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Abstract 
 

South Africa faces a high SME failure rate due to the lack of understanding on the 

concept of sustainability-led innovation (SLI) and SME’s not being able to transform 

their businesses into sustainable ventures (Leboea, 2017). Failure factors are both 

internal and external (Leboea, 2017). The purpose of this research was to identify the 

factors that impact SLI within SMEs and to determine how these factors influence 

SME’s ability to implement SLI. 

 

The sample used for this study were, two owners and a senior manager of SMEs 

based in KwaZulu-Natal. The data was collected using a semi-structured interview 

schedule, this enabled the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon through exploring the experiences, views and beliefs of the participants 

on how factors such as resources, skills, capabilities and leadership influenced SME’s 

ability to implement SLI.  

 

The research found that the process of acquiring capital, financing and funds is long 

and complicated for SME’s, and SLI is predominantly self-financed. In terms of skills 

and capabilities, SME’s rarely invest in up skilling staff in relation to SLI. The findings 

suggest that aristocratic leadership inhibits the fostering of innovative solutions. 

However, transformational and charismatic leadership improved implementations 

towards SLI. Recommendations were made towards the challenges faced, and areas 

for possible future research avenues were highlighted.  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. Contextualisation 

Sustainability is becoming a major driver of innovation (Bessant, 2014). As per 

Mannan (2016), SME’s are either in the process of, or are progressing to launch 

sustainable products and services. Presently, it is not possible to think about 

economic development without simultaneously considering preservation of the 

environment, and giving a shared advantage to society, which essentially is the 

foundation of what sustainability-led innovation entails (Zafar, 2014).The 

globalisation of markets, rapid technological advances and shorter product lifecycles 

are forcing SME’s towards sustainable innovation in order to gain a competitive 

advantage (Mannan, 2016). 

According to Klewitz (2011) and Jonathan Gosling (2012), SLI is important for 

companies for two main reasons, firstly there is an increase in environmental 

regulation and concerns surrounding aspects such as resources and pollution on 

national and international levels as well as external pressure from various 

stakeholders who demand companies address sustainability-related concerns. 

Secondly, in terms of the business case, commentators state by addressing factors 

which influence SLI within SME’s may generate competitive advantages through  

more cost efficient production, stable business relationships, resource access, 

provide new business opportunities through product/ process differentiation and new 

markets (Klewitz, 2011). 

As per Susman (2017), Small and Medium Enterprises (SME’s) have been identified 

as productive drivers of inclusive economic growth and development in South Africa 

and around the world. According to Africa (2019), researchers have estimated that, 

SME’s make up 91% of formalised businesses, provide employment to 60% of the 

labour force and total economic output accounts for approximately 34% of the GDP. 

According to Gideon (2006), the contribution of the SME sector cannot be sustained 

without the survival of existing SME’s and creation of new SMEs. SMEs are seen as 

a significant component of the solution to South Africa’s development issues. 
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However, South Africa faces a high SME failure rate due to SME’s not being able to 

transform their businesses into sustainable ventures (Leboea, 2017). According to 

Bushe (2019), it is estimated that 40% of all new businesses fail in their first year of 

existence, 60% in their second year and 90% within the first 10 years from inception.  

Failure factors are both internal and external, this includes factors such as access to 

funding, skills and capabilities and leadership (Leboea, 2017). SME’s do not 

understand the concept of implementing SLI and the impact it has on business 

survival.  SME’s within South Africa perceive SLI as a liability and are primarily profit 

driven (Leboea, 2017). 

 

1.2. Rationale 

As per Bessant (2014), there is concerns surrounding resources, climate change, 

energy and pollution. The World Wide Fund for Nature report suggests that lifestyles 

presently require the resources of around 2 planets. Addressing factors that influence 

SLI within SME’s is vital as commentators state that SLI provides opportunities for 

sustainable process innovations which increase operating efficiencies and reduce 

costs and for product innovations which exploits potential market space. This study is 

relevant as the global market for green products and services was estimated as a $3.2 

trillion business opportunity (Jonathan Gosling, 2012). As per Susman (2017), South 

African SMEs make up 90% of formal businesses and contribute towards GDP and 

employment. As per Leboea (2017), South Africa faces problems relating to the high 

