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Australia’s first in-depth survey of what Australia’s small and medium business enterprises are thinking 

and doing about sustainability and climate change finds there’s a lot of debate but not much action.

The research survey of 1,600 SME owners, chief executives and decision makers was carried out in two 

waves – one before the failed UN climate change conference in Copenhagen and the end of bipartisan 

support in Canberra for carbon emissions trading, and one after.

The results of the two waves were startlingly different – it is clear that political division in Canberra and 

globally have influenced what SMEs believe about climate change, what they are willing to do about both 

it and about wider sustainability issues.
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across Australia and New Zealand.  For more information contact:
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Net Balance   Australia’s largest sustainability advisory and assurance firm.

For more information contact:

Mike Roberts 0419 384 921 mike@netbalance.com www.netbalance.com

The research was used to establish Australia’s first SME Sustainability Index. The index is expressed 

as a percentage figure - a 100% result would mean all SMEs surveyed were involved in 22 different 

actions to become more sustainable. The actual results fell well short of that:

Australia’s first in-depth survey of Australian Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) views and action on sustainability and

climate change was carried out by:

 There was an 11% drop in ‘sustainability activities’ by SMEs between September 2009 and April 2010

 The majority of SMEs say they are willing to take action on sustainability – 77% in the first research 

wave in September 09 and 69% in April 2010

 A significant proportion would be willing to take a short term hit to their financial bottom line to 

become more sustainable – 51% in 2009, 45% in 2010

 The biggest drop between the two research waves was in the number of SMEs who didn’t trust the 
available information on sustainability – up from 29% to 46%

 In the latest research, 50% said they couldn’t find enough information on sustainability actions and 

39% said they couldn’t find enough choices of action to consider

 60% said the choices they did have were too expensive, without Government subsidy

 A majority of SMEs believe their business is environmentally friendly – but when asked, they are 
doing very little

 In the 2010 survey wave, 36% said Australia was acting too slowly on climate change – down from 

43% in the 2009 research. In 2010, 30% said Australia was acting too fast – up 11 points from 19% 

(research carried out before the Emissions Trading Scheme was delayed until 2013) 

 In 2010, 45% said Government achievement on sustainability, including its impact on their business 

will decide their vote in the next election – up from 39% in the first research wave in 2009

14.1% 12.6%
2009 2010
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1.0 Research Context and Commentary 

1.1 Political Upheaval Undercuts SME Interest and 
Action on Sustainability 

The AFS/Net Balance survey of Australia’s small and medium enterprises (SMEs) has found their interest in 
and action on climate change and sustainability faded as Tony Abbot won the leadership of the Federal 
coalition and reversed Liberal Party support for the Federal Government’s carbon emissions trading scheme.  

The survey concluded before Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s decision to delay emissions trading to 2013, 
suggesting that a further fall in interest and action is possible. 

The survey of 1,600 SME chief executives and key decision makers still found high levels of interest in 
sustainability, and 45% willing to make their businesses more sustainable, even if it had a negative impact 
on short term financial performance.  

However, analysis of the data suggests that the commitment to act on sustainability is shallow across the 
SME sector and vulnerable to political division on how Australia should respond to climate change.  

The survey was carried out in two waves of 800 SME leaders – the first concluding in October 2009 and the 
second in April of this year. 

In the first wave, 76% said ‘Yes’ when asked if they believed in climate change. In the second wave, the 
‘Yes’ figure dropped to 68%. 

In three other key questions on climate change, the survey found statistically significant differences in the 
views of respondents across the two research waves: 

1.1.1 Concern and Action on Climate Change 

Question 1st wave result % 2nd wave result % % point change 

Are you concerned 
about the impact your 
business has on climate 
change? 

48 35 -13  

In your business, are 
you willing to take action 
on climate change? 

77 69 -8 

Is Australia acting too 
slowly, about right, or 
too quickly on climate 
change? 

Too slow 43 

Too fast 19 

Too slow 36 

Too fast 30 

-7 

+11 

 

The rate and speed of change between the two research waves suggests that the bipartisan support for 
carbon emissions trading while Malcolm Turnbull was Opposition Leader bolstered SME support for action 
on climate change and on wider sustainability issues. 
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SMEs appeared more willing to commit to action when an Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) appeared 
inevitable and a global agreement on action seemed possible. The decline in commitment coincided with: 

 The failure of the UN climate change conference in Copenhagen to agree binding international targets 
on reducing emissions 

 Debate on the credibility of forecast increases in global temperatures by the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) and 

 The election of Tony Abbott to the Liberal Party leadership and reversal of Opposition support for the 
ETS. 

1.1.2 Barriers to Action 

The data shows there is a low level of action on sustainability. Businesses generally don’t invest without 
certainty that they will get a return, and the survey shows SMEs aren’t confident that investing in 
sustainability will pay off. Asked to nominate barriers to action, respondents cited cost, a lack of information, 
a lack of trust in the information available and an inability to find choices which suited their businesses. It 
appears that uncertainties in the debate on climate change impact SME thinking and actions on other 
sustainability issues. The SME business community uses the term sustainability to cover a bundle of 
different issues and activities 

The most popular actions on sustainability are in waste reduction, energy efficiency and water conservation. 
These are all areas in which SMEs can see cost reductions in return for investment. 

The survey found some conflicting responses. For example, 73% of businesses considered themselves to be 
environmentally friendly. Yet 80% said they were not taking any deliberate actions to make their businesses 
environmentally friendly. 

1.1.3 Action Where it is Easy 

Action levels were higher among owners and operators of businesses that are close to consumers and which 
could take action that made little material difference to costs, revenue and profits.  

For example, hotel operators can save money by asking customers to recycle their towels rather than use 
fresh ones every day. Cafes and restaurants can easily install energy efficient light globes. 

Reported action was lower in segments where a genuine commitment would require significant investment in 
plant and machinery.  

The survey therefore suggests that voluntary action by SMEs is unlikely to have a significant impact on 
Australia’s carbon emission levels: action is concentrated in businesses with relatively insignificant impacts 
in terms of carbon emissions. 

1.1.4 Different Worlds – September 2009 and April 2010 

The difference between the findings of the two research waves can be seen in the decline in the AFS 
Sustainability Index from the first wave to the second – down by 1.54 percentage points from 14.1% in 
September 2009 to 12.6% in April 2010. 

While the 2009 figure is higher, it is still very low – a 100% result would mean all SMEs surveyed were 
involved in 22 different actions to become more sustainable. 

However, it may well be that the 14.1% figure is a high watermark that will not be matched or exceeded for 
some time. 

In September 2009, there was a Federal political consensus on emissions trading, there were relatively high 
hopes for agreement in Copenhagen and prolonged media reporting of Royal Commission hearings on the 
Victorian bushfires earlier that year – the intensity of which has been linked to drought and climate change. 

It is difficult to see what, if any, significant Government action will be taken on climate change in the next few 
years. Without such certainty, SMEs appear unlikely to take much action.  
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1.1.5 Sustainability – a Federal Election Vote Changer? 

