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Project description:  

In recent years, governments around the world have introduced a variety of policies designed to 

address environmentally damaging practices in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), 

including social enterprises (e.g. Blundel et al. 2013; Calogirou et al. 2010; Parker et al. 2009). This 

is important for a number of reasons, including: the aggregate environmental impact of SMEs; 

their central role in meeting governmental targets (e.g. reducing greenhouse gas emissions); and 

their capacity to influence broader patterns of production and consumption. There is also an 

emerging research strand that examines the role of intermediary organisations in promoting 

environmental sustainability in SMEs (e.g. Ortolano et al., 2014; Klewitz and Hansen, 2014; 

Weltzien Høivik and Shankar, 2011). Recent studies have found that, in the absence of effective 

support structures, intermediary organisations can sometimes take on a proto-institutional role 

(e.g. Gómez and Atun, 2013; Lawrence et al., 2002). Furthermore, these interventions have often 

proved effective in encouraging a longer-term transition towards more environmentally-benign 

business models, inter-organisational networks and patterns of entrepreneurial growth (e.g. 

Wahga et al., 2018; Vickers and Lyon 2014; Clarke et al. 2014). One potent argument for such 

interventions is that many SMEs have been slow to adopt environmental measures, with evidence 

suggesting that this is due to a combination of internal and external barriers, which include issues 

related to the individual values of SME owners and managers (e.g. Schaefer et al. 2018; Williams 

and Schaefer 2013). Other reasons include: the limited resources available to government 

agencies, both in developed and developing economies, and the tendency for SMEs to engage 

more actively with non-governmental organisations.  

The successful applicant’s research would investigate the proto-institutional role of intermediary 

organisations in advancing sustainable practices and environmental capabilities in SMEs. Your 

research proposal should relate directly to this theme, but could focus on any countries, regions 

and/or particular industry sectors. It would build on The Open University’s work in this area, 

including studies conducted by Dr Aqueel Wahga, Dr Sarah Williams, Dr Anja Schaefer and Prof 

Richard Blundel. We anticipate that there would be scope to make additional connections with 

recent projects such as the ESRC Seminar Series ‘Green Innovation: Making it Work’ (2015-17) 

(www.open.ac.uk/esrc-green-innovation), the ESRC Impact Acceleration Project, ‘Growing Green’ 

(2017-19) (www.business-school.open.ac.uk/growing-green) and our ongoing collaboration with 

the ESRC Centre for Understanding Sustainable Prosperity (www.cusp.ac.uk).  

References/readings:  



Blundel, R.K., Monaghan, A. and Thomas, C. (2013) ‘SMEs and environmental responsibility: a 

policy perspective’. Business Ethics: A European Review, 22(3): 246-262.  

Calogirou et al. (2010) SMEs and the Environment in the European Union. Brussels: PLANET SA and 

Danish Technological Institute for European Commission, DG Enterprise and Industry. 

Clarke, J., Holt, R. and Blundel, R.K. (2014) ‘Re-imagining the growth process: (co)-evolving 

metaphorical representations of entrepreneurial growth.’ Entrepreneurship and Regional 

Development, 26(3-4): 234-256.  

Gómez, E. J. and Atun, R. (2013) 'Emergence of multilateral proto-institutions in global health and 

new approaches to governance: analysis using path dependency and institutional theory', 

Globalization and Health, available at https:// globalizationandhealth.biomedcentral.com/ 

articles/10.1186/1744-8603-9-18.  

Klewitz, J. and Hansen, E. G. (2014) 'Sustainability-oriented innovation of SMEs: a systematic 

review', Journal of Cleaner Production, 65: 57-75.  

Lawrence, T. B., Hardy, C. and Phillips, N. (2002) 'Institutional effects of interorganizational 

collaboration: the emergence of proto-institutions', Academy of Management Journal, 45(1): 281-

290.  

Ortolano, L., Sanchez-Triana, E., Afzal, J., Ali, C. L. and Rebellón, S. A. (2014) 'Cleaner production 

in Pakistan's leather and textile sectors', Journal of Cleaner Production, 68: 121-129.  

Parker, C.M., Redmond, J. and Simpson, M. (2009) ‘A review of interventions to encourage SMEs 

to make environmental improvements.’ Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, 27, 

2: 279-301.  

Schaefer, A., Williams, S. and Blundel, R.K. (2018) ‘Individual values and SME environmental 

engagement.’ Business & Society (in press).  

Underwood, S., Blundel, R.K., Lyon, F. and Schaefer, A. (eds.) (2012) Social and Sustainable 

Enterprise: Changing the Nature of Business. Contemporary Issues in Entrepreneurship Research, 

Volume 2 (Series Editors: Henry, Colette and Marlow, Sue). Bingley: Emerald.  

Vickers, I. and Lyon, F. (2014) ‘Beyond green niches?: growth strategies of environmentally-

motivated social enterprises.’ International Small Business Journal, 32(4): 449-470.  

Wahga, A., Blundel, R. and Schaefer, A. (2018) ‘Understanding the Drivers of Sustainable 

Entrepreneurial Practices in Pakistan’s leather Industry: A multi-Level Approach’ International 

Journal of Entrepreneurial Behaviour & Research, 24 (2) (Early Access).  

Weltzien Høivik, H. and Shankar, D. (2011) 'How can SMEs in a cluster respond to global demands 

for corporate responsibility?', Journal of Business Ethics, 101(2): 175-195.  

Williams, Sarah and Schaefer, Anja (2013) ‘Small and medium sized enterprises and sustainability: 

managers’ values and engagement with environmental and climate change issues’, Business 

Strategy and the Environment, 22(3): 173–186. 