SME failure rate, due to entrepreneurs not being able to transform businesses into 

sustainable ventures. Fatoki (2014), states that, new South African SME’s do not 

usually move past the existence stage. Therefore, this study is relevant as it will allow 

SME’s to understand the factors affecting implementation of SLI. The research seeks 

to aid senior management in making resource-based decisions. According to Alderin 

(2016), SLI is relatively new, much of research to date has focused on understanding 

and developing the concept. However, there is insufficient research surrounding the 

factors which influence SME’s ability to proactively implement SLI, thus contributing 

towards the existing body of knowledge. 

 



7 
 

1.3. Problem Statement 

Key energy and raw material resources are becoming scarce and entrepreneurs are 

not able to transform businesses into sustainable ventures (Leboea, 2017). As per 

Bushe (2019) and Lings (2014), research into the causes and the impact of SME 

failure is negligible in developing countries. According to Alderin (2016), SLI is a 

relatively new concept. There is a lack of understanding of SLI and an awareness of 

the factors impacting the implementation of SLI within a South African context. 

1.4. Purpose Statement  

The purpose of this research is to identify the factors which impact SLI within SME’s, 

and to determine how these factors influence SME’s ability to implement SLI. This 

study intends to make use of phenomenological data-analysis, purposive sampling, 

and interviews. The results will be analysed using thematic analysis. This study will 

utilise owners and senior managers of SME’s, located in KZN, South Africa, as 

participants. The purpose of this study is to gain more knowledge on the concept of 

SLI, as well as gain an understanding of the underlying factors which impact the 

successful implementation of SLI by SME’s. 

 

1.5. Research Questions 
1.5.1. Primary Question 

What are the factors that impact SME’s ability to implement sustainability-led 

innovation?  

1.5.2. Sub Questions  

 How does access to resources impact SME’s ability to implement sustainability-

led innovation? 

 How does skills and capabilities within SME’s impact their ability to introduce 

sustainability-led innovation? 

 What role does leadership of SME’s play in terms of their ability to implement 

sustainability-led innovation? 



8 
 

1.6. Research Objectives  

 To determine how access to resources impacts SME’s ability to implement 

sustainability-led innovation 

 To understand the role that skills and capabilities have on SME’s ability to 

introduce sustainability-led innovation 

 To explore the role that leadership of SME’s play in terms of their ability to 

implement sustainability-led innovation 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Conceptualisation 

Small Medium Enterprises (SME’s) – refers to an enterprise with fewer than 200 

employees, an annual turnover of less than R 64 million, capital assets of less than 

R10 million, and direct managerial involvement by owners (United Nations, 2012). 

Sustainability-led innovation – the process where sustainability considerations 

(environmental, social, and financial) are integrated into company systems from idea 

generation through to research and development and commercialization. This 

applies to products, processes, services, technologies, new business and 

organisational models (Katerva, 2020). 

Resources – refers to tangible assets (Land, labour, buildings, machinery, 

equipment, capital and funding) and intangible assets (Brand reputation, trademarks, 

intellectual property) (Rouse, 2011). 

Skills and Capabilities – refers to the capacity, materials and expertise an 

organisation needs in order to perform core functions (Rouse, 2011). 

Leadership - refers to owners/managers of an organisation involved in making sound 

and challenging decisions, creating and articulating a clear vision, establishing 

achievable goals and providing followers with the knowledge and tools necessary to 

achieve those goals (Rouse, 2020). 

2.2.  Theoretical Foundation 

The Resource Based Theory will be used to provide the theoretical foundation for 

this study. The Resource Based Theory is derived from the Resource Based View 

(RBV), which emerged in the 1980’s and 1990’s, after major works were published 

by Birger Wernerfelt, Coimbatore Krishnarao Prahalad and Hamel, Jay Barney and 

others in their respective studies (Jurevicius, 2013). According to Dejmal (2018), 

Resource-based theory states that if the resources are valuable, difficult to imitate, 

rare, and cannot be substituted, this may result in a competitive advantage for the 

organisation. The RBV model suggests that it would be more practical to exploit 

external opportunities using existing resources in a modified and innovative way, 
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rather than trying to obtain new resources for each new opportunity (Jurevicius, 

2013). In the RBV model, resources are given the superior role in aiding companies 

towards achieving improved organisational performance (Jurevicius, 2013). 