In both research waves, respondents were asked ‘Will Government policy on environmental issues, including 
its impact on your business, decide how you vote in the next election?’ In the first wave, 39% answered 
‘Yes’. This increased to 45% in the second wave. 

These are high figures when you consider the low levels of SME action on sustainability. This result could 
reflect SME frustration about the uncertainties of the sustainability debate and sudden policy reversals in 
Canberra rather than any commitment to action. At the very least, it suggests that SMEs are looking for a 
lead and some certainty on Government action. 

 

1.2 Scope 

This report focuses on sustainability activities and behaviours of Australian small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs).  

Research was undertaken via: 

 A direct telephone survey of business decision makers for a representative national sample 

 Asking respondents to self-identify the activities they have undertaken in the past 12 months 

 A 20-minute survey covering a full range of influences and factors in making (sustainable) business 
decisions.  

The report does not investigate and is not concerned with: 

 The merits of acting sustainably 

 The merits of pricing carbon  

 The merits of managing climate change 

  Firms larger than 200 employees and firms employing less than five employees. 

The report is a measure of changes in activities, awareness and sentiment toward sustainable behaviour, it 
seeks to achieve: 

 A national benchmark for measuring effectiveness in changing SME behaviour on sustainability 

 A comparative measure for meta, cross and intra-industry analysis of sustainability issues 

 A model of the adoption cycle of SME sustainability and how it is likely to develop over time 

 Accessible benchmark information to SME decision-makers to assist in managing sustainability.     

1.2.1 The Australian SME Sector 

According to the last count of SMEs by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)*, there are approximately 
306,617 SMEs in Australia (2007). The SME sector makes a significant contribution to the Australian 
economy. 

Sector Highlights*: 

 The SME sector represents around 73% of all actively-trading businesses in Australia.   

 SMEs employ more than four million Australians or 42% of total employed persons.  

 It is estimated to contribute 46% of the value of Australia’s domestic production.   

* ABS Sources: Cat. No. 8165.0, Cat. No.1321.0, Cat. No. 8155.0, Cat. No. 6202.0, Cat. No. 81550.0 
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1.2.2 Industry Sectors 

In addition to looking at the national picture, this report analyses in detail the effect of sustainability trends for 
the following selected industries: 

 Manufacturing 

 Mining and Construction 

 Wholesale and Retail 

 Accommodation, Cafés and Restaurants 

 Transport and Communications 

 Finance and Property 

 Education and Health 

 Cultural and Personal Services 

 Agriculture 

The selected industries are defined by 2006 Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial Classification 
(ANZSIC). 

 

1.3 Research Methodology 

The report outlines the sustainable activities undertaken by SMEs over the past 12 months. 

Potential respondents were invited to participate in a 20-minute telephone survey. Survey respondents were 
randomly selected from a representative sample of their industry. The contact details included data on the 
number of employees, sector, location and the name of the primary business decision maker.   

The data collected for this report was undertaken at two separate times (or waves) for comparison, once in 
September-October 2009 (Wave One) and subsequently in February-April 2010 (Wave Two).  800 interviews 
were conducted in each wave. Respondents in the first wave were excluded from the second wave.     

The survey and the process of collecting data were identical in each wave. Both surveys were conducted by 
AFS (www.afs-smart.com.au) to an ISO 20252 accreditation standard.  

With the completion of 800 surveys, this built a 'data set' which approximately represents the nation's SME 
sector, by industry and state representation.   

The data is considered statistically accurate with to +/-3.5% at 95% confidence. In effect, if the survey was 
repeated 100 times, in 95 of cases, the results would be within a range of plus or minus 3.5% of the results 
collected for this report. This is a generally accepted quality standard for valid research of this type. It could 
be useful to look at the results and consider if a 3.5% swing in the results in either direction would change 
your interpretation of the result supplied – and to remember that changes between waves of 5% or more in 
either direction show a significant change.      

Nonetheless no study of this scope and level of detail will be perfect. We welcome and encourage feedback 
from others to assist us in improving the accuracy and rigour of the analysis for planned future waves of this 
research. 

In conducting this analysis we have sought to explain the rationale for asking each survey question (its 
inherent value to understanding SME sustainability as a topic) and then to compare the first wave's results to 
the second. 

The data was further examined by looking at SMEs’ time in business, the age of the decision maker, 
employee size and other demographics collected from the respondent. These items are mentioned where 
relevant.     
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1.3.1 Assumptions 

The research excluded firms between 0-4 employees for the following reasons: 

 They act, are motivated and make decisions like individual consumers (research on sustainable 
consumer behaviour can be found at: www.netbalance.com/research/WhatAssuresConsumers.pdf) 

 They are generally contracted to larger firms where sustainable decision are made for them  

 They are smaller consumers of services  

The research excluded firms larger than 200 employees for the following reasons: 

 Information on sustainable choices and policies is generally available in company reports. 
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2.0 Principle Results – 
The AFS SME Sustainability Index 

Producing an index provides a comparative raw score for the performance of the SME sector in undertaking 
relevant sustainable activities. This Index is intended to be a rigorous and repeatable monitor to enable 
continual measurement. It will provide ongoing assessment and detail, providing value to the SME sector 
similar to measures such as the Consumer/Producer Price Index. 

 

2.1 PART I: 
The AFS SME Sustainability Index – Adoption Curve 

To build an efficient Index, it was important to classify on a continuum where the decision maker considered 
their business to be in adopting sustainability concerns as a business issue. 

The respondents were asked to select the business' current position on sustainability. Either: 

1. No awareness of how sustainability matters to my business 

2.  Aware … but no interest at this time 

3. Investigating and/or monitoring only 
4. Actively adapting the business to be more sustainable 

5. Adopted sustainability as a fundamental part of our operating processes  

 
As firms understand and adopt sustainability as an issue the body of the curve should move increasingly to 
the right, indicating progress. The current shape of the curve indicates that an increasing number of firms are 
investigating and/or monitoring sustainability and not choosing to actively progress to adaptation.  
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Comparison Highlight 

The Wave 2 results show more firms are aware of sustainability. However, there is a general regression in 
the adoption curve to the left with more firms Investigating and Monitoring only and more firms Not Interested 
in sustainability.  

 

2.2 PART II: 
The AFS SME Sustainability Index – Activities Measure 

To develop this index score, each respondent was asked whether they had undertaken any of the following 
six activities in the past twelve months: (yes/no response) 

 Recycled waste 

 Reduced waste 

 Become more energy-efficient      

 Reduced paper use 

 Reduced or saved water 

 Reduced packaging 

Respondents who were actively adapting their business to sustainability or have adopted it as a guiding 
principle were asked to identify if a further 16 possible activities were undertaken.  

The combined 22 sustainable activities were assigned a 'difficulty rating' by Net Balance, from easy to 
implement to difficult (such as requiring structural change or inter-firm participation.)   

The resultant index score comprises a measure of the SME sectors' sustainable activities undertaken, where 
100% would mean every SME had undertaken, achieved or been involved in each of the 22 activities in the 
past twelve months. 

