives and meanings. 

Thus, we entered the research environment with some preunderstanding and a general plan and 

attempted to seek new information. The research was then developed with the assistance of data 

collection techniques, meanings, ideas and questions. Since social sustainability is concerned 

with the human side of sustainability like human rights, health and safety, Eizenberg and 

Jabareen’s (2017) conceptual framework of social sustainability was used as a lens to interpret 

and relate the findings to existing concepts and to develop the framework with new findings. 

3.2. Scientific Approach 

3.2.1. Abductive Approach 

A research phenomenon can be studied by various research approaches. What is essential is for 

the chosen approach to satisfy the aim of the study. Conventionally, induction and deduction 

have been considered the two basic forms of scientific reasoning (Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013; 

Saunders et al., 2012, p.117). In inductive approach the researcher systematically collects data 

to generate a generalisable explanation. The researcher starts by gathering evidence, which is 

often specific and limited, and moves towards data collection and then generates theories in 

view of accumulated evidence (Saunders et al., 2012, p.117). The deductive approach is 

contrary to the abductive reasoning in that it is grounded on the logic of confirmation. The 

researcher develops a theory through prior knowledge and moves towards collection of data 

and ends at a guaranteed conclusion (Bamberger, 2018).  

However, scholars have begun to question whether grounding research fields in these two logics 

alone is not only overly restrictive and incomprehensible, but also limits the relevance of the 

study which seeks to serve the broader community (Bamberger, 2018). As a result, scholars 

argue that a third form of reasoning that merits attention is abduction (Mantere & Ketokivi, 

2013). Abduction is under-recognised, yet it serves as the basis for many other scientific fields 

(Bamberger, 2018). Abduction is a combination of the deductive and inductive approaches and 

it is slowly being accepted as an important concept of interpretive research (Dubois & Gadde, 

2002). The abductive reasoning addresses weaknesses associated with inductive and deductive 

reasoning since it analyses hypotheses to make sense of “puzzling facts.” In the general sense, 

abduction is regarded as an inference to the best explanation (Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013; 

Bamberger, 2018). It involves the systematic collection of facts (Bamberger, 2018) and 
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reasoning is applied in circumstances in which a phenomenon that challenges extant knowledge 

is encountered (Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013).  

According to Miles and Huberman (1994) and Nordqvist et al. (2009) interpretive researchers 

acknowledge that knowledge is a historical and social product, and that empirical material is 

often laden with theory and prior conceptual understanding. These researchers argue that there 

is no division between theory and empirical material. Instead, researchers move back and forth 

between theory and empirical observations, and during this process the original theoretical 

statements are modified to fit observations, and the researcher will search for observations that 

are relevant to the emerging theory (Nordqvist et al., 2009). A priori theory serves as the basis 

for questioning theoretical assumptions or surfacing inconsistencies that demand explanation 

or resolution, and then concepts and theories that fail to connect with the observed data will be 

eliminated (Bamberger, 2018).  

Based on Mantere and Ketokivi (2013) statement that “ we predict, confirm, and disconfirm 

through deduction, generalise through induction, and theorise through abduction” (p.72) the 

abductive reasoning served as the basis of this research since our aim was to generate new 

concepts and to develop an existing theoretical framework. The authors started with a general 

focus, a research question or questions and a theoretical framework in mind. As the fieldwork 

proceeded, new themes emerged from the empirical findings, and this directed the search for 

new theoretical ideas that support emerging understandings and interpretations. In view of this, 

literature and theories were considered as frames of interpretation and were adapted in the early 

stages of the research. 

The abductive reasoning was suitable for this study since it helped to explore the “how” and 

“what” questions regarding initiatives being undertaken by SMEs to ensure that current 

decisions are not detrimental to the prospects for maintaining or improving living standards for 

future generations. In other words, abductive reasoning offered critical means by which social 

sustainability in SMEs was interpreted and helped in laying out the parameters of plausible 

explanations that were then integrated into a theoretical framework.  

3.3. Research Method and Design 

3.3.1. Exploratory Research 

If the researcher is interested in a topic on which little or no research has been done, an 

exploratory stance may be preferable. Exploratory research helps to determine the research 

design, data collection method and the selection of subjects (Saunders et al., 2012). Two 
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principal ways of conducting exploratory research are by interviewing experts in the subject 

and through literature search. In this study, semi-structured interviews were used in relation to 

an exploratory study to gain new insights through the eyes of the participants. 

An exploratory research design was relevant for this study due to the limited research in social 

sustainability. Social sustainability is an under-researched area and its variables have not been 

properly identified (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). The research was also conducted from the 

perspective of developed and developing countries. There is limited literature on SS in 

developing countries and hence, the research called for an exploratory research design. This 

enabled thorough examination of this real life issue on which there is limited prior empirical 

evidence, leading to new in-depth insights. 

Exploring the social dimension of sustainability helped us to understand why SDG 11 has not 

been able to produce the expected results. Too much focus has been placed on the tangible 

factors of urban development while ignoring the non-tangible community factors. Thus, the 

exploratory method provided a strong perspective of what SS in communities encompasses. It 

also allowed us to explore other concepts of SS that have often been neglected in existing SS 

frameworks and as a result Eizenberg and Jabareen’s framework was expanded into a broader 

conceptual framework that includes non-tangible factors that are specific to communities. 

3.3.2. Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research is used mainly for any data collection technique or data analysis procedure 

that generates or uses non-numerical data (Saunders et al., 2012). This research technique 

involves studying the meaning of people’s lives under real world conditions as well as the 

perspectives and views of the participants in a study. The ideas that emerge from the research 

will represent the meanings given to real life events by the people who live them and not the 

meanings and preconceptions held by the researcher (Yin, 2016). Qualitative research also 

integrates and presents data from various sources of evidence as part of a given study. It captures 

the contextual conditions such as the environmental, social and institutional conditions within 

which people’s lives take place. These conditions influence all human activities in various ways 

(Yin, 2016).  

Qualitative research enabled the development of existing concepts. This study was driven by 

the desire to explain events through existing concepts. In their original work, Eizenberg and 

Jabareen (2017) SS framework largely focused on urban planning and design principles which 

are the roles of policymakers. Using qualitative study, their framework of SS was applied to a 
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group of SMEs in the global North and South to bring new insights into how the actions of 

SMEs at community level contribute to SDG 11, and also to explain the obstacles that need to 

be overcome so that the framework becomes more practicable. Therefore, qualitative research 

enabled us to develop new concepts that explain social processes in communities. These 

concepts attempt to explain social processes such as the inclusiveness of vulnerable community 

members. 

3.4. Data Collection Process 

This study employed both primary and secondary data. Primary data is generated from original 

sources such as interviews, focus groups, experiments or questionnaire surveys, whereas 

secondary data is research data collected from existing sources such as databases or publications 

and it is available in hard form or on the internet (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 59). 

3.4.1. Primary Data 

3.4.1.1. SMEs Case Studies  

A case study strategy is most often used in exploratory research because it has considerable 

ability to generate answers to the ‘why’ ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions. Robson (2002) defines 

case study as “a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a 

particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of 

evidence” (p.138). Case studies not only enable the extraction of rich data through a variety of 

techniques that include observations, interviews and document analysis, but they also facilitate 

in comprehensive analysis of real life situations and thus, provide in-depth insight into the 

research objective (Huq et al., 2014). Within case studies, ambiguity exists between the 

phenomenon being studied and the context within which they are being studied, hence this 

strategy is relevant for researchers who wish to gain a rich understanding of the context of the 

research and the processes being enacted (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 139-140).  

Yin (2007) distinguishes between single and multiple case study strategies. A single case study 

often represents unique cases and it may be selected because it gives the researcher the 

opportunity to observe and study a phenomenon that has largely been overlooked. 

Contrastingly, the rationale behind multiple cases is based upon the need to determine whether 

the findings in the first case study will occur in the other cases. As a result, multiple case studies 

increase the credibility of the findings, prevent observer bias and to a certain extent improve 

the generalisability of the results (Huq et al., 2014; Yin, 2007). Researchers argue that multiple 
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case studies are more advantageous, and a strong justification may be needed where the 

researcher chooses to use a single case (Yin, 2007).  

Conducting exploratory research through multiple case studies is relevant when a discipline is 

in developmental stages and when the researcher is exploring new areas (Saunders et al., 2012, 

p. 139). The multiple case study approach offered the execution of the empirical findings that 

we needed, and it enabled us to study the phenomenon in its real context, in particular since 

there is ambiguity between the phenomenon and the context. Moreover, the authors intended to 

have a thorough or detailed study of every specific case so that more robust theories than those 

based on a single case study would be created.  

3.4.1.2. Semi-Structured Interviews 

An interview is a purposeful discussion between people which helps to gather reliable data that 

is relevant to the research question and objectives (Saunders et al., 2012). Interviews provide 

detailed qualitative data needed to understand respondents’ experiences, the meaning they 

attribute to those experiences and how they describe those experiences (Milagros, 2016).  

Semi-structured interviews are also referred to as qualitative research interviews (Saunders et 

al., 2012, p.312). Qualitative interviews involve generally open-ended and unstructured 

questions that are few and intended to obtain opinions and views from participants. They are 

important where the researcher adopts an interpretivist epistemology and seeks knowledge 

about the meanings participants attribute to various phenomena. Put differently, semi-structured 

interviews give the interviewee the opportunity to probe answers that increase depth to the data 

obtained (Saunders et al., 2012, p.315). Semi-structured interviews were found to be suitable 

for this study since they can be used in relation to exploratory studies and also because they 

lead the discussion into areas that have not been previously considered, but that help to address 

the research questions and objectives. 

To carry out semi-structured interviews, the researcher uses a list of themes and questions to be 

covered, and the researcher will either audio-record the data or take notes. The interview 

questions vary depending on the organisational context that is encountered in relation to the 

topic of research or based on the nature of events within particular organisations (Bryman, 

2012). In this study the interviews were conducted with different SMEs from different sectors 

of the economy. This meant that some questions had to be omitted in some interviews while 

additional questions were required in some interviews. Also, the order of the questions changed 

depending on the flow of the conversation, but similar words were used for all interviewees. 
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3.4.1.3. Interview Participants 

In this study, the primary mode of data collection was exploratory face-to-face interviews with 

Chief Executive Officers (CEO) or their representatives in developed and developing countries. 

Out of the 10 respondents involved in this research, 3 were from Sweden and they were 

interviewed using traditional face-to-face interviews while the rest of the interviews were 

conducted via Skype. Initial interviewees were identified through personal contacts, and then 

some were referrals from some of the interviewees. 

Table 2. Overview of the interviews 

Company 

name 

Country Position of the 

respondent 

Type of 

interview 

Duration Industrial Sector 

Company A* Australia Respondent 1 CEO Telephone 30 minutes Service 

Company B*  Brazil Respondent 2 CEO Skype 45 minutes Agriculture 

Company C*  Brazil Respondent 3 CIO  Skype 50 minutes Agriculture 

Company D* Ireland Respondent 4 CEO Telephone 30 minutes Service 

Company E* South Africa Respondent 5 CEO Telephone 35 minutes Manufacturing 

Company F**  Sweden Respondent 6 CEO Face-to-face 55 minutes Retail 

Company F** Sweden Respondent 7 CIO Face-to-face 45 minutes Retail 

Company G* Sweden Respondent 8 owner Face-to-face 50 minutes Manufacturing 

Company H* Zimbabwe Respondent 9 CEO Telephone 30 minutes Service 

Company J* Zimbabwe Respondent 10 CEO Telephone 35 minutes Construction 

* All the names are pseudonyms. **Respondents are from the same company      Source: Own construction 
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3.4.1.4. Interview Guide Creation 

The nature of the interview guide should be consistent with the research questions, the purpose 

of the study and the research strategy that has been chosen. To ensure that the interview 

questions aligned with our research questions, an appropriate interview guide was created by 

first reviewing the material covered in the frame of references. Then questions based on 

Eizenberg’s and Jabareen’s (2017) conceptual framework of SS were developed by adopting 

the concepts used in the framework. The questions were then screened so that the authors would 

remain only with relevant questions.  

3.4.1.5. Execution of Interviews 

Our starting point was to take note of the fact that the actors have their own interpretations and 

attitudes about social sustainability and thus, their point of view had to be respected during the 

interviews. We also took into account that reality can be experienced in different ways between 

actors, and so the answers between the respondents could vary. Thus, it was crucial for us to 

establish a good research partnership between the interviewer and the respondent before 

conducting the interviews. To achieve this, an interview guide which was created in advance 

was emailed to the participants before the interviews were conducted so that they could prepare 

for the interviews.  

Owing to the need for the researchers to reach international participants, face-to-face interviews 

in the natural setting were combined with Skype interviews. In the natural setting, qualitative 

researchers often collect data at the field site where the interview participants experience the 

problem under investigation (Creswell, 2013). Information is gathered by talking directly to the 

participants often over a period of time and seeing their non-verbal cues within their context. 

Interviews in the natural setting are a major characteristic of qualitative research (Creswell, 

2013).  

In addition, considering that we did not want to limit our range of respondents to those we could 

physically reach (based in Sweden) and interview in person, choosing international samples 

was central to this study since it enabled us to explore multiple facets of the problem under 

investigation. Internet based methods of communication such as Skype and Face Time work as 

a viable alternative collection tool for qualitative researchers since they increase researchers’ 

options and provide the ability to interview research participants across the globe using video 

and voice via real time connection (Lo Iacono et al., 2016). Thus, Skype helped to widen the 

range of our sampling by allowing us to contact respondents without geographical limitations. 
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As Lo Iacono et al. (2016) put it, most studies are Westernised in their focus, but Skype helps 

to direct the research away from “Western rationality.” 

The use of Skype justifies the worthlessness of travel to distant and expensive to reach locations. 

Considering the issue of sustainable practices, Skype promotes sustainable research processes 

in that it helps to mitigate pollution caused by means of transportation to and from interview 

locations (Lo Iacono et al., 2016). On the other hand, Skype was convenient in terms of 

scheduling and conducting interviews than some face-to-face interviews that we conducted in 

the natural setting. Participants felt more comfortable and less pressured in their own private 

spaces and hence they became more responsive.  

However, there are some disadvantages of using Skype that include pauses and dropped calls, 

inaudible segments and inability to read nonverbal cues and body language (Seitz, 2015). To 

overcome these obstacles, we used (Seitz, 2015) suggestions for creating a good research 

partnership and successful qualitative Skype interviews. Firstly, to strengthen rapport and to 

deal with the issue of interviewees not showing up at the agreed upon time, we sent emails 

several times. Thereafter, we created an interview preparation checklist for both the researcher 

and the respondent that included finding a quiet room without distractions and confirming that 

the internet connection was stable. Then during the interview, we clarified all questions, paid 

close attention to facial expressions and we were open to repeat questions and answers.  