The main component of the RBV Theory is resources. The RBV categorises 

resources as tangible and intangible resources (Jurevicius, 2013). As per Katerva 

(2020), tangible resources confer little advantage to companies because rivals can 

soon acquire identical assets. However, as per Klewitz and Hansen (2011), 

intangible resources are built over time, and cannot be bought by companies from 

the market. Intangible resources are the main source of sustainable competitive 

advantage.  

There are two critical assumptions of RBV which state that the resources must also 

be;  

- Heterogeneous - skills, capabilities and other resources which an 

organisations possess must differ from their competitors (Jurevicius, 2013). 

- Immobile - resources should not be able to move from company to company 

(Jurevicius, 2013).  

 

In 1991, Jay Barney identified the VRIO framework which is a strategic analysis tool, 

which was derived from the RBV theory (Businessballs, 2019). VRIO is an acronym 

for a four-question framework which is conveyed to resources in order to evaluate 

the ability of the resource to obtain a sustainable competitive advantage (Smith, 

2020). 

Valuable 

Questions whether a resource adds value by enabling a firm to exploit opportunities 

or defend against threats (Jurevicius, 2013). A resource needs to add value for the 

organisation, in order for the resource to be a means of achieving sustainability-led 

innovation. 

Rare 

Rare and valuable resources grant temporary competitive advantage (Jurevicius, 

2013). 
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Costly to imitate 

A resource is costly to imitate if other organisations cannot imitate, buy or substitute 

it at a reasonable price (Jurevicius, 2013). 

Organised to Capture Value 

Resources itself do not offer any advantage for a company if it is not organised to 

capture the value from them. The SME must organise its management systems and 

organisational structure to be able to fully utilise the potential of its valuable, rare and 

costly to imitate resources and capabilities (Jurevicius, 2013). 

If the answer to all the VRIO components is “yes” then the organisation would be 

considered to have resources which have the potential to gain a sustainable 

competitive advantage (Jurevicius, 2013). 

The RBV theory is relevant to this research topic, as it provides a means of identifying 

and evaluating the important factors which impact SLI within SME’s. The RBV theory, 

which incorporates the VRIO framework, is ideal for this study as the theory 

incorporates the main components of the research questions. Resources is one of the 

key concepts identified for this study and South African SME’s successful emergence, 

survival, and growth depends on their resources (Imran, 2019). The lack of the use of 

VRIO analysis may demonstrate why entrepreneurs are not able to turn their 

businesses into sustainable ventures (Leboea, 2017). It may also assist poorly 

performing SME’s in identifying whether factors in their possession could yield a 

competitive advantage which in turn could also impact implementation of SLI and thus 

providing opportunities for sustainable process and product innovations. 

 

2.3. Review of past literature 

The purpose of this literature review is to provide and critique information which 

relates to how these various factors that impact SLI within SMEs. Through engaging 

with past literature, the researcher was able to gain a deeper understanding of the 

problems that exist, which assisted in reinforcing the findings of this study. 

Furthermore, the purpose of reviewing past literature was also to criticise the 
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literature and identify shortcomings. Three themes are used in this review namely; 

effectiveness of sustainability-led innovation, Resources as a factor of SLI which is 

further broken into sub themes of access to funding, significance of human 

resources, skills and capabilities. The last theme is the influence of leadership in 

implementing SLI.  

 

Effectiveness of sustainability-led innovation 

According to Bos-Brouwers (2009), innovation processes towards sustainable 

development have received increasing attention in academic literature. Companies 

which have integrated sustainability into their orientation and innovation processes 

have exhibited increased value creation in their introduction of new products to the 

market and improved cooperation with stakeholders (Bos-Brouwers, 2009). As per 

Bessant (2014), SLI provides the provision for alternative goods and services, more 

efficient approaches to resource and energy management, new partnerships and ways 

of working which could help unleash economic development. Additionally Bessant 

(2014), highlights sustainability together with technological innovation yields both, 

bottom line and top line returns. The positive outlook, on SME’s involvement in SLI is 

supported by  Bos-Brouwers (2009), who states that SME’s can achieve a competitive 

advantage and generate sustainable business practices by adopting innovation 

strategies which are led by sustainable and environmental good practices.            