The benchmark score for Wave 1 was 14.1% and the score from Wave 2 was 12.6%. 

To extrapolate this to the Australian SME sector's 350,000 firms in broad terms, would mean that to the year 
ended September 2009, 1,962,000 of the 22 sustainable activities were undertaken.   

In the six months to Wave 2, that total had fallen by 209,000 activities to total 1,752,000 activities.  
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2.3 AFS SME Sustainability Index - 
Benchmark Activity Results  

Audit of SME Sustainable Activities Undertaken in 12 Months to Sept 2009 (Shown in Rank Order) 

The right column projects the percentages to represent the number of firms undertaking this activity in the 
past 12 months.  

Activity Participation Rate Activity Count 

Core Index Activities     * Asked to All (extrapolated) 

1. Recycled waste 84% 295,313 

2. Reduced paper use 67% 234,938 

3. Reduced waste 70% 244,125 

4. Become more energy efficient 64% 222,250 

5. Reduced or saved water 59% 205,625 

6. Reduced packaging 44% 153,563 
 

Select Index Activities * Asked only of firms ‘adapting’ to sustainability or that have ‘adopted’ sustainability as fundamental  

7. Invested in your community including charities 25% 87,500 

8. Reduced chemical use or replaced 16% 55,563 

9. Encouraged the use of alternative or public transport 15% 52,500 

10. Introduced an environmental or sustainability policy 14% 50,313 

11. Allocated an employee 13% 45,063 

12. Changed supply choices to renewable 12% 40,688 

13. Promoted your green credentials 12% 40,688 

14. Introduced sustainability as a procurement criteria 11% 38,063 

15. Developed a green product or service 11% 36,750 

16. Joined an environmental, community or ind. group 9% 32,813 

17. Offset your greenhouse gas emissions 9% 32,375 

18. Calculated your organisation's emissions 8% 28,000 

19. Appointed a sustainability consultant 5% 16,625 

20. Measured the environmental impact 5% 16,188 

21. Applied for a government grant 4% 15,313 

22. Entered an environmental award 4% 13,563 

Research Limitation: Sector-wide extrapolation totals for Select Index Activities do not include activities undertaken by firms who have 
a position of No Awareness, No Interest, or Investigating and Monitoring Only.  While they may undertake a number of these activities, a 
decision was taken to not subject 800 respondents to answering all 22 prompts when they could otherwise be identified as being not 
likely to understand or participate in such activities based on their said sustainability position. Therefore the sector extrapolation figures 
for the Select Index Activities should be understood with this qualification. 
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2.4 209,000 less Sustainable Activities Undertaken Since Sept. 2009 

A summary of the important shifts in SME sector sustainable activities, categorised by their position on the 
Sustainability Adoption Curve, is presented in this section. 

The biggest recorded falls in participation in sustainable activities include: 

Not Aware 

 Reduced waste fell by 10%  from 60 to 50% 

 Reduced paper by 8%  from 73 to 65% 

 Saved water by 8%  from 58 to 50% 

 Reduced packaging by 10%  from 35 to 25% 

No Interest 

 Becoming more energy-efficient fell by 12%  from 46 to 34%. 

Adapting 

 Saved water by 7%  from 66 to 59% 

 Invested in community inc. charities fell by 21%  from 75 to 54% 

Adopted 

 Reduced or replaced chemicals fell by 11%  from 49 to 38% 

 Changed to renewable supplies down 10%  from 40 to 30% 

 Offset greenhouse gas emissions down 8% from 35 to 26% 

There were areas of relative improvement in: 

Adapting 

 Reduced paper use up by 8%  from 70 to 77% 

 Measured the environmental impact up 8% from 8 to 16% 

Adopted 

 Joined an Environ., Community/Industry Group from 34 to 41% 

 Applied for a government grant up from 17 to 24% 

 Appointed a sustainability consultant from 18 to 24%  

Note: The research did record company growth in the past 12 months, as it was assumed that fast-growing companies may provide 
skewed results (i.e. it is harder to reduce or measure relative use if the firm is much larger or smaller than it was twelve months ago,) 
yet the systemic level global financial crisis had the effect of largely controlling for this factor by compounding the potential for growth.  
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2.5 Why monitoring change is important 

The objective of monitoring the (de)acceleration of changes in the number of SMEs undertaking sustainable 
activities is to offer users of this report a guide to how they can affect future behaviour. 

Monitoring the adoption of practical activities helps increase understanding of the development process - a 
process whereby small quantitative changes lead to fundamental, qualitative changes. A simple example 
from the physical world is the heating of water: a one degree increase in temperature is a quantitative 
change, but between 99 and 100 degrees there is a qualitative change - water to steam. 

What the data begins to uncover in the Sustainability Curve (2.1) is the complex range of areas SMEs have 
to consider to adopt a sustainability position such as: 

 The rewards of change 

 Upcoming regulation  

 Varying industry or community consensus on the value of sustainability behaviours. 

The Curve reveals potential polemics on certain behaviours, with nearly a quarter of SMEs deciding to work 
towards adoption, another quarter disinterested in sustainability and the remaining body ‘investigating and 
monitoring only.’   

Furthermore, whether the investigating and monitoring SMEs choose to direct their businesses either to 
adopting or to dismissing sustainability behaviours will make a significant difference to sustainability 
outcomes for each industry. 

The uncertainty among SMEs on forming a recognisable position on sustainability policy creates additional 
uncertainty about future profits, employment and investment priorities.     

Producing a thorough model of what impacts on this uncertainty is beyond the scope of this research, but the 
research monitors the shifting understanding of sustainability as it impacts activities currently undertaken. In 
particular what the boundaries of the term sustainability are in the minds of SME decision makers. 



 

 12 

2.6 The SME Sector - Profiling the Individual Respondent 

The results show the typical profile to be male, aged between 40 and 54 years old and managing a business 
with five to ten employees in metropolitan areas. The typical business tends to be more than ten years old 
and experienced no or low growth in the past 12 months. 

 

2.6.1 Gender of Business 
Decision Maker 

Male     69% 

Female    31% 

 

2.6.2 Age of Owner: 

18-24 years    2%  

25-39 years    19%  

40-54 years    47%  

55-59 years    17%  

60 or over    16%  

 

2.6.3 Location of Operations 

City    40% 

Country (regional/rural)  30% 

Equal in both   28% 

 

2.6.4 Exporting: 

Yes    15% 

No    85% 

2.6.5 Time in Business:  

Less than 1 year   0% (3 Respondents) 

1 to 2 years    1% 

3 to 5 years    5% 

6 to 10 years   9% 

More than 10 years   85% 

 

2.6.6 No. Employees: 

5 to 10   32% 

11 to 20    24% 

21 to 50    27% 

51 to 100   12% 

101 to 199  5% 

 

2.6.7 Performance over the last 

12 months: 

Revenue falling greater than 10% 12% 

Falling, between 1-10% 16% 

About the same as last year [0% to 4%] 37% 

Growing between 5-10% a year 23% 

Growing at 10%-20% a year 9% 

Growing more than 20% 4% 
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2.7 The SME Sector – 
Profiling the Decision Maker’s Priorities 

In each wave, SME leaders were asked what the priorities were in their business from a range of prompts 
including maintaining revenues, cash flow issues, access to debt, supplier stability and more. Sustainability 
topics such as energy efficiency, managing waste and reducing emissions ranked mid-way in each wave.   