The interviews lasted between 30 to 55 minutes and they were audio-recorded. Most of the 

interviews were conducted in English (except for the ones conducted in Sweden and two that 

were conducted in Portuguese). The Portuguese interviews were translated by one of the 

authors who is fluent in both Portuguese, and the other author further translated them into 

English to ensure that there were no problems with comprehension. Unclear issues were 

clarified through follow-up telephone calls and emails.  

3.4.2. Secondary Data 

3.4.2.1. Literature Review 

Literature review provides insight into various ways in which the researcher can limit the scope 

of the study. In other words, it entails locating and summarising studies about a research topic 

(Yin, 2007). Existing literature includes conceptual articles that provide frameworks that aid in 

the exploration of new research topics. The literature varies in relation to the design of a 

qualitative study, but the process is carefully structured by the specific method adopted by the 

researcher (Creswell & Poth, 2017). In this study, the initial step was to identify key words 
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which were useful in locating key material. The key words emerged from preliminary readings 

of internet articles, government reports, online publications and textbooks after the topic was 

identified. With these key words in mind, we began searching for journals and books related to 

the topic from computerised databases. Computer databases helped to ease the process of 

collecting suitable material, provided quick access to thousands of journals and further helped 

to determine what literature is available on our topic.  

Throughout the process of searching for relevant material, the literature scope was narrowed to 

ensure that articles and books that make a useful contribution to our understanding of the 

research topic were used. To determine which articles were central to our topic, we first 

considered articles that were cited the most since to us, this was an indication of quality. For 

example, names of key researchers like Boström, Vifell, Klintman and Soneryd; Eizenberg and 

Jabareen; Vallance, Perkins and Dixon were searched first. Then, the bibliography of their 

articles led to other relevant articles. The literature identified was then grouped together and 

summaries were drafted. Thereafter, the literature review was assembled according to themes 

and important concepts related to social sustainability. The literature review ended with the 

discussion of the social sustainability conceptual framework by Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017), 

and deficiencies in this framework that our study wished to address were pointed out.  

The table below illustrates the search parameters used to gain the theoretical basis for the study. 

Table 3. Search Parameters 

Search Parameters 
 

Database, search engines 

and journals 

Google Scholar, Primo, ABI/Inform, ScienceDirect, Taylor & Francis, WorldCat, 

Emerald, Scopus, J store and Business Source Premier 

Search words Sustainability, Social Sustainability, Social Capital, SMEs, Equity, Safety, Eco-

Prosumption, SDG 11, Sustainable Development Goals 

Literature types Peer-reviewed journal articles, literature books 

Publication period 1985---2019 

Languages of publication English and Swedish 

 Source: Own construction 
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3.5. Data Analysis 

3.5.1. Qualitative Content analysis 

Qualitative content analysis is a widely used research technique in social sciences. Initially, 

content analysis dealt with the objective and quantitative descriptions, but over time it has 

expanded to include interpretation of qualitative content (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). 

Qualitative content analysis is defined as “a research method for the subjective interpretation 

of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identification of 

themes” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  

Qualitative content analysis not only focuses on the subject and context, but it also deals with 

conflicting opinions and unsolved issues regarding meanings and use of procedures, concepts 

and interpretation (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). It also help guide the search for new themes 

that will extend conceptually theoretical frameworks (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The interviews 

were performed addressing various concepts of social sustainability and then they were 

transcribed using qualitative content analysis. Using the existing framework, the authors began 

by identifying key concepts as initial codes. This is referred to as a directed approach to content 

analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Data that could not be coded was then analysed to determine 

if it represented a new category or a subcategory of an existing code. The new findings were 

then divided into different themes that were elaborated upon. These themes answered the “how” 

questions in addition to linking underlying meanings together in different categories.  

3.5.2. Coding 

In qualitative research, coding assists in data analysis. Coding is the process of organising the 

data gathered during data collection into text segments and writing a term representing each 

category in the margins (Creswell, 2013). 

There are various steps that facilitate the process of coding. The authors begin with the 

qualitative research phase where the views of the participants will be explored. This phase also 

involves transcribing interviews and arranging the data into different categories. The researcher 

will then go through each line of text or transcription (Creswell, 2013). To make sense out of 

the text, the authors will then analyse the data for codes and themes (Saldaña, 2015). Priori data 

will be used during the coding process. Priori data is knowledge or theoretical concepts from 

other researchers that proceeds from emergent codes, theoretical deduction or a combination of 

both (Saunders et al., 2012). Case studies involve rich and dense data, but not all information 
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is needed in data analysis. Therefore, when data is grouped into a number of themes and codes 

are assigned, irrelevant data will be disregarded (Creswell, 2013). 

To develop the codes in this research, the authors analysed the transcripts and first paid attention 

to codes that we expected to find. Since this study employed the abductive research approach, 

these codes were related to Eizenberg and Jabareen’s (2017) conceptual framework of SS. 

Thereafter, we looked for codes that we were not anticipating to emerge at the beginning of the 

study, and then codes that we thought may be of conceptual interest to readers. In other words, 

the study made use of predetermined and emerging codes. The coding process was then used to 

generate themes for analysis. The research question and objective guided the creation of a story 

line from the data. It was essential at this stage to remember the research question to remain 

focused on relevant codes, and to develop themes and concepts that focus on the research. 

In case studies, these themes appear as major findings and they are used as headings in the 

empirical findings section (Creswell, 2013). The themes were supported by diverse quotations 

and they displayed multiple perspectives. Qualitative studies go beyond theme identification 

during the coding process to form complex theme connections. Thus, each individual case study 

was analysed further for new themes and these were used in building additional layers for 

Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017) SS conceptual framework. The empirical findings were 

conveyed by main themes and sub themes and the authors developed the themes in the 

qualitative narrative. The final step in data analysis involves making an interpretation of the 

results. The essence of this step is to identify commonalities by comparing new findings with 

information obtained in the previous literature and theory (Saldaña, 2015; Saunders et al., 

2012). Thus, we constantly moved back and forth between theory and data. This enabled the 

authors to confirm past findings and suggest a new concept that expanded an existing 

framework.  

3.6. Data Quality Issues  

There are some critics against case studies that the researchers took into account. Yin (2007) 

mentions three pitfalls that occur in case studies. The first one is the lack of commitment. This 

is when the researcher goes beyond the boundary and skips the systematic order by breaking 

the research procedure, citing ambiguous, doubtful evidence and allowing bias to influence 

results and conclusions (Yin, 2007). In some investigation, the results may be compromised, or 

they may be difficult to generalise (Yin, 2007). The third criticism is most often directed 
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towards case studies. It is assumed that case studies are time consuming and thus they result in 

extensive and unclear results (Yin, 2007). 

In order to avoid the criticism directed at the case study method, the researcher must strive for 

its execution (Yin, 2007). Most conservative literature on qualitative methods focus on the 

concepts of validity and reliability as necessary data quality criteria (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 

2011), but there are other data quality issues like generalisability and bias that can be considered 

as well (Saunders et al., 2012).  

Researchers should convey the steps they will take to check for data quality issues. In this study, 

we looked at all the four issues to enable rational justification to our findings. 

3.6.1. Validity 

Validity questions whether the research results really explain the research question (Justesen & 

Mik-Meyer, 2011). Although validity does not carry the same meaning in qualitative research 

as it does in quantitative research, it is one of the strengths of qualitative research. Qualitative 

validity determines whether the findings are accurate from the researcher’s, the participant’s or 

the reader’s point of view. In qualitative research, validity is addressed by terms such as 

credibility, authenticity and trustworthiness (Saunders et al., 2012; Creswell, 2013). The 

researcher examines the accuracy of the findings by implementing certain procedures. For 

instance, creating themes based on merging several perspectives from the participants may add 

authenticity to the study. Also, follow up interviews with participants and giving them the 

opportunity to comment on parts of the polished descriptions such as major findings, case 

analysis and themes will help to determine the trustworthiness of the findings. Credibility can 

also be established by presenting contradictory evidence. As mentioned earlier, real life consists 

of different perspectives. Instead of discussing only the evidence that builds a case for the 

general perspective of the theme, the authors can present contradictory evidence as well 

(Creswell, 2013).  

For the authors, trustworthiness was a question of how the research was presented in order to 

enhance the reader’s understanding. In presenting our empirical findings, the authors had to 

decide what was needed to communicate an understanding of the results and how the final 

results were reached (Nordqvist et al., 2009). Essentially, the trustworthiness of our data is 

linked to the number of case studies that we carried out in different countries and the quality of 

empirical material collected, which enabled us to create credible themes. The systematic 
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manner in which the case studies were conducted, and in which the interpretive work was 

carried out was pivotal in that it enabled us to be thorough and comprehensive in our 

interpretation, and there was clarity throughout the whole process. 

3.6.2. Generalisability 

Some researchers argue that generalisability has a limited role in qualitative research (Yin, 

2007). The term is not broadly applied in qualitative research since the researcher’s intention 

in making this kind of enquiry is not to generalise the findings to situations outside those under 

investigation (Creswell, 2013). In qualitative research, greater value can be derived if findings 

have implications that go beyond the data collected. The more the research can be generalised 

to other situations or studies, the more the research may be valued (Yin, 2007).  

Considering that each individual case study is unique and embedded in its social context, 

giving meaning to individual firm theories must be in line with the social context. This 

implies that the social initiatives of every individual firm may be related to their 

embeddedness in the local environment (Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson, 2009), and thus 

generalisation may be difficult. However, Blombäck and Wigren-Kristoferson (2009), 

argue that the nature of current businesses indicates that they are part of both the local and 

global contexts and thus irrespective of their size, SMEs can have geographical reach from 

their inception. This made generalisation possible. According to Yin (2007), multiple case 

studies are generalisable to theoretical propositions. Thus, the value of the research lay in 

additional cases that were explored to develop new themes so that the results would be 

generalisable to some broader theory. 

3.6.3. Reliability 

Qualitative reliability refers to the extent to which the researcher’s analysis procedures are 

consistent in different cases and across different researchers (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative 

reliability can be established by assessing whether the same results are yielded in other cases, 

or whether other observers find similar observations, and by evaluating if there is transparency 

in how sense is established from the raw data (Saunders et al., 2012).  

To ensure reliability, the authors documented all the procedures used in the case studies so that 

readers could follow the procedures. Transcripts were checked repeatedly to ensure that no 

obvious mistakes were made during transcription. Additionally, data was compared constantly 



36 

 

with codes to make sure that there was no drift in the definition of codes during the coding 

process. 

3.6.4. Bias 

In semi-structured interviews, bias may either be related to the interviewer or the interviewee. 

Interviewer bias is when the interviewer attempts to impose his or her beliefs through questions 

they ask, or they may demonstrate bias when interpreting responses (Saunders et al., 2012). The 

non-verbal behaviour, comments or tone of the interviewer may also create bias in the way the 

participant responds to certain questions. On the other hand, creating a situation where 

participants will try to please the interviewee instead of expressing their candid views will 

distort the overall results (Yin, 2007). 

To overcome bias, we maintained rapport with the participants and avoided conversations that 

could be harmful to them. Also, since we created the research situation, we made sure that self-

presentation was carefully cast in a neutral manner. We also ensured that the mannerisms of 

our responses to the participant did not convey our own biases that would in turn influence the 

participant’s subsequent reply. On the other hand, due to previous experiences and knowledge 

researchers have about their native countries, they may bring certain biases to this study. These 

biases may shape the way data collected from native countries is viewed and interpreted. To 

ensure objectivity, Creswell (2013) asserts that self-reflection assists in creating an honest and 

open narrative that resonates well with the readers.  

Interviewee or response bias may be caused by perceptions the participant has about the 

interviewer. Taking part in semi-structured interviews is an intrusive process since researchers 

aim to seek explanations or to explore events. Though the interviewee may be willing to 

participate in the research process, they may not want to divulge some information due to the 

unstructured exploration of certain themes (Saunders et al., 2012). Thus, they may opt not to 

reveal an aspect about a theme that the researcher wishes to explore if it leads to probing 

questions that they may not want to discuss, or that they are not empowered to discuss with the 

researcher (Saunders et al., 2012).  

Interviewee bias may also result from organisational participants taking part in the interviews 

on behalf of their bosses. Interview requirements are time-consuming, and this may reduce their 

willingness to take part. Also, they may say what they perceive their bosses want them to say, 

especially in authoritarian companies where employment insecurities exist (Creswell, 2013). 
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To overcome these concerns, the authors elaborated on steps they took to ensure that the 

respondents’ identity and the identity of the organisation remained anonymous. Clear 

assurances related to the confidentiality of the data provided were given. This was guaranteed 

in writing. 

3.7. Research Ethical Reflection 

Ethics is central not only to face-to-face interviews but also to data collection methods like 

Skype interviews. Plummer (2001) identified several ethical considerations that include 

informed consent, right to withdraw, unintended deception, accuracy of portrayal, intellectual 

property and confidentiality. In this research, Plummer’s standard ethical procedures were 

followed in both Skype and face-to-face interviews. We ensured that the respondents pre-read 

the consent email that was sent together with the interview guidelines to ensure deeper 

understanding of the topic under investigation. We also gave the respondents the opportunity 

to choose the day and time they wanted the interview to be conducted. 

Before conducting the interviews, the respondents were informed that they had the right to 

withdraw from the research or not to share information they were not willing to share and then 

we asked for permission to record the interviews. We also assured them that we would use 

pseudonyms to protect their identities and the identity of their SMEs.  

With Skype interviews, additional ethical safeguards to record interviews are used since the 

respondents do not know when the recording starts unless they are informed by the interviewer 

(Lo Iacono et al., 2016). To address this, respondents were informed when the recording began, 

was paused and stopped, and then we offered them the opportunity to listen to the audio-

recording of the interview. To meet confidentiality, the data collected was transcribed and 

stored on a password protected personal computer to guarantee that only the researchers 

involved in the study will have access to the research data.  

3.8. Methodology Reflection 

The choice of method depends on the context in which the problem lies (Bryman & Bell, 2017). 