Upsill-Goddard, Glass, Dainty and Nicolson (2016), argue that strong communication 

channels and commitment to training programmes increase the capacity for 

implementing standards, however SMEs tend only to approach standards if they see 

immediate financial benefits from their implementations.  

The positive stance has been opposed in a study by Bos Brouwers (2009), which 

concluded that most organisations which were surveyed believed that environmental 

issues affected their business and there are requirements to deal with these 

environmental issues, and the meeting of these requirements was seen as a cost 

which was not transferable to customers in terms of added benefits and only few 

organisations could show that it led to a competitive advantage. Another research 

study by Bos-Brouwers (2009), states that obstacles which are faced by companies 
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involved in sustainable innovations are greater and different to those faced by 

companies which are not involved in them. Gosling, Jia and Bessant (2012), further 

stated that weak infrastructure is a barrier to implementing SLI within SME’s, as it 

difficult to implement SLI initiatives unilaterally. There is no unanimous finding or 

decision which definitively states that being involved in SLI does or does not aid an 

SME in achieving a sustainable competitive advantage. This research paper, will 

provide more information on that factors that influence implementation of SLI in a KZN 

context, as the previous literature has not taken into consideration the local PESTLE 

environments in South Africa. 

 

Resources as a factor of SLI 

According to Husso (2010), the increase in globalisation activities, accelerating 

technological change, availability of substitute products, and expanding customer 

expectations are creating a turbulent environment for SME’s. Therefore, it is 

imperative that owners or managers continuously search for new ways to achieve a 

sustainable competitive advantage, in order to remain profitable in the turbulent 

business environment (Bessant, 2014). Appropriate utilisation of resources 

contributes towards implementing SLI within SME’s. The overall objective of SLI is to 

reduce negative impacts on the environment while ensuring growth and longevity of 

an organisation (Urbaniec, 2015). The literature studied has mostly mentioned two 

resources which are vital for SME’s to successfully implement SLI; 

Access to funding 

According to Falkena (2020) and Liedtke (2019), there are several opportunities for 

SME’s to apply for funding. The most popular sources of funding for SME’s is via; 

non-banking financial intermediaries, government subsidies, finance through 

secondary market development and venture capital (Falkerna, 2020). However, most 

lenders and venture capitalists very rarely consider extending finances to SME’s due 

to the SME failure rate in South Africa (Fatoki, 2014). 
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 Business Partners (2018) and Liedtke (2019), found that the South African economy 

does not favour SMEs, as SME’s are often burdened with structural hurdles when 

attempting to access funding. SME’s also have the option of requesting funding from 

banks. According to Bushe (2019), SMEs are reluctant to approach banks, as banks 

require business records based on which banks make their decision to provide 

funding and loans. SME’s usually lack the business experience and financial records 

to qualify for funding, thus making it difficult for SMEs to access financing which 

impacts growth and survival. 

SMEs worldwide rely initially on self-financing by entrepreneurism. Once the 

organisation starts to grow, and further capital is required, SMEs move on to debt 

finance or venture capital as they expand operations (Falkerna, 2020). However, 

once the decision has been made by the SME to move on to debt finance or venture 

capital Liedtke (2019), states that it takes 45 days for a local entrepreneur to meet 

the regulatory requirements to get access to funding. In contrast, it takes less than 

20 days in 130 other countries. Small Business Development (2020), argues that the 

South African government has put measures in place to help SME’s survive. The 

Department of Small Business development announced a number of interventions 

for small businesses which includes a Debt Relief Financing Scheme and the Growth 

Resilience Facility. This view is supported by Fin24 (2020), which states that 

businesses which are currently financed by the Small Enterprise Finance Agency 

(SEFA) can apply for a moratorium on debt repayments, and several tax relief 

measures have been introduced however Fin24 (2020), argues more than 85% of 

South African SME’s polled in a recent survey did not know how to 

access emergency relief funds set up by government.  