The main priorities for SME decision makers, which scored 70% or more, as current issues were: 

 Maintaining revenues 

 Managing cash flows 

 Finding and retaining staff 

 Bettering the competition 

For September-October 2009, the ability to access credit ranked below managing waste and energy 
efficiency as a major concern for Australian SMEs, equal with reducing emissions as a major concern. 
Sustainability concerns appeared to be more important than global competition and unions as national 
SME priorities. 

In February-March 2010, sustainability priorities decreased as shown below. 

2.7.1 SME Priorities 

 W1 W2 ^ ^%Pop 

Meeting government regulations  55% 52% -3% -10,500 

Energy efficiency 40% 29% -11% -38,500 

Managing waste   33% 26% -7% -24,500 

Reducing emissions   25% 21% -4% -14,000 
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3.0 Research Findings  

 

3.1 SME Decision Maker Beliefs 

3.1.1 Understanding Sustainability 

‘Sustainability’ is a broad term describing a wide-range of firm-wide activities and interests. It was important 
to create a broad definition of what sustainability is. Respondents were asked ‘Do any of the following fit in 
your idea of 'Sustainability' as it is used by the business community?’  The results show that the perception 
of what sustainability currently means to SMEs centres around an environmental footprint. 

Terms which scored high in association were: 

 Recycling 

 Water saving 

 Waste reduction 

 Purchasing from sustainable suppliers 

 Community engagement and 

 Renewable Energy 

Carbon emissions also scored in the top quartile.  

There is a relationship between the core index activities being undertaken and SMEs’ understanding of 
what sustainability means to them.  One conclusion would be that a greater awareness of what 
sustainability means would lead to more potential for activity, certainly this is true for those with No 
Awareness of how sustainability matters to their business.  For more on this see 3.2     
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3.1.2 Environmentally Friendly 

The research found that the term ‘Environmentally Friendly’ may be misunderstood by SMEs.  

When asked, 'Right now, do you consider your business is environmentally friendly?’ A significant majority 
of 73% of the Wave 2 respondents answered Yes. There may be three possible drivers for such a high 
rating, compared to the overall Sustainability Index score: 

 SMEs use peer and community references to conclude that their firm is as good as or better than 
larger organisations or other sectors – in fact manufacturing considered itself the most friendly while 
mining, financial services and health/education the least. No single industry scored itself lower that 
69%.   

 An unwillingness to believe their business may have a negative environmental impact – this is 
unlikely, especially given the willingness to take action and responsibility.  For more see 3.1.4  

 A lack of awareness of their actual environmental impact, the likely conclusion given this would 
accord with the Adoption Curve results showing a developing awareness. 

3.1.2 Perceptions of Climate Change 

The survey explored the effect that a changing climate had on SMEs by asking ’Has your business 

experienced any significant impacts from climate change?’ In each wave the result was 5.5% or 19,000 

firms. Respondents were then asked how they were affected. 

 60% said it had a negative impact 
- Increase costs (40%) 
- Decrease sales (20%) 

 23% a positive impact 
- Decrease costs (3%) 
- Increase sales    (20%) 

 Other type of impact (17%) 

Predictably the respondents who said climate change had a positive impact tend to be businesses 
operating to provide services to those impacted by climate change, either in meeting new regulation 
(including those receiving grants) or having experienced weather effects.   

Alternatively, those who mention negative impacts are SMEs who face changes in regulation/customer 
preference, which disrupt the operation of their business or the primary producers and their supply 
industries.  
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3.1.4 Impacts of Climate Change on Business in Respondents’ Words 

Where Sales or Margins were Negative   

 "We mainly have agricultural clients and they are definitely affected by climate change, if the farmer 
doesn't have a crop they have nothing to sell and are unable to pay their bills" 

 "We have instigated an extreme weather policy so when the weather is more than 38 degrees or 
hotter we offer choices to our workers to go home or stay in an air-conditioned tea room" 

 "We have had massive drought so therefore the employment agency side of our business is affected 
by the downturn in the economy. Farmers are broke and not spending money in the town and 
businesses are going broke. There are fewer jobs available" 

  “We are regulated to a higher degree” 

 “Because dairy farmers are facing drought and lot of farmers are getting out of the dairy business 
because of that. It has gone from 10,000 to 2,000 which is partly due to feed costs and water 
limitations” 

 “Changing building systems, specification of building systems such as air-conditioning units and 
building fabric” 

 “Hotter conditions impacted because of power failures. The bushfires affected they are a result of 
climate change” 

 “Refrigerant change was a bit of a cost to us” 

 “Rising cost due to petrol increases, sourcing organic vegetables is becoming increasingly harder 
and more expensive”  

  “We've had to modify the extent of services we provide, as customers have become more conscious 
of sustainability issues” 

3.1.5 Where Sales or Margins were Positive   

 "We have had a positive climate change allowing faster crop drying and less aggressive weather" 

 "It rained a lot so our dryers were used a lot" 

 "Our business has expanded because we are coming up with ideas for the community to become 
more sustainable and we have to have more people on the ground helping people to decrease their 
carbon emissions" 

 "Our clients have increased due to the drought. They have lost money so their mental health issues 
have been impacted, our business has actually grown due to increased use of drugs, mainly alcohol, 
to help people cope with the unprecedented change in community. The community change because 
of land and water management has impacted and continued to escalate in its impact resulting in 
greater demand for our support services" 

 “The government grant has enabled building owners to retro fit buildings” 

 “Through climate change we have developed products and solutions to accurately measure clients’ 
emissions and developed solutions”  

 “Reduced our physical delivery and replaced it with electronic delivery” 

 “We control our waste and now we control the resources we use” 

 “Our customers are now making decisions based on what is happening in the environment, and our 
suppliers are changing practices too, so it’s all affecting us” 
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3.1.6 Attitudes to Climate Change  

SME business decision-makers can play an influential role as they are able to make decisions on the firm’s 
policy almost independently and these decisions may have an impact on between 5-200 people. 
Collectively SMEs have a broad impact on the economy, representing 46% of GDP. 

The graphic below depicts SME responses to two questions: (1) concern about their business' impact on 
climate change and (2) their willingness to act. The percentage of the population is shown (white %) in 
each quadrant.  

Wave One: September 2009 

Definitions of Quadrants 

Change Agents – Concerned about the impact 
and willing to take action where possible. (% 
accords with 2.1) 
Heroes – Not concerned about their businesses 
impact but willing to take action anyway. 
Ostriches – Not concerned and unwilling to 
take action at this time. 
Worriers – Concerned about climate change 
but challenged to see what action to take. 