For the final results to be comprehensible, the researcher has to decide the relevant research 

processes (Nordqvist et al., 2009). To determine which method would be suitable for this study 

we first designed the study problematisation and its purpose, then we discussed which method 

would be suitable. Since this study’s focus was on understanding social sustainability in SMEs 

and what challenges they face during implementation, the study required a deep understanding 
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of what actors say in relation to the reality they experience, so that we could capture the 

subjective meaning of their social actions.  

Thus, interpretive research was adopted and assessed in light of three guiding principles 

namely; directing attention, organising experience and enabling useful responses (Nordqvist et 

al., 2009). With these principles in mind, we were able to establish the newness, usefulness and 

trustworthiness of this study. The theories and concepts generated in this study through the 

abductive research process highlight new value since we were able to develop new insights into 

established ways of thinking that have been understood in a conventional way. 

Data quality issues like trustworthiness and credibility require the researcher to be explicit about 

the methodology and its relevance (Nordqvist et al., 2009). We were transparent about the 

whole research process so that the readers would be able to follow and determine the quality of 

the results. Thus, the detailed presentation of the methodology was to enhance the reader’s 

understanding.  

The research design used presented the most effective way of getting deep, real and personal 

information from the owners themselves since they are the ones who make decisions about 

which community initiatives their firms will undertake. It also enabled us to obtain a rich sense 

of the contexts in which they make decisions and we provided a view of interrelationships and 

unexpected data that exist in complex contexts. The various responses indicate that the 

respondents are supportive of their communities and they engage in various initiatives. They 

all seemed to appreciate the importance of establishing strong community links.  

It was interesting to note that in many cases, the respondents did not realise that some of the 

initiatives they were involved in were linked to SS. They initially mentioned one or two 

initiatives, and only realised that they were actually involved in more SS initiatives as the 

discussion progressed, and in some cases after some of the probing interview questions prepared 

by the authors were asked. Thus, the abductive research approach helped the respondents to 

understand that they are already implementing SS at some level. 

However, it is also acknowledged that the research design limited the extent to which the results 

are generalisable. While our aggregate approach of looking at SMEs in the global North and 

South countries as a group may be intellectually interesting, there is an absence of sectoral and 

regional differences in the analysis. The heterogeneity of individual country conditions is major 

limitations. However, we were encouraged with the findings because most of them are 

consistent with previous research. However, additional evidence could be added using sectoral 
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and cross-country data to enhance the generalisability of the findings. Moreover, the findings 

are specific to countries in which the research was carried out, thus it would be interesting to 

see whether some of the key findings could be generalised to SMEs in the global North only or 

South as a group. 
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4. Findings  

This chapter presents the insights that were drawn from the empirical findings, collected 

through 10 case studies. Firstly, the interviews were thoroughly processed individually, and 

thereafter the material was treated as a whole. Previous research in the field of SS and 

Eizenberg and Jabareen’s (2017) theoretical frameworks of SS enabled us to explore our 

research phenomenon and to discuss the themes from a community perspective. Six common 

themes were identified in the coding table.  

The chapter will be divided into three dominant sections. The first section discusses the 

background of the companies and the respondents’ understanding of SS. The following section 

discusses Eizenberg and Jabareen’s SS concepts that pertain to SS initiatives implemented by 

SMEs in their communities. The section also involves the discussion of the thematic findings. 

The chapter concludes with a section about the obstacles faced by the respondents that impede 

them from fulfilling their SS targets. Quotations from the respondents will be included to 

support the findings and pseudonyms will be used for the respondents and their companies. 

To address our research questions, we asked what? (initiative); why and for whom? (target 

group); how? (strategies they use during implementation). The systematic manner in which 

these questions were addressed and answered provided an indication of which initiatives were 

prioritised in every case study. The line of questioning was repeated using Eizenberg and 

Jabareen’s (2017) concepts of safety, eco-prosumption and equity to find out which concepts 

were relevant to SMEs. While Eizenberg and Jabareen’s (2017) model points out that urban 

forms is an important concept that contributes to SS, the interpretation for what it means in 

practice was irrelevant to the SMEs community goals. Failure to give satisfactory answers on 

the other concepts was an indication that they were outside their spheres of influence 

(Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011). Thereafter, the what? Information on (impediments) was 

gathered. 

This section presents a brief history of the companies involved in the research, number of 

employees, as well as their understanding of social sustainability. 

4.1. The organisations and the respondents understanding of the meaning of 

social sustainability. 

Company A -Respondent 1  

Company A is one of Australia’s leading specialists in employment services, training and youth 

support services. The company is made up of 68 employees and it is based in South East 

Queensland. It was established in Logan City in 1984 and they are committed to fostering 
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community development and youth development. Under a social justice framework, they 

believe in creating coherence through the development of needs-based services including 

collaborative service delivery with other relevant service providers. 

Company B- Respondent 2 

The company was established in 1993. The company is made up of 245 employees. It is a family 

business of Japanese ancestry located in Brazil. The company specialises in grape farming. 

Their objective is to offer quality grapefruit to the European market.  

Company C - Respondent 3 

The company was founded in 2004. The company has 223 employees and it is located in North-

East of Brazil. Their aim is to achieve international standards of operation. Responsible 

business practices are at the core of their operations. 

Company D - Respondent 4 

A family business that was established in 1958 in Dublin. It is a 3-star hotel with 36 employees. 

The company is concerned about sustainability issues and they implement green policies. They 

also believe in taking responsibility for the local community.  

Company E - Respondent 5 

The company was established in 2005. It is made up of 72 employees. The company is located 

in South Africa and they manufacture counterbalance machines, cranes and provide automation 

solutions. The company strategy is to secure profitable growth by focusing on customer needs. 

Company F - Respondent 6 and 7 

The company was established in 1968. The company is located in Sweden and it is one of the 

country’s leading wholesale companies. The company consists of 15 employees. They are 

aware of the challenges that exists in businesses and their aim is to take responsibility 

for sustainability issues. 

Company G-Respondent 8  

The company was founded in 1948 and it is located in Sweden. The company offers industrial 

labelling systems and it has 240 employees. Their vision is to be the customer's first choice 

when it comes to labelling systems. 

Company H-Respondent 9 

A consulting firm that was founded in 2007 by young entrepreneurs. The company consists of 

21 employees and among them are start-up advisors and growth consultants. They work closely 

with entrepreneurs to develop businesses in various industries.  

Company I-Respondent 10 
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A construction and renovations company that has 65 employees. Their operations started in 

2010 and they have achieved a lot in their quest to grow and be a source of hope to many in 

their local community and beyond. 

Table 4. Summary about respondents understanding of the meaning of social sustainability. 

Company name 

and Interviewee 

identification 

 Selected quotes illustrating social sustainability 

Company - A * 

Respondent 1 

Social sustainability is the ability to integrate people from diverse backgrounds into a 

healthy community while maintaining and respecting difference in cultural and religious 

beliefs. 

Company - B* 

Respondent 2 

In terms of social sustainability, I have a bit of a philosophical view in that I prefer to 

analyse the balance of nature. We live in a world where people have created imbalance 

in society, families and nature. The level of imbalance we have created is unsustainable 

and, in my view, social sustainability is about finding ways to mitigate the societal 

disequilibrium that businesspeople who pursue profits have caused. 

Company – C*  

Respondent 3 

Social sustainability means lending a helping hand and serious commitments to the needs 

of future generations. 

Company - D*  

Respondent 4 

Social Sustainability is about striving to improve the quality of life for the residents and 

encouraging integration among culturally and socially diverse groups. It is also about 

giving the disadvantaged members of society the opportunity to develop their knowledge 

and skills. Only through this will concrete and permanent changes be established in 

communities. 

Company - E*  

Respondent 5 

Social sustainability is the ability to achieve the right balance between economic, 

environmental and social responsibilities and to meet human needs 

Company - F** 

Respondent 6 

I think social sustainability is about how we treat our employees here in our company, 

how we establish relationships with the local community and with our suppliers and of 

course, our relationship with nature. 

Company - F** 

Respondent 7 

Social sustainability for me is about taking responsibility and being credible in business 

operations. I think it is also very important that you try to take responsibility for 

community members and that you try to do as you say.  

Company - G*  

Respondent 8 

Social sustainability is about contributing to the development and well-being of others, 

both locally and globally 

Company - H*  

Respondent 9 

Social sustainability is community capacity building. I believe people should be 

equipped with knowledge, skills, training and resources so that they play a role in 

sustaining their communities. We believe that when it comes to children we should 

“catch them young” so that they may grow up exercising control over their ecological, 

economic cultural and social environments. 

Company - J* 

Respondent 10 

Social sustainability for me means corporate responsibilities. It is the management and 

coordination of social concerns to ensure responsible, ethical and ongoing success 

* All the names are pseudonyms. **Respondents are from the same company      Source: Own construction 
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4.2. Eco-prosumption  

Eco-prosumption refers to methods of production, consumption and gaining value in 

environmentally and socially responsible ways (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). Communities are 

critical to achieving responsible production and consumption patterns considering their 

significant roles as producers and consumers.  

The respondents make effort to minimise environmental damage. This was evident because of 

their concern to avoid unnecessary waste of energy and other resources. The majority of the 

respondents referred to energy conservation and waste recycling as a means of caring for the 

environment. Some initiatives that were mentioned include using environmentally friendly 

products, reducing the use of vehicles, reducing air travel and keeping the neighbourhood clean. 

The respondents believe that it is their duty to reduce future risks and contribute to local and 

global efforts by reducing energy consumption, recycling and using environment-friendly 

modes of transport. Most of the respondents have installed solar panels to reduce energy 

consumption. Respondents 2 and 10 have also extended the energy they generate from the solar 

panels for use by community members who leave within their proximity. In this way, they will 

provide an alternative energy source for the community and hence reduce the risk of firewood 

as a source of energy, which has repercussions in terms of air pollution and they are preventing 

unnecessary tree cutting that will result in bare lands which causes land degradation.  

"We have resorted to cleaner and more ozone friendly energy generation methods, we 

have resorted to solar energy in our operations" (Respondent10) 

Communities that use resources efficiently increase their productivity and reduce their 

environmental impact in addition to offering residents greater consumption choices and 

sustainable lifestyles. Respondents 4 and 9 value green policies. They believe in building a 

reputation for themselves through responsible businesses practices. Respondent 6 has reduced 

trips to Asia and now does meetings mostly over the phone or on Skype to minimise his carbon 

footprint. He has also resorted to electric cars and sometimes he cycles to work. Respondent 5 

mentioned that the company works with sustainable solutions to reduce the negative effect of 

gas emissions.  

Respondents 1 and 4 and 9 have green teams who manage waste as part of their company’s 

sustainability initiatives. Respondent 9 stated that they believe in value creation at every stage 

in the recycling of waste. They have waste commodification programmes that promote practical 

projects and redefine conventional waste management practices and ultimately eliminate land-

filling. They operate a waste transfer center where collected waste is sorted and packaged for 
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recycling. Part of the waste is biodegradable. Thus, recyclable material has become a source of 

income for some community members.  

All the respondents in developed and developing countries are adopting responsible 

consumption measures. Through their actions, the respondents have demonstrated that 

sustainable consumption and production is not restricted only to large enterprises. In developing 

countries, they demonstrated that it doesn’t require sophisticated technology or costly 

investments to engage in sustainable operations. Hence, they are pooling resources to invest in 

solar panels as an alternative source of energy that they are sharing with nearby community 

members. 

 

4.3. Community Social Capital Specific Factors 

Figure 4. Community Social Capital Specific Factors. 

 

Source: Own construction 

4.3.1. Social Capital  

Cooperation within communities evolves through bonding, bridging and linking social 

networking (Vachette, King & Cottrell, 2017). Bonding social capital plays a key role in 
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relationship-building, trust and cooperation while bridging promotes the exchange of resources 

and information on which collective initiatives may rely. Linking social networks help with 

resources to bring about change.  (Vachette et al., 2017). 

The two fundamental aspects of social capital are social networks and social interaction. Social 

capital refers to social organisational features such as social networks, expectations, 

obligations, social organisational trust and relationship building within networks. These 

features facilitate cooperation and actions taken by organisations (Dempsey et al., 2009). 

Information sharing, collective decision making, and coordination of activities are beneficial to 

social capital (Kim, 2018). SMEs value internal and external relations because they are a 

condition for profitable performance (Kitching, 2006).  

Social capital will be broken into 3 domains to illustrate how SMEs translate these into specific 

community initiatives. Sustainability-oriented actions of SMEs are shaped by individual values, 

internal and external relationships (Westman et al., 2018). 

4.3.1.1. Individual Values and Norms 

This domain is based on the belief that individuals share common values and norms of 

behaviour (Forrest & Kearns, 2001). The values of owners have been identified as a significant 

factor that explains the sustainability-oriented actions of SMEs (Westman et al., 2018). All the 

respondents referred to their company values as a major factor behind the implementation of 

sustainability initiatives and they mentioned ethical principles and the importance of CSR in 

business operations. Individual values of owners are perceived to be key drivers of 

sustainability-oriented business practices and thus their decisions and actions are often guided 

by aspirations, intentions and personal beliefs (Westman et al., 2018). Respondent 6 values the 

spirit of “togetherness”. He learnt that when he gives his employees a chance to do things on 

their own, they do them better. Therefore, he values instilling confidence in his employees and 

giving them a sense of self-worth. 

Individual values also explain the standards that SMEs should meet to build a reputation for 

themselves and organisational legitimacy within the community. They construct social 

identities through group membership, interpersonal relationships and personal characteristics 

(Westman et al., 2018). As a result, they seek to operate in ways that are compatible with 

local expectations, since local support benefits the company. They influence their 

communities in unique ways through their actions. These actions define who they are and they 

are viewed as capable of self-reflection, recognition and goal-oriented action (Westman et al., 

2018).  
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“Every business should grow and be in a position to see a better future and better 

remuneration for its workers, including better posts for the physically challenged” 

(Respondent 10). 

Social capital also includes the idea that social norms are core of sustainable livelihoods 

(Garrigos-Simon, Botella-Carrubi & Gonzalez-Cruz, 2018) and hence the respondents align 

their businesses with their core values. Most of them expressed that they value equality and 

they try to establish an environment where everyone has the same rights and obligations. 

4.3.1.2. Internal social relations 

Social capital can be seen as commitment to communitarian policies as implied by sustainability 

and it is an important resource produced by relationships among people in the form of trust-

based networks. These networks create mutual advantages and the capacity to pool resources 

and work together to influence social, political and civil activities in communities. Through 

social capital networks, individuals interact with each other and acquire skills and motivation 

to participate in community activities individually or collectively (Pierce et al., 2013). 

Hence, establishing internal social relationships is important for SMEs. They consider 

employee well-being as the most sustainability-oriented action (Westman et al., 2018). 

Respondent E described his employees as part of “a family.” This intimate social relationship 

with workers motivates the owners to adopt employee well-being programmes to improve the 

work environment and enhance their well-being (Westman et al., 2018). The respondents regard 

their employees as the most important resource and as a result caring for their employees is a 

matter of SS. They acknowledge that without their employees, they would not be in business.  

“Our workers are the most valuable asset of the company” (Respondent 7). 

SMEs are also taking initiatives to empower their workers. According to Kitching, (2006) 

SMEs are likely to follow tried and tested recruitment methods, like in the case of Respondent 

6 who has empowered his immigrant workforce through participative leadership to help with 

the recruitment process. Social capital emphasises the importance of relationships, social 

networks, the well-being of individuals, society and communities. For example, individuals 

may rely on social networks to obtain gainful employment (Hunter, 2016). 

“It works best for us. Whenever we need a new staff member, we ask them to bring 

someone” (Respondent 6). 

Thus, by engaging the employees in meaningful participation, SMEs enable bottom up 

continuous learning that has proved essential for SS. Firms that are highly networked have 
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higher propensity to support their communities and thus, the respondents demonstrate strong 

involvement with their employees in shaping their initiatives. 

4.3.1.3. External social relations 

SMEs are interconnected through the maintenance of coexistent relational networks in the 

communities in which the operate. Through external relationships, social capital is derived from 

day to day interactions. Networks are more important for SMEs than economic considerations 

and they are critical for building long-term relationships (Westman et al., 2018). SMEs take 

concerted action to build external relationships so that together they can tackle unemployment 

problems in communities as highlighted by all the respondents.  

In developing countries, SMEs are involved in external collaborations with other SMEs to 

jointly approach and solve community problems. They stressed that there is need to work 

together since they may have small individual impact. Most of them have showed strong 

engagement in networks at enterprise level and beyond. For instance, for some respondents 

networking with contacts from developed countries stressed that their external contacts have 

played critical roles in the success of their projects. Respondent 9 highlighted that they attend 

seminars in Sweden to gain more knowledge regarding their projects. One such event was with 

the Swedish Environmental and Protection Agency where they received knowledge about 

Swedish waste management, urban sustainable development and innovation, and they have had 

the privilege to visit Sysav Sweden, where they learnt about solid waste recycling technologies, 

clean production processes and how to manage household waste. To them, these networks are 

crucial to spreading sustainability awareness in communities and to engaging in collective 

action, such as raising awareness about the creation of green economy and green jobs.  

“We get a lot of support from Sweden. They have recently contributed to our competition 

for SMEs aimed at creating green jobs, promotion of the green economy and capacity 

building programmes” ( Respondent 9). 

SMEs that are well rooted in small communities establish networks with people within their 

community as well. They make connections for various reasons such as trying to fix jobs or 

internships for new community members. These ties cannot easily be distinguished as business 

or private (Blombäck & Wigren-Kristoferson, 2014).  
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“We are very committed to private meetings in the evenings, partly because we think it 

is important that all new arrivals integrate fast and contribute to community 

development” (Respondent 6). 

All the cases illustrate that diverse networks develop social capital for the SME. It is evident 

that social capital is fundamental to the survival of their business and for the success of the 

community initiatives. For SMEs to succeed in helping to build resilient communities, they 

involve diverse actors with different goals, agendas, configurations and from different sectors 

of the economy. They also rely on the continuous trusting relationships and networks on matters 

related to their communities.  

The empirical findings also indicate that in bonding social networks, members may be diverse 

but they form a homogenous sectoral network with shared values, a common agenda, similar 

individual objectives and organised social capital exchange structures to achieve the objectives 

of their communities. Bridging social networks link different but complementary networks to 

expand opportunities for community members as highlighted by respondent 6 and 7 who hold 

meetings with some community NGOs to discuss progress in their initiatives. Linking social 

networks involve the intervention of international actors in some community initiatives as 

highlighted by respondent 9 who receives international support for their community initiatives. 

These networks technically focus on specific dimensions of resilience such as curbing 

inequality. 

4.3.2. Social Inclusion 

Communities face complex challenges when negotiating SS concepts such as social inclusion. 

Research shows that implementing sustainability practices without direction on how to manage 

the community challenges could lead to further exclusion of immigrant members and other 

disadvantaged members of the community (Kohon, 2018). Findings across all the countries 

show that the most likely to be left behind are the disabled, the poor and the minority ethnic 

groups. They often face drawbacks stemming from discrimination, inequality and social 

exclusion. Social exclusion locks some members out of the job market and prevents them from 

gaining access to essential services (UNDP, 2018). Previous research suggests that SMEs are 

less likely to employ disabled workers (Kitching, 2006).  

“Several factors contribute to this such as the person’s inability to explain their condition 

and stigma associated with the person’s condition” Respondent. 1 
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Respondent 4 highlighted that for a significant number of years to date, society has stigmatised 

people with disabilities, and they are often treated with reservations. Therefore, they are taking 

initiatives to recruit a diverse workforce, including those with various impairments. According 

to Kitching (2006) employers are often concerned about mobility, workplace access, health and 

safety issues when they think about recruiting employees with visible disabilities. The issue of 

mobility was raised by respondent 10 who emphasised that mobility is a major problem 

especially for those with physical challenges. In that regard, SMEs in developing countries may 

face challenges to do with acquiring facilities to make the work area habitable and accessible 

for them. He also highlighted that in the African context the disadvantaged are usually lowly 

regarded and they have very low positions in society. However, this does not deter them from 

offering employment opportunities to these people. Considering the unemployment rate, the 

physically challenged group are the hardest hit. As a result, they have taken a bold stance in 

taking care of the needs of the physically challenged by employing them and equipping them 

with life skills. 

The disadvantaged and marginalised groups are vulnerable to setbacks. This puts them at high 

risk of slipping under poverty lines (UNDP, 2018). To prevent this, among Respondent 7’s 

workers are employees with visual impairment, another employee with communication 

problems, and some who have issues from the past. Respondent 6 believes every person has a 

diamond in them and hence he does not discriminate when it comes to employment. However, 

he admits that initially it can be difficult to deal with workers who have issues from the past, 

but the positive work environment changes them. Respondent 9 noted that they encourage the 

disadvantaged members of the community including unemployed youths and the disabled to 

participate in “voluntary work” and they pay them for their participation in various community 

projects. They run community livelihood support initiatives with economic benefits for 

volunteers within their community to ensure that every active volunteer has some form of 

income from our projects. 

Some respondents pointed out that some challenges are linked not only with impairments, but 

also with cultural beliefs. According to Respondents 1, sometimes the job requirements may be 

incompatible with their cultural beliefs or values, so they help to connect them with the right 

employers within their networks.  

“Some cultures do not recognise psychosocial disabilities as a disability, so we help with 

relevant support, training and employment” (Respondent 1). 
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In developed countries, they also spoke about the issue of employment creation for the 

immigrants. Migrants often lack the ability to fully participate in the society of host countries 

and they may also face discrimination due to language barriers, leaving them among the 

community’s most vulnerable and furthest behind (UNDP, 2018). Respondent 6 expressed 

concern for the immigrant community. They have employees with cross cultural backgrounds, 

and it is important for them to integrate them into society as most of them bring valuable skills. 

Language can be a major barrier for some and therefore they have devoted part of their working 

hours to have a Swedish tutor who goes every week to help their employee who struggles in 

Swedish.  

The disadvantaged often lack the opportunity to earn an adequate income and to fully and 

equitably participate in their society. They are often dependent on unstable jobs without 

stabilising assets, hence SMEs are ensuring that these people have employment. They consider 

cross-cultural variations by creating opportunities for them to stay out of poverty and avoid 

setbacks.  

4.3.3. Social Cohesion 

There is an implicit view that successful and unsuccessful neighbourhoods are separated by the 

extent to which there is social cohesion. Residents of poor neighbourhoods spend time in their 

local areas due to high unemployment rates and sometimes due to high levels of lone 

parenthood. The underlying assumption is that these communities lack the necessary qualities 

to foster social cohesion, hence there is lack of formal and informal work opportunities (Forrest 

& Kearns, 2001). Furthermore, their networks do not extend to the world of work.  

Most of the respondents in developing countries operate in neighbourhoods characterised by 

high unemployment rate, poverty and social marginalisation. Therefore, SMEs are defending 

some common local interests by creating employment for the community members. For 

instance, they are preventing rural exodus of employable youths by undertaking social cohesion 

practices such as releasing human resources for voluntary training and participating in local 

programmes.  

Respondent 2 and 3 expressed concern about the need to prevent rural exodus. Their initiatives 

can better be understood by examining their rootedness in their communities. According to 

Shrivastava and Kennelly (2013), the relationship between SMEs and the contexts they are 

embedded in, are critical in fostering SS behaviours since context sets boundaries for the actions 

of individuals. Ultimately, sense of place represents the emotional attachment people have of a 

place, oneness with the people who call it home and also the level of connectedness. This 
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intimate connectedness serves to motivate decisions that are consistent with the preservation of 

that place, as well as promoting values that contribute to sustainable human lives (Shrivastava 

& Kennelly, 2013). Thus, the respondents prefer to recruit local labour rather than employing 

people who live in the city.  

“We seek to transform these people’s lives by releasing human resources so that they 

don’t leave the rural areas. It's also a way of trying to create balance in resource 

consumption between cities and rural areas” (Respondent 2). 

This was also echoed by Respondent 10 who expressed that they have come up with a 

community based work structure where they employ their staff from the poor communities 

around them so that they remain in that community. 

As enterprises engage in their business activities, they can both be builders and place destroyers. 

As place builders, firms that view their success to be interconnected with the success of the 

place, will seek a variety of ways to contribute and invest in multiple initiatives within the 

community (Shrivastava & Kennelly, 2013) as expressed by respondents 2, 3 and 10. It is 

evident from the findings that place represents an essential context for SS initiatives. 

Respondent 3 also pointed out the importance of place attachment. He highlighted that the 

availability of employment throughout the year is the greatest incentive of man's attachment to 

his place of origin, whether countryside or city. As producers they work for it by supporting 

local development programs. With a production scale throughout the year, there is demand for 

workers and offering employing opportunities helps to eradicate poverty and promote mobility 

to this community rather than out of the community.  

4.3.4. Human Capital  

Most of the respondents believe in investing in human capital in their communities. There was 

consensus among the respondents that there are unique attributes embodied in every individual 

that can facilitate the creation of SSCs. Therefore, the type of livelihood that communities seek 

can be achieved through education and training. According to Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017), 

communities should be adaptive learning systems “towards the development of sustainable 

communities.” As Respondent 9 put it, “We believe in catching them young” hence they are 

training and educating community members from primary school level to university level about 

the importance of sustainability. Respondent 2 believes human capital is needed in communities 

for employment creation, growth and community development.  

“We work hard in combating rural exodus through skills development programmes and 

the availability of employment throughout the year” (Respondent 2). 
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Human capital is unique, making it is difficult for other firms to duplicate of substitute. It 

enhances value for the firms and creates potential for goal fulfilment (Muda & Rahman, 2016). 

Due to the rapid growth in knowledge economy, SMEs in various industries are investing in 

human capital to ensure sustainability and competitiveness (Muda & Rahman, 2016).  

Respondent 3 stated that they operate in a rural environment, in which the workforce has low 

level of education and low intellectual knowledge. But this does not prevent them from 

investing in excellent workers, and the appreciation they get for doing well in the community 

is overwhelming. In most activities they support intellectual knowledge. He further explained 

that when they started, the farm had only one agricultural technician and the rest of the staff 

were illiterate, so the company gave opportunities to employees who wanted to study and they 

helped with school fees.  

“Today we have several employees with degrees, it’s important for us to give 

opportunities to these people so that they contribute knowledge to our company” 

(Respondent 3). 

According to Respondent 9, they believe communities should be adaptive learning systems 

where knowledge is passed from generation to generation. Similarly, Respondent 5 believes in 

continuous skills development. They also believe in heightening education on the importance 

of engaging in socially responsible practices for their communities to improve livelihoods of 

community members. Respondent 9 expressed that their initiatives are based on three 

fundamental pillars which are training, community capacity building and livelihood support. 

They have established school clubs where they provide free education and training about 

environmental sustainability and climate change adaptation. They also try to make an impact 

by developing transformative and low investment initiatives within their community. There is 

high unemployment rate in their community, so initiatives like waste management training has 

provided some families with a source of income.  

The core elements of human capital such as higher education levels, higher income, better 

health and higher status occupation are associated with social equity, greater support for 

environmental protection and increased capacity to influence public policy outcomes (Pierce et 

al., 2013). Respondent 10 expressed that adult learning and personal skills developments is a 

vital method that they have taken for poverty alleviation and as a value addition plan to make 

the disadvantaged people’s lives better. 
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4.3.5. Natural Capital  

Natural capital is the source of food, pollination, soil formation, water supply, nutrient cycling 

and fixation, wood and fibre, wildlife habitats, recreation and leisure (Pretty, 2008). Some 

respondents are helping to foster the development of positive attitude towards sustainable 

natural resources management practices such as apiculture and sustainable agricultural 

practices.  

Apiculture is viewed as a valuable commercial industry that not only alleviates poverty, but 

also promotes forest conservation (Chanthayod, Zhang & Cheng, 2017). It is a sustainable 

source of income that requires little land as the beehives are placed on trees. Apart from 

providing income and food to community members, apiculture helps in maintaining the balance 

of the ecosystem (Chanthayod et al., 2017). Respondents 6 and 7 strongly support sustainable 

practices like beekeeping as these projects give assurance that natural resources will continue 

to be available in future. They support a bee-cultivation project in their community, and they 

have offered the beekeeper space in their backyard to put his beehives. They also buy honey 

from him which they use as giveaways to their customers. Although the beekeeping project is 

conducted on a small scale, they are supporting the initiative so that the beekeeper can generate 

income from his efforts.  

“We do this in the spirit of sharing the importance of pollinators with other people” 

(Respondent 6). 

Beekeeping is also related to biodiversity conservation since bees depend on natural flowers for 

sources of nectar and pollen (Chanthayod et al., 2017). Respondents 6 and 7 believe that natural 

assets like bees provide community members with a huge range of benefits now and in the 

future since sustainable food production comes from natural creatures. The species is 

nevertheless facing population decline due to multiple diseases they are exposed to. The main 

threats to the conservation of bees are the use of pesticides and insecticides from agricultural 

activities and deforestation (Pretty, 2008). Declining pollinator populations impact on the 

livelihoods of community members as well as that of plant biodiversity. Therefore, they pay a 

subscription for hives to increase the bees in the community. Apiculture is not widely practised 

due to lack of education in this field. Few people know how to implement modern techniques. 