 

 

 

Wave Two – April 2010  

Analysis of the Quadrant Data 

The quadrants show a stark re-classification in 

Wave 2: 

 Concerned has dropped by 13 from 48% 
(almost one in two) to 35% (almost one in 
three) 

 Willingness to Act has fallen 8% from 
77% to 69% 

Acting to reduce the business’ potential impact 
on climate change has fallen, with almost 25% 
of SMEs saying they would rather not face the 
issue at all.  A third will take action but are not 
concerned.   

The data shows that those concerned and 
willing to take action is down from one third to 
one quarter, which suggests that climate change and other sustainability matters have decreased in the 
spectrum of SME priorities over the past six months.   
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3.2 Influences 

3.2.1 Social Pressure 

Respondents were asked is their business being influenced in any of the following ways to become more 
'Sustainable'?  

The number of SMEs who are not being influenced at all to be more sustainable remained at 55% for both 
waves. 

Where there was pressure or influence, the source was:    W1  W2 

1. Pressure from customers        23%  18% 

2. Competitors using sustainability as a brand differentiator  16%   12% 
3. Your suppliers promoting sustainable alternatives to you   29%   12% 
4. By family, friends or within your business     30%   9% 

5. Government        Not asked 28% 

There was a general reduction of influence from suppliers and inside the business between the waves. In 
2010, the main sources of pressure are coming from government and customers.  

3.2.2 Advantages of Being Seen as Sustainable to Sales 

Establishing a sustainable image can be a significant point of difference in an industry or it can simply be 
the starting point. The research investigated whether being seen as sustainable made it more likely that 
customers would buy from you. Across the SME sector and the two waves of data, the result was 28% - a 
third believed being seen as more sustainable was advantageous to sales. 

For each industry: W2 

Manufacturing 20% 

Mining and Construction 33% 

Wholesale and Retail 31% 

Accommodation,Cafes and Restaurants 54% 

Transport and Communications 26% 

Finance and Property 18% 

Education and Health 25% 

Cultural and Personal Services 42% 

Agriculture 9% 

 

The advantage of being seen as sustainable extends into the motivation to change, in the case of 
Accommodation, Cafés and Restaurants, Cultural and Personal Service (public-facing operations) it was 
generally advantageous, almost to the point of being a competitive requirement.  For industries where 
procurement is more centralised though, sustainability credentials were less attractive.     
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3.2.2 Advantages of Being Seen as Sustainable for Recruitment 

Sustainability policies and actions may help attract and retain the best employee talent. This research used 
the respondents who were actively adapting or had adopted their business at 2.1 'Sustainability Adoption 
Curve' assuming these seek respondents possessed  a wider experience and knowledge of the benefits.  

The results increased from 26% to 34% between the waves overall, demonstrating the increased value of 
obtaining a sustainable image, to assist in attracting the best employee talent.  

For each industry: W2 

Manufacturing 29% 

Mining and Construction 28% 

Wholesale and Retail 26% 

Accommodation, Cafes and Restaurants 41% 

Transport and Communications 38% 

Finance and Property 30% 

Education and Health 40% 

Cultural and Personal Services 50% 

Agriculture 25% 

For customer/consumer industries, the contrasting results are between Cultural and Personal Services at 
50% versus Wholesalers/Retailers 26%, where it appears other work factors are more significant in 
attracting talent.  
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3.3 Barriers to SME Sustainable Activity 

3.3.1 Willingness to Change versus Short Term Financial Performance 

The research sought to test the respondents’ overall assessment of the level of risk involved in undertaking 
further activities in the current economic circumstances to make their businesses more sustainable. 

The survey asked 'Would you be willing to make your business more sustainable, even if it had a negative 
impact on your financial performance in the short term?' 

The results indicate for April 2010, 45% (W1 50%) of Australian SMEs would act to accrue advantages 
regardless of the short-term costs. Specific costs associated with change are analysed onwards from 3.4.1.   

The results further demonstrate SME decision-makers’ capacity to undertake action and a desire to 
manage risk to achieve a higher level of sustainability. Results indicate that sustainability activity is 
associated with positive outcomes for the respondent.  

3.3.2 Experience of Undertaking Sustainable Activity 

The research collected experiences of SME decision makers who had undertaken sustainable programs or 
activities in their business – the results further the idea that sustainability is associated with a positive 
outcome:  

 "I think looking closely we have seen more opportunities to recycle what was previously classed as 
waste" 

 "There are cost savings and other sustainable benefits in applying a policy of using electronic 
communications rather than seeing clients. Our bottom line is better off by being sustainable." 

 "I think how we introduced the energy management system, we found out that it reduced the utility 
consumption by 5%-10%" 

 "Introduction of new machinery has reduced our off cuts of waste" 

 "The gaining of traditional owner acceptance of our activities on their land."  

 "We made a water saving of 30%" 

 "Staff morale increased, the staff got right behind our plan and new systems" 

 "We can't afford to replace equipment but can contribute in recycling, reusing, reducing and 
replacing like paper, bottles." 

 "With a government grant we implemented rainwater tanks and it has worked, saving water and 
reducing water costs" 

 "The benefit would be the arrival of carbon sequestration in forests and in terms of how our business 
is able to provide services in this area; we now give advice on the carbon sequestration value of that 
land" 
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3.3.2 Barriers to Adoption 

The research examined the barriers SME decision makers experience in striving to become more 
sustainable. 

Responses from the two waves of data indicate that when business leaders do seek to become more 
sustainable they face barriers which prove too difficult to negotiate. 
   

       W2 

Unable to trust claims     46%  

Find there is no choice available   39% 

Sustainable alternatives are too expensive  60%    

Cannot find appropriate information   50% 

In the six months to April 2010, the inability to trust claims measure rose from 29% by 17%. During the 
same period it appears that choices became more available to SMEs, but the perception is that the cost is 
still too high for most to consider taking  

 

3.4 SMEs Now More Directionless on the 
Sustainable Journey 

3.4.1 Next Steps 

When those Adapting and Adopted were asked ‘Do you know what your next initiative will be on 
sustainability?’ the results show there is a disconnect between current action and future action. Although a 
majority of SME would like to consider themselves to be environmentally friendly, actively adopting or 
having adopted sustainability as a fundamental part of their business, the results from this question show: 

 A lack of ongoing planning to achieve sustainability goals 

 Little understanding of what the next step will be 

 A growing hesitancy to commit to a next step at this time.  

The raw results show a fall from 14.5% of all SMEs knowing what there next step will be to 4.5%. When 
asked what their next objectives were, respondents identified the following: 

 50% are seeking to improve energy efficiency, reduce waste or save water 

 18% are formally auditing and planning as a next step 

 17% were changing to sustainable work practice, buying sustainable infrastructure or shifting to a 
sustainable supplier; and 

 15% were either intending to promote their sustainable products or get involved with the local 
community. 
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3.4.2 Business Impact of the Next Step 

Both waves of the research asked respondents what the material impact of their next step on sustainability 
would be, on revenue, margins and costs – an increase or a decrease? 