Thus, lack of information constrain community members from apiculture, but Respondents 6 

and 7 have hope that more people will able to go to school to learn more about beekeeping. 
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The respondents who are in the agricultural sector aim to improve natural capital by adopting 

new approaches that minimise the use of non-renewable inputs that cause environmental harm 

and harm to community members. They acknowledge that exposure to pesticides pose 

potentially serious health risks and negative effects on the environment.  

“Nature is already unbalanced. We have minimised the use of pesticides” (Respondent 2). 

Agricultural sustainability incorporates concepts of resilience which refers to the capacity to 

mitigate stresses and shocks; and persistence which is the capacity of the system to continue 

over long periods (Pretty, 2008). Thus, Respondents 2 and 3 are adopting practices and 

technologies that do not have adverse effects on the environment. They are making productive 

use of the knowledge and skills of their trained staff members and the people’s collective 

capabilities to solve natural resources problems. Respondent 3 is investing in water harvesting 

so that degraded lands can be cultivated owing to rainwater retention. He expressed that the 

new technical skills that the employees have attained have helped them to gain knowledge about 

water retention, which they in turn share with community members. 

According to Pretty (2008), investing in natural capital leads to positive effects such as 

improvement in social capital. When social capital improves, stronger social organisation at 

community level will be formed, new rules and norms for collective natural resource 

management will be established and better links with the external policy institutions will be 

created. Another positive effect of natural capital is that it leads to improvements in human 

capital. There will be more local capacity to experiment and solve community problems such 

as malaria outbreak in rice-fish zones, better child health and nutrition in dry seasons, increased 

self-esteem in formerly marginalised groups, more local employment and reversed migration 

(Pretty, 2008). This is evident in these communities as community involvement has enhanced, 

local employment has increased and community members are engaging in more sustainable 

practices. Developed countries often give sub regional support to agricultural sustainability. 

Respondent 8 supports agricultural projects for a rural community in Nepal to improve the 

livelihood of local people.  

Development should improve the people’s quality of life while conserving natural resources. 

When natural resources are exploited, it heightens social unfairness. Therefore, there is need 

for more sustainable policies and practices and more informed decision-making. These include 

sustainable use of natural resources, resource efficiency and socially inclusive development as 

highlighted by the respondents.  
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4.3.6. Philanthropic Capital 

Regarding philanthropic activities, all respondents, despite their location of business and 

variations in industry where consistent that their motive for engaging in philanthropic activities 

was genuine love and care for community members. They regard philanthropy as an obligation 

whether they reap concrete benefits or not. Philanthropic considerations are often expressed 

through individualistic considerations, perception of social responsibility and faith (Jamali, 

Zanhour & Keshishian, 2008).  

“We believe that everything we have comes from God, so we give 10% of the company’s 

earnings to charity every month” (Respondent s 6 and 7).  

According to Westman et al. (2018) the importance of values and beliefs of owners are 

identified as significant factors explaining philanthropic behaviour in SMEs. The motives for 

community engagement include among others, the owner’s desire to follow philanthropic 

interests, perceived business benefits, and an expectation of giving. Some respondents actively 

engage with the community because it benefits their businesses through boosting staff morale, 

reputation building and increased sales. They support local people because they promote their 

businesses as well while other respondents mentioned that they invest in philanthropic activities 

since they are rooted in those communities. Views such as “you must give back to the 

community” and “it’s important to support philanthropic activities in the community” were 

expressed. Even SMEs in developing countries indicated that they help where they can. The 

emphasis of local community is important to them and hence, giving locally is a priority for 

them. They are concerned about the economic survival of their firms and hence they feel 

constrained in their giving.  

Cultural influences also deepen the sense of obligation to give according to one respondent. He 

stated that in Brazil they have a strong culture of supporting charity activities and he emphasised 

the importance of norms of sharing as dictated by religious principles within the community 

where they have their business operations. Respondent 3 pointed out that the predominant 

religion in Brazil is Catholicism and it preaches the importance of giving to the poor. This has 

made an impact on him and he has been actively involved in philanthropic activities to help 

reduce poverty among the disadvantaged. 

Most of the respondents stated that the projects they were supporting were highly deserving and 

if they had the means to support more activities they would do so. Comments like “you feel like 

you want to do more for them” and “sometimes you feel bad because you can’t help all of them” 

were expressed by respondents 5 and 10 respectively. 
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 Some respondents from developed countries reported opening doors to non-profit 

organisations to support their initiatives. Support groups such as NGOs, religious groups and 

social activity groups such as clubs may provide positive social support. Thus, relational 

resources with support groups must be invested in and maintained to support community 

reintegration (Hunter, 2016). SMEs with close knit-relations are more likely to get involved in 

social initiatives as owners normally pay attention to issues raised by their workers and 

community support groups.  

A key motive for investing in philanthropic capital that emerged from the findings appeared to 

be the desire to follow personal giving priorities. An illustration of this was observed in the case 

of respondents 6, 7 and 8 who support disadvantaged members from diverse communities. They 

felt that giving was a personal priority and it is characterised by their strong desire to join others 

in helping other communities. Depending on the cause, in some communities they give on a 

one-off basis. For example, respondents 6 and 7 pointed out that they recently donated to 

disaster relief funds for floods that happened in Zimbabwe and Mozambique while respondent 

8 has a charity foundation where she helps diverse people located in needy communities in 13 

different countries  

Some respondents highlighted that it is better to support a community projects rather than 

support unsolicited requests. They do not believe in giving money and have it wasted. They 

prefer giving support to community members who come up with projects that will benefit them 

and also future generations than rather than support those who sit outside shops and ask for 

money. Respondent 6 and 7 have collaborated with several organisations to empower some 

disadvantaged community members in Romania through vocational training and employment 

to reduce poverty. The people make handmade leather products and Company E continues to 

support them by purchasing key rings which they use as giveaway to their customers. The view 

of donating to worthy causes was supported by respondent 2 who indicated that he doesn’t see 

how giving money to people who sit outside shops will solve problems for future generations. 

 

The respondents have a genuine enthusiasm for philanthropic activities which they view as a 

duty. Their desire to engage in community philanthropic activities may be due to sense of place 

attachment, where individuals rely on each other for support. Philanthropic activities enable the 

respondents to connect with people and deliver social impact in their communities. 
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 4.4. What impedes the successful implementation of social sustainability in small 

and medium-sized enterprises? 

The key barriers that have been identified are a need for survival, lack of resources, lack of 

knowledge, lack of policies and size 

Need for survival 

SMEs have a strong desire to contribute to community causes and to be actively involved in 

their local community. However, they are highly conscious about the need for their firms to 

survive and this limits their engagement in activities outside their scope. The ability of SMEs 

to generate revenues aligned to SS is often hampered by global competition and weak global 

coordination. In developing countries, they felt that business priorities must take precedence, 

and pushing too many activities was time wasting since they do not have support from the 

government. Respondent 2, 3 and 5 pointed out that there is very strong pressure on the global 

market and small companies are at a disadvantage compared to large companies. For them to 

survive the global competition, they must be very efficient in their business operations and 

therefore sometimes social activities are not really prioritised.  

“The global competition that large corporations have created makes it difficult for us to 

put too much focus on social sustainability issues” (Respondent 5). 

Business organisations are often viewed as actors of primary interests (Jansson et al., 2015). 

The firm’s activities are assumed to originate from business-oriented concerns, but Respondent 

1 argued that investing in sustainability is profitable. They work with sustainably because they 

feel they can be more profitable if they invest in sustainable initiatives, while Respondent 4 

noted that SMEs that are pioneers in sustainably have a proven record that you can be profitable 

if you can do things differently. Respondent 5 supported these views by stressing that 

companies that ignore their sustainability issues are more often those companies that need state 

subsidies because they perform badly. The dilemma as highlighted by Respondent 7 is that they 

are in business and for them to be 100% sustainable, it means they have to stop selling. They 

work continually work to fulfil customer needs so that they remain in business and support 

social sustainability initiatives.  

Lack of resources 

The extant literature cites lack of resources as one of the obstacles that prevents SMEs from 

engaging in sustainability but in the case of respondents from developed countries it was not 

mentioned. In developing countries, they highlighted that they lack the infrastructure to manage 

the processes. Respondent 9 stated that they don’t have the resources to address some issues 
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compared to developed countries while respondent 10 pointed out that due to economic 

instability in the country, it is difficult to secure budget to address all the issues in communities. 

For instance, lack of access to technology prevents some community members from fully 

participating in their country’s economy. These barriers often prevent the diffusion of new 

technologies within their communities and hinders them from investing in more external 

projects.  

Lack of Knowledge 

Research shows that developing countries lack the sense of awareness, training and adequate 

guidance to develop their skills and to improve socially responsible business practices 

(Chakraborti & Mishra 2018). Regarding the issue of lack of knowledge, Respondent 3 stated 

that SMEs in developing countries often lack sophisticated implementation programmes and 

thus they need more knowledge about the implementation processes.  

“There is lack of proper education regarding social sustainability. There is no help from 

local authorities. We only do what we can” (Respondent 9). 

Some respondents in developing countries also need help with reviewing their current 

approaches which they say are not viable enough to solve community problems. They want to 

actively engage in more activities and at the same time remain economically viable. They 

appear uncertain on what SS is really about and they mentioned the lack of relevant models to 

guide them in their activities. Thus, respondent 2 expressed that they need more knowledge 

about the implementation process and also relevant models on how to implement social 

sustainability intelligently and permanently so that they can effectively intertwine social 

sustainability throughout their business operations.  

Lack of policies 

In developing countries, lack of relevant policies is another major barrier that the respondents 

mentioned. They have no well-defined policies or systems for adhering to social sustainability 

practices. Although they get support from developed countries in this area, they felt that they 

would benefit from additional support from policymakers within their countries. Insufficient 

funding form government also undermines the ability of SMEs to play a direct role in 

addressing local economic opportunities. 

SMEs in developing countries also have difficulty accessing knowledge oriented towards 

sustainability as a whole. They also point out the lack of focus and incentives from the 

government, be it financial or through the provision of training.  

“Lack of incentive and government support. This hinders the advancement of ideas and 

implementation of initiatives” (Respondent 2). 
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The obstacles faced by SMEs in developing countries are underpinned by political economies 

that create imbalances in wealth and power and that fail to ensure that economies work for all. 

Respondent 10 stated that the macro and micro economic environment are not favourable and 

it needs special skills and careful planning to deal with community problems. That prevents 

them from doing more for the disadvantaged members of the community.  

Size 

Much as the extant literature stresses that size generally maters for the implementation approach 

to sustainability and that SMEs sustainability-oriented actions are often ignored due to their 

size (Westman et al., 2018), no respondent used size as a reason for not engaging in community 

initiatives. Rather, they stressed that size enables them to easily integrate new issues into their 

business operations. However, the problem regarding size is that it hinders them from engaging 

in more activities. This issue was mainly raised in developed countries and it was mentioned as 

a key obstacle to engaging in more SS initiatives. Statements like, “It is not possible to do more 

because of the size of the business,” and “We cannot expand to serve everyone” were 

expressed. They stated that they would want to open doors to many unemployed members of 

the community especially from the immigrant community since they are among the 

disadvantaged members of the community, but it is not possible to help everyone.  

”We can help by offering internship, but we can’t offer employment to many. So basically, the 

size of our business is an obstacle” (Respondent 4). 

All the respondents have developed an attachment to their communities, which explains their 

heightened concern for environmental and social concerns. They possess a distinctive sense of 

place and a social mission. For them, sense of place is about knowing that you are a member of 

the community. According to Shrivastava and Kennelly (2013), enterprises show varying levels 

of embeddedness to particular places depending on the scope of their operations, industry, 

ownership profile, ethos and mission and this embeddedness is reflected by either weak or 

strong ties. Strong ties have significant implications for the well-being of community members 

and also for the success of broader endeavours of SS. Hence, the well-being of community 

members is an important organisational goal for all the respondents and their communities 

represent an essential context for SS practices. The respondents are involved in a variety of 

environmental and social concerns beyond the remit of their operations. Their commitment to 

SS does not depend on resource configuration, size, but on personal motivation of the owners, 

their industry and location.  
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5. Analysis 

 

This chapter gives an in-depth analysis of the empirical findings. The elements of the 

Community Social Capital Framework will be analysed to show how they contribute new 

insights to the field of social sustainability. The analysis will be divided in sections. We will 

first analyse the definition of social sustainability expressed by the respondents. Then, the 

analysis based on Eizenberg and Jabareen’s (2017) concepts of social sustainability will 

follow. Thereafter, the Community Social Capital Framework developed by the authors will be 

presented. The chapter will end with the analysis of what hinders SMEs from successfully 

implementing social sustainability.  

 

“It’s precisely because we are all equal by nature that we must all be unequal by 

circumstances. Equality remains the only reason for inequality.”  

- Jacques Rancière, (1991, p. 88) 

According to Rancière (1991), nature presents only equalities, whereas society exists only 

through distinctions. The organisation of societies seems against nature since there are different 

places for beings that are not different. Hence, the prevalence of equal opportunities in 

communities will only depend on the extent to which intra-urban inequalities are accounted for, 

and this can only be achieved through direct involvement. The leave no one behind agenda 

should help to ensure that the particular interventions needed for the disadvantaged members 

of the community to meet SDG 11 targets are recognised.  

5.1. Definition of Social sustainability 

The views of the agents for change (CEOs) were considered in this study. We noted that some 

aspects of social sustainability were more relevant than others for every respondent. The 

agendas of the CEOs were reflected in their interpretation of individual aspects of social 

sustainability, which were mainly influenced by the context in which they operate their 

business, hence there was no consensus on their understanding of SS. The ISO standard on 

social responsibility highlights that the sustainability of individual organisations may either be 

compatible or not with the sustainability of a society as a whole. Thus, for individual 

organisations SS issues may be limited to those linked to the operations of their companies 

(Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011).  
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Social sustainability frameworks have been criticised because each emphasises various 

components in different ways and as a result there is little agreement on which definition best 

suits SS (Coleman, 1988). This was confirmed in the empirical findings. 

Respondent 1 reflects on the issue of integration and cultural diversity while Respondent 2’s 

understanding is broader in scope and he focuses on societal imbalances. He gives what he calls 

a philosophical view regarding social sustainability. He argues that businesspeople focus on 

wealth accumulation and this is causing disequilibrium in society. Therefore, he defines social 

sustainability as the ability to take action to tackle the imbalance that human beings have caused 

in nature, society and families. Respondent 3 suggests that SS is related to responsible 

consumption and production whereas Respondent 4 emphasises the importance of social 

inclusion. Respondent 5 believes social sustainability cannot be separated from the other 

dimensions, hence it is about maintaining balance between the three pillars of social 

sustainability. Similarly, Respondent 10 views SS as the issue of establishing balance in CSR. 

For Respondents 6 and 7, establishing internal and external relationships and networks is most 

crucial to them while for Respondent 8 values philanthropic considerations locally and globally. 

In the case of Respondent 9, SS is about investing in human capital through community capacity 

building. 

We noted that the use of similar words by some respondents does not mean that they understood 

the SS aspects in the same way. Although all interpretations deal with social sustainability 

issues within communities, their focus and scope are not the same. Some respondents gave more 

detailed explanations, indicating the context dependency of their understanding of SS. Despite 

variations in their understanding and interpretations of specific aspects of SS, there seems to be 

a common underlying understanding among all the respondents that SS involves philanthropic 

activities and improving the quality of life for the needy members in communities.  

5.2. Eco-prosumption (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017) 

Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017) describe eco-prosumption as the modes of consuming, 

producing and gaining value in environmentally and socially responsible ways. Eco-

prosumption not only facilitates environmental and social resilience of communities, but it also 

deals with responsibilities and efforts of a society in terms of mitigation policies. Reorganising 

prosumption practices as community-oriented and eco-friendly is a significant risk mitigation 

effort. Mitigation refers to actions undertaken to reduce factors that cause climate change like 
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greenhouse gases and also the reduction of social risks such as alienation and exploitation 

(Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). Numerous measures that can be undertaken include clean energy 

use, recycling, the use of friendly modes of transportation and reduced energy consumption 

(Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). This was evident in the empirical findings as all the respondents 

are taking measure to mitigate their carbon footprint. The respondents contribute to achieving 

SDG 11 through efficient use of resources, reduction of environmental impacts and offering 

community members better consumption choices like the use of solar panels, and educating 

them about sustainable lifestyles.  

Sustainable consumption promotes inclusive, resilient and sustainable cities by reducing latent 

stressors (UNDP, 2018). Likewise, SDG 11 promotes positive connection between urban, 

peri-urban and rural areas to promote mutually inclusive development (Gupta & Vegelin, 

2016). On ecological and relational inclusiveness, SDG 11 puts emphasis on the need to 

raise financial resources and also stresses on the need to cooperate on environmentally 

sound technologies between cities. Through inclusive development, the respondents focus on 

both ecological and social issues to achieve the transformation to which they aim. Successful 

implementation of ecological initiatives means ecological sustainability will be enhanced, 

marginalisation will be reduced and the gap between the privileged few and the disadvantaged 

will be minimised. Thus, SS will be enhanced. 

What is remarkable about SDG 11 is that it is the only goal that focuses on ecological, 

social and relational issues (Gupta & Vegelin, 2016).  

5.3. Community Social Capital 

To broaden understanding of core SS initiatives implemented by SMEs in communities, the 

initiatives were aggregated under a few key themes. This enabled the assimilation of overall SS 

goals within communities despite the country context and interpretation given to SS. The 

concepts of social capital, social inclusion, social cohesion, philanthropic capital, human capital 

and natural capital were introduced as new key themes. The contexts influenced which 

initiatives were most relevant to the respondents. 
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Figure 5. Conceptual framework of social sustainability with Community Social Capital as the 

5th Concept 

 

 
  

Source: Own construction, based on Eizenberg and Jabareen, (2017). 

An expanded conceptual framework of social sustainability with Community Social Capital as 

the 5th concept of social sustainability (Developed by the authors, based on Eizenberg and 

Jabareen, 2017) 

The new concepts that have been developed by the authors have been named community social 

capital because they give specific capital stocks that are critical to SS in communities rather 

than generalised concepts of social sustainability. The word capital refers to assets or stocks of 

materials or information that exist at a point in time and are protected and accumulated over 

long periods (Pretty, 2008). In this study, capital stocks generate a flow of services that may be 

used to enhance human welfare for future generations. These concepts are also specific to SMEs 

and they explain how SMEs can contribute to the common good. Community social capital 

stocks suggest that relationships and social networks are resources that benefit communities 

and individuals.  
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As mentioned earlier, SS is a context dependent and emergent concept that demands that goals 

and values are continually uncovered and weighed (Peterson, 2016). To ensure that the ever 

changing needs of communities are satisfied, additional social processes and structures are 

required (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017). Eizenberg and Jabareen’s conceptual framework alone 

is not sufficient to alleviate challenges within communities. The expanded framework provides 

concepts and explains the social resources that are necessary to improve communities. For 

instance, the framework identifies the need to develop SSCs through relationship building, 

networking and community involvement. In expanding Eizenberg and Jabareen’s (2017) 

framework we widen the scope and show how the new framework is useful in policy 

implementation and businesses processes and how it is applicable to communities. The 

components of community social capital reinforce Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017) concepts. 

Addressing community challenges go beyond tangible factors. It requires coordinated actions 

at local, national and global levels. Therefore, the components of the community social capital 

give a new lens through which to inequalities may be understood and marginalised people in 

communities may be identified.  

5.3.1. Social Capital 

Social capital has been defined in several ways, but in general it points to the networks or social 

relations that are characterized by trust and cooperation and which can improve society's 

productivity by enabling coordinated action (Lehtonen, 2004). This investment in social capital 

is evident in both developed and developing countries.  

Individual values and norms 

The term social capital captures the idea that social bonds and norms are critical for 

sustainability. Where social capital is high in formalised groups, individuals have the 

confidence to invest in collective activities, knowing that others will do so too (Pretty, 2003). 

OECD defines social capital as a “networks with shared norms, values and understandings that 

facilitate cooperation within or among groups” (2001, p. 41). Personal values are understood to 

diffuse more readily in SMEs and thus, SMEs require less effort to spread values to their 

subordinates compared to large enterprises (Baumann-Pauly, Wickert, Spence & Scherer, 

2013). 

The actions of SMEs are embedded in their institutional landscape and social norms. In other 

words, the owner’s attempts at purposeful action are embedded in social relations. The idea of 

embeddedness indicates that business activity is a socio-economic phenomenon (Blombäck & 
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Wigren-Kristoferson, 2014). Therefore, CEOs have roles as owners, managers and community 

members and they are accountable for the firm’s engagement in the community. Community 

initiatives are part of running the business successfully. Consequently, the respondents make 

an effort to understand the cultural embeddedness of their company to meet the expectations of 

the area. 

In developing countries, competitive pressure plays little role in motivating the respondents to 

embrace SS. Instead it is the individual values and norms and the networks they establish 

through local business associations which explain their voluntary incorporation of sustainability 

initiatives into their business practices (Jamali et al., 2017). All the respondents spearhead social 

sustainability initiatives even without substantive institutional support and in institutional 

environments that are not conducive (Jamali et al., 2017). 

Internal social relationships. 

The organisational culture of SMEs is crucial to establishing interpersonal relationships within 

their organisation (Westman et al., 2018). Relational social capital is important to SMEs 

because it enhances the social network of the firm and also helps to build personal relationships 

based on trust and personal knowledge (Westman et al., 2018).  

SMEs view efforts to improve the work environment and employee well-being as the most 

significant sustainability-oriented initiatives. Close-knit relations within SMEs give rise to 

social initiatives as the owners are more likely to regard concerns raised by the employees 

(Westman et al., 2018). According to Jamali et al. (2008) the importance attached to employee 

well-being can translate into some forms of sustainability engagement. Additionally, close 

connection among employees facilitates active search for environmental and social projects. 

Thus, there is need to pay attention to internal intangible assets as they provide explanations for 

the adoption of some initiatives by SMEs (Westman et al., 2018).  

According to the respondents, internal knowledge is embedded in the employees and they use 

it efficiently to enhance success. It is evident that the respondents maintain relational networks 

to connect with the society in which they operate since relational networks are considered more 

important than economic benefits. These networks cannot be separated from business and it is 

assumed that there are a lot of resources and benefits produced through internal social networks 

(Westman et al., 2018). 

External social relations 
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External social relationships or networks are paramount to SMEs’ day to day operations. Social 

capital explains the ability of social actors to secure benefits from their relationships in social 

networks or social structures (Garrigos-Simon et al., 2018). This indicates the relevance of 

social networks and social connectedness in diverse communities for the development of 

resources and skills (Garrigos-Simon et al., 2018). Falk and Kilpatrick (2000) described this as 

“knowledge accumulation by communities of common purpose.” 

Social capital interacts across communities to benefit both community members and individuals 

(Coleman, 1988). Social capital may be built by developing strong relations with countries with 

well invested members, including community-based organisations (Hunter, 2016). Linking 

describes the capacity of groups to engage in external agencies, to acquire useful resources 

(Pretty, 2003). External network social relationships bind society as one and convert individuals 

into community members with shared interests and social relations which facilitate coordinated 

actions (Kim. 2018). Through external relations, SMEs attempt to bridge relationships with 

communities where resources are available, leading to an increase in civil engagement and 

employment, and hence individuals will contribute to a healthier and more effectively 

functioning community. This indicates that individuals benefit from external social 

relationships and the individual benefits may translate to broader community and social well-

being. 

As mentioned earlier, social capital is divided into bonding, bridging and linking social 

networks. The key strength of SMEs is the integration of bonding, bridging and linking social 

networks. These social networks develop at different scales (Vachette et al., 2017). Bonding 

ties result in trust and cooperation to address issues that may arise within communities. The 

respondents motivate the development of bonding social capital among diverse groups to enable 

timely development of expertise and resources that benefit community members. Bridging 

social networks facilitate the dissemination of resources and expertise developed at the bonding 

social networks level (Vachette et al., 2017). Actors may simultaneously be part of several 

networks, and this opens up avenues for sharing information. Firms may therefore coordinate 

several networks to facilitate information sharing from one platform to another (Vachette et al., 

2017). For the respondents, the key to achieving bonding and bridging strategies lies in allowing 

an all-inclusive approach. The nature of all-inclusive ties allows them to fulfil their community 

objectives.  

In both developed and developing countries, they value bonding and bridging social networks. 

It is also essential to develop ties with foreign actors since they offer assistance to complement 
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local response. Linking social networks reinforce bonding and bridging ties by utilising the 

existing network pathways to support community initiatives (Vachette et al., 2017). Linking 

social networks are essential in developing countries since they enable them to link with actors 

from the global North who provide resources that may be lacking within existing bonding and 

bridging networks. For the purposes of SS, the respondents make optimal use of linking social 

networks to prepare their communities for foreign support.  

According to Ulbrich et al. (2018) the four pillars of SDG (inclusiveness, safety, resilience and 

sustainability) do not address the root causes of social challenges. They argue that development 

should be driven by self-empowered communities who act as co-decision makers to establish 

new ways on how to make communities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. The empirical 

findings show that the respondents better understand the particular barriers community 

members face and they provide opportunities to eradicate barriers that leave people behind by 

breaking cycles that bind poor opportunities through investment in social capital. For instance, 

parents who experienced disadvantaged childhood often face poor development outcomes and 

as a result, their ability to improve the opportunities and capabilities for their children through 

social networks is limited. Therefore, considering their employment growth rates, the 

respondents are contributing significantly to poverty alleviation and job creation in 

communities.  

5.3.2. Social Inclusion 

Social inclusion is assumed in policy and theory to contribute to fair, just and strong 

communities for present and future generations. Essentially, this is associated with the 

prevailing social order in communities, the support of networks and social interaction between 

residents (Dempsey et al., 2009). Policymakers expect policy initiatives aimed at enhancing 

employability to meet labour market needs, outlaw discrimination, encourage recruitment 

diversity, improve employment opportunities for disadvantaged job seekers and to reduce social 

exclusion. Therefore, they encourage SMEs to hire the disadvantaged groups to achieve 

employment inclusion objectives. The disadvantaged groups may include the ethnic minorities, 

lone parents, old people and disabled people (Kitching, 2006).  

However, employment discrimination law exerts little direct influence on SMEs recruitment 

practices and thus it is often argued that SMEs are more likely to operate from unequal 

opportunity policies than large enterprises (Kitching, 2006). The employment rate for excluded 

groups is extremely low, and they occupy a disadvantaged position on the labour market. This 
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could be attributed to the assumption that the private sector employers seek to generate profits, 

hence they recruit employees they believe are able to work according to the employer’s 

instructions (Kitching, 2006). 

Research shows that employers use specific recruitment channels that open employment 

opportunities for some while closing job opportunities for others. (Kitching, 2006). According 

to Jenkins (2004) employers use for example, “suitability criteria” which refers to whether a 

job seeker possesses desired knowledge and skills, “acceptability criteria” which relates to 

whether an employee “fits in” or is reliable, and “functionally nonspecific criteria” which refers 

to the manageability of the job seeker. Employer judgments of suitability may be influenced by 

stereotypical beliefs where certain individuals are assumed to possess or to lack certain 

qualities, while acceptability criteria is known to exclude disadvantaged groups (Kitching, 

2006).  

Previous studies suggest that disadvantaged members of the society find it difficult to secure 

jobs in SMEs (Kitching, 2006). Job seekers with visible impairments face the biggest challenges 

in finding employment in SMEs. Employers are often concerned about their “low” productivity 

levels, citing concerns like mobility, workplace access, health and safety issues. These 

arguments are echoed in larger organisations as well (Kitching, 2006) and they have been 

mentioned by several respondents.  

However, this is contrary to our findings in both developed and developing countries where 

some of our respondents have created employment for the disabled. The respondents stressed 

the importance of social inclusion irrespective of age, disability or nationality. They believe in 

fairness in the recruitment process and believe that everyone deserves a chance.  

Some community members may experience bias or exclusion due to their identity, for instance, 

their religion, nationality and migratory status. The disadvantaged and marginalised community 

members have the least say in decisions that affect them and they are likely to be excluded in 

the data policymakers use in resource allocation and in shaping policies. This exacerbates the 

likelihood that the social and economic gains will be confined to a privileged few. This also 

aggravates social tensions and increases the chances of trapping certain groups in poverty for 

generations (UNDP, 2018).  