Ranked in Order of Predicting a Positive Overall Impact [Sales, Margins Up, Costs Down] 

Sustainable Action Overall Positive Responses 

Paper reduction 78% 18 

Review of vehicle fleet eg conversion of fleet 50% 12 

Energy audits/taking stock of our practices/consultant reports 39% 18 

Reducing energy/water consumption 35% 48 

Organic practices 33% 6 

Governed by legislation/will follow what is recommended 33% 9 

The initial table shows that paper reduction scores a positive overall impact, primarily by lowering costs, 
while fleet conversion increases margins, as does undertaking an audit. Reducing consumption is expected 
to decrease costs while switching to organics will expect to see both an increase in sales and margins. 
Following government direction provided a less convincing, yet threefold expected benefit on sales, 
margins and costs.   

A subsequent view ranks the uncovered next steps by the prediction that the activity will have little or no 
impact on the business' material performance. 
 

Ranked in Order of Predicting No Overall Impact [on Sales, Margins or Costs] 

Reuse/recycling programs/waste management 61% 

Energy efficient redesign of buildings/new buildings 60% 

Governed by legislation/will follow what is recommended 56% 

Raise awareness of our impact on the environment 56% 

Carbon offset program/carbon neutral 56% 

The case could be made that the above sustainable activities are desirable to better place the business in a 
competitive environment. 

The negative material effects of some activities are considered by SMEs to be the eroding of margins and 
increasing costs. The higher cost to business items are perceived to be Energy Audits, Redesign and 
Installation of Solar Alternatives. 
 

Ranked in Order of Predicting an Increase to Costs 
                       Increase 
                     Costs 
 
Energy audits/taking stock of our practices/consultant reports   83% 

Installation of solar power/solar panels      82% 

Energy efficient redesign of buildings/new buildings    60% 

Reducing energy/water consumption      38% 
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A review of the data suggests that both minor procedural changes (like reducing paper waste) and major 
infrastructure changes (such as shifting building, converting a car fleet) are predicted to produce the best 
business outcomes all things considered, alternatively other activities are undertaken when funding is 
provided (solar panels) or action is mandatory. 

 

3.5 Future Priorities Are Nothing More than Compliance 

The research asked the 105 SME decision makers who knew what their Next Step would be to describe it. 

A review of the responses shows that the proposed Next Steps regard basic cost-control activities or simply 
aiming to meet a forthcoming compliance requirement.   

As a sector, the majority of the proposed Next Steps were: 

 Reducing energy/water consumption 

 Installation of solar power/solar panels 

 Reuse/recycling programs/waste management 

 Energy audits/taking stock of our practices/consultant reports. 

The data further reflects the tone of the SME sector's interest and position on sustainability, where a 
majority do now know or cannot name a single item of planned action. Categorisation by industry can be 
found at 5.0. 
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4.0 Perceptions of Regulation, Government Policy 
and Support 

Governments and their departments have promoted the need for SMEs to take up sustainability practices 
and behaviours. The most prominent messages from governments are to do with a) conservation, a 
message that reflects the interests of SMEs well (saving water, saving energy etc equals cost benefits), b) 
compliance (discussed further) and c) to a more limited degree grants that support change.   

The most effective format for communication to SMEs appears to be through compliance and the voice of 
compliance, their accountants. Indeed, SMEs did recognise regulation, including labelling as a desirable 
guide for them, and that mandating change for all was attractive. The research concluded that SME leaders 
tend to see meeting sustainable/environmental regulations (including accessing funding) as a source of 
pride, as evidenced by 3.3.2.   

Testing the ability of compliance as a communication tool, the survey asked SMEs whether they would be 
required in the next twelve months to report on their carbon emissions. The important indicator here was 
the number of respondents who Did not know at 11% of SME decision makers.  A further 11% did and 78% 
replied they did not have to.   

That 89% of respondents knew about their reporting requirements shows that communication through 
compliance requirements is an effective means to educate SMEs to become aware of change and perhaps 
to plan for change (according with 3.5). 

 

4.1 SMEs Require Government Support to Change 

The research shows that the majority of organisations are simply monitoring sustainability as a business 
issue and very few are able to describe their next step on sustainability. The results conclude that SMEs do 
not seem to view sustainability as a business issue to be managed at this time. As various results have 
shown, the contrasting view from SME decision makers is that achieving sustainability is desirable (see 
4.2). 

It appears for SME change to occur a catalyst or partner is required, such as government. The research 
asked respondents to indicate which government initiatives would help them take the next step on 
sustainability. 

The results show SMEs are seeking: 

1.  Practical change solutions which lower implementation risk: 

 - Financial support for sustainable investments (29%)  

 - Practical information (22%)  

 - Subsidising skills development and training (13%.) 

 

2. Regulation that makes change universal 

 - Introducing industry labelling standards (10%) 

 - Regulating parts of my industry (9%) 

 

None of these (16%) 
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4.2 Government Performance on Sustainability is an 
Election Issue 

Government was the main influencer for SMEs to take up sustainability behaviours. In contrast SMEs’ 
desire to change is restricted by an inability to trust claims, lack of choices, expense and lack of appropriate 
information.  SME decision makers in 4.1 are seeking practical support and perhaps a degree of regulation. 
The research asked respondents whether it would be an election decider for them. 

Will government achievements on environmental sustainability, including its impact on your business, 
decide how you vote in the next election? 

 

  Wave One – September 2009   Yes 39% 

  Wave Two – April 2010   Yes 45% +6%  

 

For this segment of the community - voting intention based on government performance on this issue has 
increased.   

The challenge will be in developing strategies for the SME sector that combine a need to reduce 
bureaucracy in meeting government requirements and a desire within SMEs to have guidance (including 
regulation) provided by government.  

For state-based analysis refer to 6.3 

 

 

4.3 Are We Getting it Right for the Nation? 

As citizen and business leaders, before and then after the Copenhagen Climate Change Conference in 
December 2009, the research tested the alignment of the Federal Government's position on climate 
change. 

Is Australia acting too slowly, about right, or too quickly on climate change? 

 

  September 2009  April 2010 

  Too Slowly  43%   Too Slowly  36%   - 7% 

  About Right  38%  About Right  33%  - 5% 

  Too Quickly  19%  Too Quickly  30%  +11% 

 

The view of the government's position has shifted significantly in the six months to April.   

There is a developing polemic in the community of SME decision makers, as evidenced by the adoption 
curve, of those who believe Australia is acting too slowly (still the majority opinion) a satisfied middle third 
and an emerging view that Australia is acting too quickly on climate change.   
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5.0  Comparative Industry Highlights 
The section presents industry level results as a guide to both policymakers and SME leaders to assess 
their relative position on sustainability and what the next steps are.   

The following league table charts the percentage in each industry who have actively Adopted or are 
Adapting their business to sustainability principles (Active) against the percentage of the SME sector's 
population (SME).   

Three Tiers exist: 

An Upper Tier where comparative advantage can be obtained by pursuing a sustainability image, talent or 
where investments earn efficiency benefits.  In short, for these industries, sustainability is a real talking 
point with approximately 31,000 firms active.   

Upper Tier (20%) Active SME Firms 

Transport and Communications 46% 6% 9,660 

Cultural and Personal Services 45% 8% 12,600 

Accommodation, Cafes and Restaurants 42% 6% 8,820 

 

A Middle Tier where knowledge of sustainability is well entrenched, but there are few market advantages 
to push a larger majority.  In this tier, pursuing sustainability is a side topic to other interests. 

Middle Tier (11%) 

Agriculture 36% 1% 1,260 

Education and Health 34% 10% 11,900 

 

A Lower Tier where sustainability has little connection to market performance beyond an ability to access 
funding to offset new investments or meet new regulation.  

Lower Tier (63%) 

Manufacturing 29% 7% 7,105 

Finance and Property 28% 23% 22,540 

Wholesale and Retail 26% 26% 23,660 

Mining and Construction 25% 13% 11,375 

 

The Lower Tier represents the largest proportion of Australian SMEs (63%). Interestingly it contains two of 
the largest numbers of firms by industry pursuing sustainability (Finance/Property and Wholesale/Retail). 
This presents interesting areas for further research and promotional opportunities for sustainability policy 
given that large numbers of firms are pursuing the topic in front of a slower overall majority.   

The most attractive industries for those promoting sustainability are those already heading to full adoption 
in Tier 1 and Finance/Property/Wholesale/Retail for the potential for even greater penetration in a sizable 
population.  
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5.1 Manufacturing Overview 

Sections 5.1 to 5.9 present each industry sector, listing where the industry is on sustainability adoption and 
their claimed next initiatives, what are the current barriers to further action and what form of support firms 
require. 

 

5.1.1 Sustainability Position   5.1.3 Next Initiative 

NA NI IN AD AO   Will be governed by legislation change 

7% 22% 42% 16% 13%   Reduce energy and water consumption 

5.1.2 Barriers to Action    5.1.4 Require Support With 

Sustainable alternatives are too expensive Subsidising skills and training support from 
government  

Find there is no choice available    Financial support for sustainable investments 

 

5.2 Mining and Construction Overview 

5.2.1 Sustainability Position    5.2.3 Next Initiative 

NA NI IN AD AO   Reuse/recycling programs/waste management 

11% 22% 42% 17% 8%   Reduce energy and water consumption 

5.2.2 Barriers to Action    5.2.4 Require Support With 

Sustainable alternatives are too expensive Subsidising skills and training support from 
government  

Find there is no choice available    Financial support for sustainable investments 

 

5.3 Wholesale and Retail Overview  

5.3.1 Sustainability Position    5.3.3 Next Initiative 

NA NI IN AD AO   Installation of solar power/solar panels 

4% 24% 46% 18% 8%   Reuse/recycling programs/waste management 

5.3.2 Barriers to Action    5.3.4 Require Support With 

Sustainable alternatives are too expensive  Regulations to mandate sustainability practices  
Cannot find appropriate information   Financial support for sustainable investments 
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5.4 Accommodation, Cafés and Restaurants Overview 

5.4.1 Sustainability Position    5.4.3 Next Initiative 

NA NI IN AD AO   - Reduce energy and water consumption 

4% 15% 39% 33% 9%   - Reuse/recycling programs/waste management 

5.4.2 Barriers to Action    5.4.4 Require Support With 

- Sustainable alternatives are too expensive  - Subsidising skills and training support from 

- Cannot find appropriate information      government  

       - Financial support for sustainable investments 

 

5.5 Transport and Communications Overview 

5.5.1 Sustainability Position    5.5.3 Next Initiative 

NA NI IN AD AO   - Review of vehicle fleet eg conversion of fleet 

8% 20% 27% 22% 24%   - Will be Governed by legislation change 

5.5. 2 Barriers to Action    5.5.4 Require Support With 

- Sustainable alternatives are too expensive  - Subsidising skills and training support from 

- Cannot find appropriate information      government  

   - Financial support for sustainable investments 

 

5.6 Finance and Property Overview  

5.6.1 Sustainability Position   5.6.3 Next Initiative 

NA NI IN AD AO   - Reduce energy and water consumption  

8% 25% 40% 18% 10%   - Energy efficient design of buildings/new 
          buildings 

5.6.2 Barriers to Action    5.6.4 Require Support With 

- Sustainable alternatives are too expensive  - Introducing industry sustainability standards 
- Find there is no choice available   - Financial support for sustainable investments 
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5.7 Education and Health Overview  

5.7.1 Sustainability Position   5.7.3 Next Initiative 

NA NI IN AD AO   - Installation of solar power/solar panels 

4% 18% 45% 19% 15%   - Energy audits/consultant reports 

5.7.2 Barriers to Action    5.7.4 Require Support With 

- Sustainable alternatives are too expensive  - Subsidising skills and training support from 
- Find there is no choice available      government  
       - Financial support for sustainable investments 

 

5.8 Cultural and Personal Services Overview    

5.8.1 Sustainability Position   5.8.3 Next Initiative 

NA NI IN AD AO   Reducing energy/water consumption 
3% 16% 36% 25% 20% 

5.8.2 Barriers to Action    5.8.4 Require Support With 

- Sustainable alternatives are too expensive  - Subsidising skills and training support from 
- Cannot find appropriate information      government  
       - Financial support for sustainable investment  

 

5.9 Agriculture Overview      

5.9. 1 Sustainability Position   5.9.3 Next Initiative 

NA NI IN AD AO   Review of vehicle fleet e.g. conversion 
       of fleet 

0% 18% 45 18% 18%   Reuse/recycling programs/waste 
        management 

5.9.2 Barriers to Action    5.9.4 Require Support With 

Sustainable alternatives are too expensive  Financial support for sustainable investments 

Cannot find appropriate information   Subsidising skills and training support 
        from government 
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6.0 Comparative State Highlights 

6.1 State Respondent Representation 

 No. %    No. %   No. % 

NSW 288 36%  VIC/TAS 227  29%  WA 65 8% 

QLD 147 18%  SA/NT  66 9% 

Research Note:  For state-based decisions a discrete research component may be required to present an accurate representation for 

that community, in particular for SA/NT and WA which comprise a smaller set of the nation’s SMEs.  

 

6.2 Sustainability Position Description by State 

  NSW/ACT  VIC/TAS  QLD  SA/NT  WA 

Not Aware 6%  4%  7%  5%  8% 

No Interest 19%  29%  19%  14%  23% 

Investigating 45%  39%  44%  38%  32% 

Adapting 18%  19%  16%  29%  22% 

Adopted 11%  8%  14%  14%  15% 

Comparative Data Analysis 
− Victoria represents the state with the highest overall awareness of sustainability yet has the highest percentage with No 

Interest in the topic at this time and the lowest number who have Adopted Sustainability as a business interest. 

− South Australian and Western Australian SMEs report the highest levels of pursuit of sustainability both Adapting and 
Adopted. 