The sense of attachment to the local community explains why SMEs engage in social concerns 

beyond the scope of their operations (Westman et al., 2018). Through social inclusion, the 

respondents support community members with disabilities and immigrants. They confront the 



69 

 

root cause of social inequity by investing in social inclusion. They also understand that SS 

cannot be achieved without unlocking the potential of community members to contribute to 

their communities. Breaking the cycle of social exclusion is an important part of what it takes 

to boost the outcome of SDG 11. When certain group are excluded or marginalised, the risk of 

being left behind increases.  

5.3.3. Social Cohesion 

According to Forrest and Kearns (2001) social cohesion emphasises the need for common 

purpose, a shared sense of morality, social interaction within communities, social control and 

social order, wealth equalities between people and a sense of belonging to a place. A society 

that lacks social cohesion display social disorder, extreme social inequality, disparate moral 

values, low levels of place attachment and low levels of communication among community 

members (Forrest & Kearns, 2001).  

It is possible that some capital stocks like social cohesion can be used in ways that do not 

benefit society. For example, gangs can have strong ties that give them power in a community. 

As such, in communities where resources are limited, or in impoverished communities, social 

ties may contribute to community disorder or poor outcomes as the available resources may 

end up being distributed among those within these groups (Hunter, 2016). Unequal 

distribution of resources results in disadvantaged social positions and creates discriminatory 

access to capital stocks for some individuals (Hunter, 2016).  

Therefore, social cohesion is promoted by two dimensions namely, integration and attachment. 

Attachment refers to the extent to which residents become attached to their community resulting 

in a reduction in residential mobility and an increase in local networks (Bramley & Morgan, 

2003). Residents mobility is due to failure of a community, and it is exacerbated by reduced 

sense of attachment and low social cohesion. As highlighted by respondents 2, 3 and 10, 

mobility is due to lack of community cohesion and ties.  

 Respondents 2, 3 and 10 promote social cohesion through employment creation so that they 

don’t move from their communities. Job creation is also important in maintaining social 

cohesion since employment provides income and also promotes a sense of self-worth that 

mitigates inequalities within communities. Through employment creation SMEs bring new 

people with fresh contributions in terms of investment in communities, spending power and 

active participation (Bramley & Morgan, 2003). 
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The respondents in developing countries are located in communities that are left behind but 

they are setting targets that are feasible in their particular context. These include confronting 

inequalities that they deem unacceptable. Inequalities within communities impede growth and 

human development and violate shared norms and people’s intrinsic sense of fairness.  

It is assumed that social cohesion contributes to strong, just and fair societies for present and 

future communities (Dempsey et al., 2009). Through social cohesion, the respondents are 

contributing to better living standards for local residents. They also inspire community 

members to engage in collective projects for better communities. They understand who is left 

behind in their communities and why they are left behind and they empower them to act and 

claim their rights. They often make hard choices that disrupt “business as usual” by reaching 

the furthest behind first. If communities are left unchecked, inequalities perpetuate and 

reinforce themselves and those outside the privileged few may find it hard to get heard and gain 

influence (UNDP, 2018). This undermines social cohesion. 

5.3.4. Human Capital  

Human capital is the capital provided by individuals or employees to develop knowledge in the 

firm. It is created by individuals who bring new skills and capabilities, as well as the scientific 

activities of the employees (Garrigos-Simon et al., 2018). According to Slaus and Jacobs 

(2011), the term ‘capital’ involves an operational generative resource and Coleman (1988) 

posits that “human capital is created by changes in persons that bring about capabilities and 

skills that enable them to act in new ways” Likewise, Coff (1997) suggest that human capital 

refers to the competences, relationships and information that individuals contribute to the 

company through employment relationships. 

Mayo (2001) highlighted that there are three categories of human capital namely; potential and 

capability which refers to the level of education, personal networks, experience, values and 

professional skills; commitment and motivation which refers to whether the workers align their 

own interests with those of the firm; and innovation and learning which refers to the extent to 

which employees are open to change (Muda & Rahman, 2016). Marqués and Simón (2006), 

stated that the firms that embrace knowledge management activities acquire better outcomes 

than their competitors.  

In the context of SMEs, their success is embedded on the incentives and know-how of the 

personnel (Mäenpää & Voutilainen, 2012). Therefore, the challenges confronted by SMEs 

throughout their business life require education, experience and motivation of humans to be 
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engaged in business strategies that will lead to an increase in business performance (Muda & 

Rahman, 2016). Hence, all the respondents stressed the need to invest in human capital. 

Furthermore, due to the emergence of knowledge economy, SMEs are forced to invest in human 

capital in order to remain competitive in the resilient business environment. SMEs that rely on 

employees’ competencies and capabilities value human capital and they invest in employee 

training (Muda & Rahman, 2016). Prior research has revealed that human capital strongly 

influences performance in SMEs (Muda & Rahman, 2016). According to Cohen and 

Kaimenakis (2007), investment in human capital enhances efficiency and effectiveness and has 

huge impact on customer capital and organisation capital. Furthermore, the retention of skilled 

and knowledgeable workers allows SMEs to achieve superior performance. 

Human capital is the main root of all the SMEs investments since it transforms information 

through elements such as structural capital into valuable knowledge and plays a significant role 

in supporting the limited resources in SMEs. It also provides SMEs with the advantage of 

performance superiority (Muda & Rahman, 2016).  

Investing in human capital enables the respondents to cooperate with the community in 

important ways. The respondents are enabling the disadvantaged members of society by 

explicitly changing the course so that the furthest behind are not locked out of global progress. 

They are enabling them to participate in innovation through offering training on new 

technologies. By investing in the capabilities of the deprived, the respondents are laying the 

ground for community driven progress. Their efforts to invest in human capital to unlock human 

potential of those left furthest behind lays the ground for SS laggards to reconsider the priorities. 

The investment in human capital shows that SMEs are capable of behaving in a purposeful 

manner and they are actors with the ability to promote change (Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011).  

5.3.5. Natural Capital 

According to Bennett (1991) natural capital is often defined as any stock of natural assets or 

environmental resources, such as oceans, agricultural land or forests, that generate a chain of 

useful goods and services. Policymakers widely accept that natural resources should be 

protected from the destructive actions of the people (Pretty, 2003). Research indicates that the 

current system of economic calculations underrates the current and future value of natural 

capital yet key natural assets are diminishing due to overconsumption and damage to the 

environment (Pretty, 2008). Overconsumption of natural resources reverses human progress 

and drives community instability to unprecedented levels (UNDP, 2018).  
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The idea that natural resources should be protected from the destructive actions of people was 

widely accepted by the respondents. People harm natural resources by overusing and 

underinvesting in the maintenance of natural resources (Pretty, 2003). Therefore, communities 

are increasingly being encouraged to collaborate for long-term resource management of natural 

capital since this offers a route to sustainable management of natural resources (Pretty, 2003). 

The respondents are pressing ahead to ensure that natural capital is managed more carefully, 

and they play a positive role in management and conservation of natural capital. For example, 

respondents 6 and 7 are mediating in some community projects in favour of the common good. 

They understand how apiculture contributes to the livelihood of community members and how 

the practice contributes towards conservation of the forests. The promotion of innovative ideas 

in communities helps to nurture inclusivity. Beekeeping is an alternative livelihood for 

community members since it provides a valuable source of income. It is also regarded as an 

important occupation that contributes significantly to sustainability in communities with several 

countries reporting on the likelihood of a profitable return (Chanthayod et al., 2017). 

According to Pretty, (2003), the emergence of local individuals who take action to conserve 

resources has been an effective option to manage natural resources. She also posits that, given 

processes that encourage careful deliberation, good knowledge about local natural resources, 

and appropriate social and institutional conditions, communities can work together to use 

natural resources sustainably over the long term (Pretty, 2003).  

Economic development for community members enters into the SS picture because the 

respondents are mobilising natural capital and human capital to create wealth for community 

members while promoting sustainability. Supporting tangible goals such as bee keeping 

enhances community members’ livelihoods since it creates a range of assets, such as financial 

assets, which is sufficient to create opportunities for other community members. The 

respondents emphasise the need for community engagement to achieve a better community for 

all. In communities where social capital is high, SMEs have the confidence to invest in 

collective activities knowing that community members will avoid unrestrained private actions 

with negative outcomes such as overconsumption of natural resources (Pretty, 2003). 

5.3.6. Philanthropic Capital  

Philanthropy is defined as the voluntary giving of money, in kind or time to benefit the 

community’s welfare (Madden, Scaife & Crissman, 2006). Evidence suggests that SMEs are 

cheerful givers and that they are more generous supporters of good causes than large 
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enterprises. Forms of philanthropic support include cash donations which is an important form 

of non-profit income (Madden et al., 2006) 

Research involving SMEs, confirm that philanthropy can be a manifestation of the altruistic 

values of the owners. These values can be coherent and even strengthen each other with 

business (Tomasz, Arnis & Ute, 2016). Jamali et al. (2008) identified philanthropic 

considerations of the managers as the key driving force behind SS initiatives in SMEs. For some 

respondents, the philanthropic activities are justified by the firm’s need to maintain a good 

reputation among its workers and community members. SMEs exhibit genuine commitment to 

philanthropic activities, but in some cases, it was personalised to fit their beliefs (Jamali et al., 

2008) or the beliefs of the community. Respondent 2 understood that he has an obligation to 

follow the local culture. He is familiar with the local norms and that helps him to determine 

what action to take so that he can maintain a good reputation. 

In developing countries, SS is extensive although it is more philanthropically oriented and 

deeply ingrained in religious and cultural beliefs (Jamali et al., 2008). A sense of attachment to 

the local community explains why the respondents put strong emphasis on community 

contributions and ethical performance in developing countries. They show heightened concern 

for local environmental and social concerns. The respondents engage in social concerns beyond 

the scope of their operations such as offering support for the marginalised members of the 

community. In developed countries however, they support diverse communities.  

The 2030 agenda recognises that failure to improve the lives of the furthest behind will drive 

inequalities higher (UNDP, 2018). People who are left behind in communities include more 

than just the income poor. Extreme poverty is concentrated among disadvantaged groups such 

as the disabled, refugees and the poor. Inequality and poverty mutually reinforce each other and 

leads to limited access to resources. Limited access to social and economic opportunities limits 

the freedom of movement for disadvantaged community members and they experience crime 

at higher levels than richer members of society (UNDP, 2018). Therefore, the respondents are 

helping to curb the disadvantages and deprivations the marginalised endure in communities 

through investment in philanthropic activities.  

5.4. The Obstacles Faced by SMEs  

In this study we noted that factors such as size, location and sector influence how SMEs will 

develop socially sustainable business practices. SMEs play a major role in economic 

development and employment creation despite facing challenges such as size and limited 
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resources. SMEs have long been considered important economic players in developed countries 

whereas in the developing countries their contributions have not really been regarded. This is 

mainly due to economic development and global economic integration challenges faced by 

SMEs in developing countries (Jamali et al., 2008).  

As stated by Abbasi (2017), the main challenges that hinder socially sustainable development 

in SMEs in developing countries are lack of knowledge and skills, time, financial and human 

capital, lack of information and a corresponding system, insufficient resources and lack of 

relevant laws and regulations. These are the same obstacles the respondents mentioned that 

hinder them from investing in SS. It must be noted that the obstacles mentioned by the 

respondents are also generic obstacles for growth. Wang (2016), identified the main obstacles 

for growth as perceived by SMEs in developing countries. The five most significant obstacles 

that he mentioned are competition, electricity, political factors, tax rate and access to finance 

which appears to be the biggest barrier. The only obstacles that none of the respondents 

mentioned as a hindrance to SS implementation is tax rate.  

In developed countries the owners expressed an explicit desire to address many concerns within 

their communities but due to the size of their firms, their ability to help is limited. All the firms 

operate in areas with high levels of immigration and they have adopted approaches to help 

integrate immigrants into society by hiring them. However, due to unprecedented levels of 

immigration to developed countries, they have only been able to help a few. Therefore, the issue 

of size is an obstacle in the case of developed countries. 

The analysis indicates that considering the leave no one behind lens, no target can be met if it 

excludes marginalised groups. From a community perspective, leaving no one behind requires 

consideration of different barriers faced by community members as well as the obstacles faced 

by SMEs that hinder them from implementing SS in order to meet SDG 11 targets. It is also 

important for policymakers to help address some of the problems SMEs encounter since these 

enterprises are influential in their communities and they are capable of exerting influence on 

community members towards sustainable communities. Immediate policy responses that 

include the identification of marginalised community members and including them in the policy 

formulation processes are needed. 
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6. Conclusion  

This chapter provides an overall conclusion of the study. The main implications and limitations 

of the study are also discussed. The chapter concludes with recommendations for future studies. 

 

The objective of this study was to increase knowledge in the area of social sustainability. 

Companies are now addressing sustainability concerns more broadly because of the increasing 

demand and pressure from society demanding that companies deal with the negative social 

impacts associated with their products and activities. In the introductory chapter, gaps in 

academic literature were first identified. These included lack of SS literature in the context of 

SMEs embedded in diverse communities, the lack of a coherent SS framework, definitional 

shortcomings of social sustainability, the tendency of researchers to disregard SMEs preferring 

to focus on large enterprises and also the tendency of researchers to link SS only with tangible 

factors. Two research questions were formulated to fulfil the purpose of the study. The first 

research question sought to investigate the SS initiatives undertaken by SMEs towards SSCs 

and the implementation processes, while the second question focused on the impediments they 

face when pursuing SS. Due to the lack of literature in this case, the study employed an 

exploratory research design together with qualitative and abductive approaches. Through 

qualitative research in different sectors of the economy (agriculture, construction, service, 

retail, manufacturing) and different countries, an empirical understanding of how SMEs engage 

in social sustainability initiatives was derived. The empirical findings resulted in the extension 

a social sustainability framework proposed by Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017). In the extended 

framework, community social capital was added as the fifth concept of SS and its main 

components include human capital, social capital, social cohesion, social inclusion, natural 

capital and philanthropic capital. The extended framework includes both tangible and non-

tangible factors that are relevant towards SSCs. 

The variety of sectors and countries enabled us to take into account contextual differences and 

develop an international view of social sustainability concepts relevant for communities. On 

the other hand, the six countries represent the diversity of urban contexts and conditions around 

the world. In view of the application of SDG 11, our findings demonstrate that Global North 

and South countries experience diverse levels of unemployment, poverty, economic dynamism 

and environmental and social conditions.  
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6.1. Academic Implications 

The area of social sustainability remains underexplored. As such, this study contributes to 

the extant literature in several ways. For instance, the methodological approach was presented 

in detail so that this study may be regarded as a potential foundation for further research in this 

area. The study also makes a theoretical contribution to SS literature by comprehensively 

discussing how the empirical findings can be understood in terms of the community social 

capital and its components namely; social capital, human capital, social cohesion, natural 

capital, philanthropic capital and social inclusion. The new concept and its components 

resulted in new theory development that contributes to academic knowledge.  