− New South Wales and Queensland firms are closely aligned with the highest numbers Investigating 

 

6.3 Feeling Pressure from Government  

Is your business being influenced in any of the following ways to become more 'Sustainable'? 

 NSW/ACT  VIC/TAS  QLD  SA/NT  WA 

Yes 37%  25%  35%  33%  33% 

Comparative Data Analysis 

Corresponding to the results in 6.1 above, government in Victoria/Tasmania is applying the least perceived pressure on SMEs to 
become more 'Sustainable.'    
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6.4 Sustainability Performance as an Election Issue 

Will government policy on sustainability issues, including its impact on your business, decide how you vote 
in the next election? 

 NSW/ACT  VIC/TAS  QLD  SA/NT  WA 

 51%  41%  41%  44%  42% 

 

6.5 Willingness to take Action by State 

In your business, are you willing to take action on climate change? 

 NSW/ACT  VIC/TAS  QLD  SA/NT  WA 

 70%  67%  68%  72%  69%    

 

6.6 Knowledge of Next Sustainability Step 

Do you know what your next initiative will be on sustainability? Results represent a proportion of all the 
firms from within each state that could identify their next sustainability initiative.  

 NSW/ACT  VIC/TAS  QLD  SA/NT  WA 

 13%  14%  13%  17%  12%                                                                

 

6.7 Which Government Initiatives Would Assist 

Which one of the following government initiatives would assist you to take the next step on sustainability?                    

 NSW/ACT  VIC/TAS  QLD SA/NT WA 

Providing information 23% 21% 23% 26% 22% 
Subsidising skills & training 11% 14% 19% 16% 2% 
Support for investments 29% 29% 28% 28% 30% 
Introducing standards/guides 11% 8% 10% 7% 13% 
Regulate/mandate practices 11% 8% 7% 7% 11% 
None of the above 15% 19% 11% 14% 20% 
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7.0 Research Future 
This founding research into SME sustainability behaviour has concluded with establishing a benchmark for 
assisting report users to understand: 

 Interest in sustainability 

 Sustainable activities undertaken 

 Understanding of sustainability 

 Influences on sustainable behaviour 

 Experiences with sustainability 

 Business outcomes of sustainable decisions 

 Planned next steps for SMEs on sustainability 

 Barriers to taking future activity 

 Desires and desirability of sustainability 

 Opinions on policy and where support is required 

It is desirable that the research continue over future waves to further assist in understanding activities 
undertaken with SMEs to achieve desirable outcomes for the broader Australian community. 
 

7.1 Research and Respondent Limitations 

All research investigations are hindered by the experience of the researchers, their understanding of 
complex topic, time available and cost prohibitions.  In particular this report recognises the following 
potential areas of limitation which could provide error. 

 Behaviours reported by survey respondents cannot be independently verified.  

 Attitudes may not represent those of the business’ whole management team or all owners. 

 Some respondents may not be aware of all the actions that are undertaken in their business, or the 
degree to which policies are actually implemented. 

 Respondents’ answers may be influenced by social pressure to answer according to perceived 
community interests. 
 

7.2 Further Research 

Research on SMEs and their sustainability behaviour is a valuable area to continue to research, both for 
SMEs’ pervasiveness as an employer and producer across the Australian community and due to the ability 
of government to impact change relatively easily. The researchers have proposed the following areas of 
viable research for this topic: 

 Future waves of the AFS SME Sustainability Index and associated measures 

 Further research into the financial performance impact of SME sustainable activities/decisions 

 Establishment of an SME Sustainability Price Index tracking the relative cost of sustainable products  

 Identifying the attractiveness of government support and effective communication channels    
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7.3 About the Researchers 

7.3.1 About AFS ‘Smart askers’ 

AFS 'Smart askers' is an information services company, specialising in survey data collection across 
Australia and New Zealand. AFS is recognised for its superiority in reaching business decision makers. All 
projects run with AFS have ISO quality accreditation. The business has been in operation for 14 years and 
conducts studies nationally over the phone, in person or online to achieve the most efficient data collection. 

7.3.2 About Net Balance 

Net Balance is a leading provider of sustainability advice, assurance, measurement and research services 
to the private and public sector. Net Balance shares it resources with the Net Balance Foundation, a not-
for-profit think tank specifically set up to work with small to medium enterprises, research groups, academia 
and not-for-profit organisations in the pursuit of sustainable business.  
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Glossary of Terms 

ABARE - Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics 

ABS - Australian Bureau of Statistics 

ACCC - Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 

AUD - Australian dollars 

Carbon leakage - The effect when a firm facing increased costs in one country due to an emissions price chooses to 
reduce, 

close or relocate production to a country with less stringent climate change policies 

Carbon price - The cost of emitting carbon into the atmosphere. It can be a tax imposed by government, the outcome of 
an 

emissions trading market, or a hybrid of taxes and permit prices 

Carbon sequestration - A geo-engineering technique for long-term storage of carbon dioxide or other forms of carbon to 
mitigate global warming 

CIF - In relation to a price of a commodity: Price including cost, insurance and freight – i.e. the price at the port where 
goods are imported – compare to FOB 

CO2 - Carbon dioxide 

CO2 equivalent - A measure used to compare the emissions from greenhouse gases based upon their global warming 
potential  

CPI - Consumer Price Index 

CPRS - Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme – the label the government has applied to its emissions cap-and-trade 

scheme 

EBIT - Earnings Before Interest and Taxes – profit taking into account the amortised cost of capital equipment, 
although 

positive EBIT may not provide sufficient return on capital to justify investment 

EBITD - Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation and  Amortisation – pure cash profit of a business without 

regard to the cost of capital equipment 

EITE - Emissions Intensive Trade Exposed 

Emissions Intensity - The amount of greenhouse gas produced per unit of production 

GDP - Gross Domestic Product 

Geo-engineering- Taken to mean activity to deliberately manipulate the Earth's climate to counteract the effects of 
Climate Change.  

GFC - Global Financial Crisis 

Greenhouse gas - The atmospheric gases responsible for causing global warming and climate change 

GST - Goods and Services Tax 

Kyoto Protocol - an international agreement linked to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 
adopted in Kyoto, Japan on 11 December, 1997 

Methane - A greenhouse gas, estimated to have a global warming effect twenty-one times that of the same weight of 
carbon dioxide 

OECD - Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

Windfall gain - A benefit accruing to a company without any effort on their part as a result of government regulation 

WTO - World Trade Organisation 
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Appendix A. Quotas for Industry and Business Size 
SME respondents comprising the following quota cells to accord with published ABS statistics. 

 NSW/ACT  VIC/TAS  QLD SA/NT WA 

Manufacturing 15 21 10 5 4 

Mining and Construction 43 29 19 4 9 

Wholesale and Retail 81 66 39 12 11 

Accom., Cafés and Rest. 10 10 13 9 4 

Transport & Communications 14 17 10 5 8 

Finance and Property 70 45 30 19 21 

Education and Health 31 25 9 6 5 

Cultural & Personal Services 19 12 14 12 3 

Agriculture 5 2 3 1 1 

  