The authors also established that there is no agreed upon definition of SS in SMES. The 

argument that the definition of SS is context-bound was confirmed by the empirical findings.  

Thus, the study also sheds lights on how the business sector and place play significant roles on 

which initiatives the SMEs are likely to pursue.  

6.2. Implications for Policymakers 

The revised framework developed by the authors shows that there are different kinds of capital 

stocks in communities that policymakers should consider in policy making processes. 

Policymakers have a role to play in communicating how SMEs can contribute to the 

development of communities. It may be worthwhile for policymakers to promote SMEs 

initiatives by developing context specific SS tools that are relevant to the operations of a 

specific business sector. This could be achieved by investing in research or innovations that 

focus on SS initiatives of SMEs and how they could be developed into business opportunities 

in communities.  

Joint discussions on how the potential of SMEs can better be used to contribute to the ongoing 

development in communities and how to achieve mutual cooperation between business, 

government and citizens are crucial (Spence & Schmidpeter, 2003). Accordingly, policymakers 

can also work together with SMEs to raise awareness in communities about the need to take 

social sustainability issues seriously and also to highlight that SS should not be pitted against 

profitability. Relationship building between policymakers, stakeholders and SMEs can deliver 

this insight and pave way for SMEs who are serious about tackling social issues so that SS 

laggards may be motivated to take action.  
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Regarding the issue of social inclusion, policymakers must also address the structural and 

cultural barriers that create social exclusion by challenging employee behaviour, instead of 

relying on the labour market conditions to tackle social inclusion goals. Additional action aimed 

at challenging the stereotypical employer assumptions regarding job seekers acceptability is 

needed. Policymakers should thus focus on improving the skills of the disadvantaged 

community members by helping them to acquire relevant educational qualifications and skills 

so that they may be considered “acceptable” and “suitable” for job offers within their 

communities.  

Recognition of the disadvantaged members of the community that may lie outside the scope of 

current policies is an important factor in fostering SS in communities. Our findings indicate that 

SDG 11 manifests through equity and inclusivity of the system. Issues to do with fostering 

social cohesion and social inclusion and eradicating poverty through investment in human 

capital, social capital, natural capital and philanthropic capital should be tackled. This requires 

distributional consideration and policies that place value on everyone’s needs, including the 

disabled and disadvantaged members of the community in both rural and urban areas in ways 

that leave no one behind. As a result, there is need for policymakers to move beyond existing 

data on communities to more inclusive measurement approaches to tackle SS issues that are not 

prioritised on the Urban Agenda. If the vision of leaving no one behind is to be achieved, 

policymakers should encourage participation in all aspects of life for community development.  

6.3. Limitations of the research 

The research is limited in its scope with a small sample of ten interviews and five sectors 

studied. The implications have been interpreted within the context of this study since the 

empirical findings represent a small group of informants. Furthermore, due to the limited 

number of respondents, the results are generalisable, but no conclusion can be drawn. As a 

result, the study offers a theoretical contribution towards SSCs and not a generalisable SS 

analysis of initiatives outside of this study. There may be other important concepts or themes 

that may emerge from other countries or industries that we have not covered.  

Another major barrier in this study was the issue of language barrier. The study was conducted 

in three different languages. The interviews in Sweden were conducted in both English and 

Swedish while the interviews in Brazil were conducted in Portuguese by one of the authors, 

who is Brazilian and speaks Portuguese, the native language of that country. Then all the 

interviews were transcribed and translated into English. The interviews conducted in English-
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speaking countries were carried out by the other author. Language barriers had to be addressed 

constantly since there were some difficulties in understanding some contexts and hence 

additional time was needed to clarify some points, adding pressure on the limited time we had 

to complete the study.  

The context of SMEs also presented limitations because the SMEs are from different sectors of 

the economy and different country contexts, making it difficult to compare them in the analysis 

of the study. Finally, and perhaps the greatest challenge encountered in this study was to find 

previous studies that have explored SMEs in developing countries. The authors had to rely on 

limited literature to conduct the research. 

6.4. Suggestion for future Research 

There is need for further development of theoretical perspectives of SS. Future studies could 

test if the community social capital framework and its components are relevant or applicable to 

large enterprises or other service industries such as Non-Governmental Organisation (NGOs). 

We further suggest that the research be taken from the perspective of the positivist to give an 

empirical validation of the concepts developed. Quantitative data may extend the research 

finding to establish if they are applicable to a wider population. We also suggest that future 

studies could concentrate on a specific industrial sector, for instance, agriculture sector for all 

case studies.  

This study provides an important new lens through which SS can be understood at community 

level. Therefore, we suggest that governments should implement policies that address the 

specific barriers that communities members, especially the marginalised face to ensure progress 

of SDG 11 globally and to exert normative pressure in communities where certain groups may 

be left behind. Achieving SDG 11 requires addressing several development challenges in 

communities. There is need for policymakers to revisit current practices to remedy the dire 

social situations in communities. With regard to SDG 11, future studies could investigate what 

measures policymakers can adopt to ensure that those often at risk of being left behind like the 

disabled are included.  
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Appendix A: Individual Reflection 

 

The thesis writing process has been a valuable and enjoyable experience for me. Considering 

the scope of this research, I believe we conducted a good research. The research was 

successfully managed and we acknowledged the limitations and that there is possible room for 

improvement. I believe we uncovered interesting findings, some of which are consistent with 

previous research, and some which are contradictory to previous findings.  

I am passionate about learning and I always seek to obtain new knowledge especially on things 

pertaining to social issues globally. Thus, our ambition was to reach people from the global 

North and South countries. We found this insightful since social sustainability deals with issues 

of broad participation. After spending two months researching and writing about social 

sustainability, I am certain that I obtained thorough understanding of sustainability as whole.  

When I look back, I can say the tutoring sessions helped me to obtain research skills and writing 

skills. Initially, we had no idea about the most important concepts and themes to focus on. For 

example, during the initial stages of the thesis writing process, we did not include anything on 

communities. It was only when our tutor (Börje) highlighted that he was missing the 

communities perspective, that we realised that we could actually delimit our study to SDG 11. 

Sustainability is a field that interests me and because of the tutor’s valuable feedback, we 

tackled the research questions well. I now feel confident in my ability to do research in any 

field of study.  

 

 

Charity Mashegede 
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Formulating and clarifying the research topic was the starting of this thesis. We generated 

research ideas through brainstorming to come up with an interesting topic of research. Initially, 

I thought of researching about integration of immigrants in Sweden. Then we decided to look 

into CSR in one of our group projects so that we could acquire knowledge about the behaviour 

of companies in relation to social responsibilities. The more we researched about that topic, the 

more we became enthusiastic about looking into social sustainability issues in companies.  

Initially, we intended to focus on one SME from Sweden. Then the idea to look into SMEs from 

both developed and developing countries emerged as the writing progressed. This was largely 

due to the extant literature that we were using that highlights economic inequalities between 

developed and developing countries and the issue of greenwashing in some firms, especially 

the large enterprises. We thought it would be interesting to prove that small enterprises are 

socially responsible, much as they are often overlooked. We intended to interview participants 

from the five continents, but unfortunately, the one from Asia failed to participate due to other 

commitments. 

We encountered some challenges that we had to deal with. Finding relevant themes was a 

challenging though enjoyable task for us since we had to read a lot of literature. Some interviews 

had to be conducted at night due to time differences and thereafter, transcribing the interviews 

needed a lot of concentration, but we were committed to paying attention to details. My biggest 

challenge was the issue of language. Neither of the two languages (Swedish and English) are 

my first language. But with the limited knowledge of the languages that I have, I learnt a lot 

about how SMEs take social responsibilities seriously, despite lack of resources and finance in 

some cases. 

I am very proud that me and Charity worked tirelessly to achieve our goal together, supporting 

each other as much as we could.  

 

Tereza Larsson 
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Appendix B: SDG 11 targets and indicators 

Table 5. SDG 11 targets and indicators. 

Targets Current Indicators 
SDG Target 11.1 

By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and 

affordable housing and basic services and upgrade slums. 

11.1.1 Proportion of urban population living in slums, 

informal settlements or inadequate housing. [Tier I] 

SDG Target 11.2 

By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and 

sustainable transport systems for all, improving road safety, 

notably by expanding public transport, with special attention 

to the needs of those in vulnerable situations, women, 

children, persons with disabilities and older persons. 

11.2.1 Proportion of population that has convenient access 

to public transport, by sex, age and persons with 

disabilities. [Tier II] 

SDG Target 11.3 

By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable urbanization and 

capacity for participatory, integrated and sustainable human 

settlement planning and management in all countries. 

11.3.1 Ratio of land consumption rate to population growth 

rate [Tier II] 

11.3.2 Proportion of cities with a direct participation 

structure of civil society in urban planning and management 

that operate regularly and democratically [Tier III] 

SDG Target 11.4 

Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s 

cultural and natural heritage. 

11.4.1 Total expenditure (public and private) per capita 

spent on the preservation, protection and conservation of all 

cultural and natural heritage, by type of heritage (cultural, 

natural, mixed and World Heritage Centre designation), 

level of government (national, regional and 

local/municipal), type of expenditure (operating 

expenditure/investment) and type of private funding 

(donations in kind, private non-profit sector and 

sponsorship). [Tier III] 

SDG Target 11.5 

By 2030, significantly reduce the number of deaths and the 

number of people affected and substantially decrease the 

direct economic losses relative to global  

gross domestic product caused by disasters, including water-

related disasters, with a focus on protecting the poor and 

people in vulnerable situations. 

11.5.1 Number of deaths, missing persons and directly 

affected persons attributed to disasters per 100,000 

population [Tier II] 

11.5.2 Direct disaster economic loss in relation to global 

GDP, damage to critical infrastructure and number of 

disruptions to basic services, attributed to disasters [Tier I] 

SDG Target 11.6 

By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental 

impact of cities, including by paying special attention to air 

quality and municipal and other waste management. 

11.6.1 Proportion of urban solid waste regularly collected 

and with adequate final discharge out of total urban solid 

waste generated, by cities. [Tier II] 

11.6.2 Annual mean levels of fine particulate matter (e.g. 

PM2.5 and PM10) in cities (population weighted). [Tier I] 

SDG Target 11.7 

By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and 

accessible, green and public spaces, in particular for women 

and children, older persons and persons  

with disabilities. 

11.7.1 Average share of the built-up area of cities that is 

open space for public use for all, by sex, age and persons 

with disabilities. [Tier III] 

11.7.2 Proportion of persons victim of physical or sexual 

harassment, by sex, age, disability status and place of 

occurrence, in the previous 12 months. [Tier III] 

SDG Target 11.a 

Support positive economic, social and environmental links 

between urban, peri urban and rural areas by strengthening 

national and regional development planning. 

11.a.1 Proportion of population living in cities that 

implement urban and regional development plans 

integrating population projections and resource needs, by 

size of city [Tier III] 

SDG Target 11.b 

By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and 

human settlements adopting and implementing integrated 

policies and plans towards inclusion, resource efficiency, 

mitigation and adaptation to climate change, resilience to 

disasters, and develop and implement, in line with the Sendai 

Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, holistic 

disaster risk management at all levels. 

11.b.1 Number of countries that adopt and implement 

national disaster in line with the  

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030a. 

[Tier I] 

11.b.2 Proportion of local governments that adopt and 

implement local disaster risk  

reduction strategies in line with national disaster risk 

reduction strategies 

[Tier II] 

SDG Target 11.c 

Support least developed countries, including through 

financial and technical assistance, in building sustainable 

and resilient buildings utilizing local materials. 

11. c.1 Proportion of financial support to the least 

developed countries that is allocated to the construction and 

retrofitting of sustainable, resilient and resource-efficient 

buildings utilizing local materials. [Tier III] 

Source: UN-Habitat (2018,p.9)  
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Appendix B: Interview Guide 

About the company 

• Can you give us a brief background about your company? 

• What is your position in the company? 

• How many employees do you have? 

About social sustainability in general 

• What do you understand by social sustainability? 

• What do you think are the benefits of implementing social sustainability in business 

operations? 

Our Research Questions 

• What initiatives are you undertaking to develop socially sustainable practices in your 

community (and in other communities)? and how are do you implement these 

initiatives? 

• What would you say impedes the successful implementation of social sustainability in 

SMEs? 

About equity 

There are disadvantaged groups in communities who are often not recognised (for instance, low 

income groups, immigrants, those who have low education and language skills and those who 

are vulnerable because of their physical or mental capacity) 

• How do you help “to revalue unjustly devalued groups?” 

• How do you manage your business operations so that the present generation lives off 

the dividend of our resources, and so that future generations will live equally well or 

better? 

About Safety 

• What measures of adaptation and security have you adopted to reduce risks caused by 

climate change? (For example, using scarce water resources more efficiently) 
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• What actions are you undertaking to secure the future in case any event caused by 

climate change occurs within your community? 

About eco-prosumption 

(By eco-prosumption, we are referring to the modes of production, consumption and value 

creation in socially and environmentally responsible ways) 

• What measures of sustainable production and consumption are you taking to ensure for 

instance, clean energy use, reduced energy consumption, frequent recycling, the use of 

friendly modes of transport? 

• What collaborative mechanisms of production and consumption (prosumption) do you 

practice? (for instance, community-based production and consumption that focuses on 

poverty alleviation). 
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Appendix C: Concept and the main components of the expanded 

conceptual framework  

Table 6. Concept and the main components of the expanded conceptual framework 

Concept Main Components 

  

Safety 

 

a. Adaptation measures  

b. Urban vulnerability  

 

 Equity 

 

a. Recognition  

b. Redistribution  

c. Participation 

 

 Eco-prosumption 

 

a. Mitigation measures 

 

 

 

 

Sustainable Urban Forms 

 

 

 

a. Compactness,  

b. Mixed land uses,  

c. Diversity,  

d. Clean energy,  

e. Passive solar design,  

f. Greening,  

g. Sustainable transport,  

h. Renewal and utilization 

Community Social Capital  

a. Social Capital 

b. Social Inclusion 

c. Social Cohesion 

e. Human Capital 

f. Natural Capital 

g. Philanthropy 

   
Source: Own construction based on Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017).   

 