The literature demonstrated that there are many sources from which SME’s can 

access funding, however the process can be tedious and the possibility of receiving 

funding is unlikely. The studied literature provides reasons which act as a barrier to 

access funding for SME’s, however, why those barriers exist is not mentioned. This 

research study seeks to identify the degree to which South African SME’s have 

access to funding and how availability of funding impacts the implementation of SLI.  
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Significance of human resources, skills and capabilities 

According to Husso (2010) and UK Essays (2018), human resources play an 

essential role when in determining the success or failure of SME’s. 

Bessant (2014), states that human resources influences the success or failure of 

SME’s, and are essential in terms of improving product/service offerings, processes 

and the position of an organisation. Husso (2010), supported this by pointing out the 

crucial role personnel play when firms attempt to take advantage of opportunities or 

counter threats within their business environments. 

Hornsby and Kuratko (2003), emphasised that employees in small firms are the key 

factors in distinguishing successful from unsuccessful ventures. This notion is 

supported by Mochado and Melo (2014), who state that people are a business’s 

greatest asset, and an organisation’s human resources can impact the success or 

failure of a firm. Dunn, Paul, Short, Larry Edgar, Liang and Kathleen (2008), 

advocates that human resources can be even more imperative to SME’s with fewer 

employees, because that business could be overly dependent on their workforce.  

This gives rise to the notion that SME’s should have processes in place to avoid 

being overly dependent on their human resources as SME’s can be affected 

significantly by the loss of valued employees or  the hiring of incompetent personnel, 

(Dunn et al., 2008). As per Stone (2012), a barrier to human resource performance 

and productivity is the increasing pace of technological advancement which makes 

human skills obsolete. 

According to UK Essays (2018), human resources within SME’s is a much more 

dynamic element than in larger firms, in developing economies, as SME’s provide 

more benefit to developing economies than larger firms. Stone (2012), further 

highlighted that SME’s which train their workers are significantly more likely to grow 

(and less likely to close) than those which do not. 

The studied literature consists predominantly of studies conducted in first world 

countries, however research undertaken by the University of Stellenbosch (2018), 

explains that South African SME’s reported that they struggled to find reliable, 

committed, mature, experienced and affordable employees, which resulted in 
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business failure. University of Stellenbosch (2018), further highlights that South 

Africa faces the same issues as first world countries regarding the importance of 

human resources within SME’s. According to Jonathan Gosling (2012), there is a 

problem of limited talent pool to keep up with advancing technologies. And there is a 

lack of highly qualified talents who can meet SME’s needs.  

From the studied literature it can be deduced that human resource management has 

received considerable attention, however, most of that literature is generic and or 

related to larger firms (Dunn et al., 2008). However, majority of the existing literature, 

which has been studied strongly agrees with the opinion that human resources is 

vital for the success of SME’s. The reviewed literature included opinions which 

stated that if people were competent they may not be affordable by SME’s and if 

people are affordable, they may not be competent. However, none of the studies 

opposed the importance of human resources within SME’s.  As per Beaver and Kate 

(2005), another recurring idea was the need to implement good human resource 

development practices within emerging and growing SMEs and recognising the 

important role that human resources can play in developing a skilled and efficient 

workforce. This research seeks to gain insight into how SME’s within South Africa 

perceive the importance of their human resources, skills and capabilities, and how 

human resources impact the implementation of SLI within SME’s.  

 

Influence of leadership in implementing SLI 

As stated by Manz (1989) and Yukl (2009), innovation has gained increasing 

attention in literature Manz (1989) and Yukl (2009), also proposed that leadership is 

one of the most influential predictors of innovation. This is further supported by 

Wilson (2013) and Rosing (2011), who highlighted that positive relationships exists 

between leadership and innovation. SME’s require reliable leadership in order to 

spearhead new developments, implement changes and remain competitive (Wilson, 

2013). 
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As highlighted by Smit (2003), leadership remains an area of concern within South 

African SMEs. Leadership styles in South Africa are often seen as bureaucratic, 

directive and task-oriented. 

However, historically, South Africans are more likely to be influenced by Charismatic 

leadership to bring about change (Mutsekwa, 2016). This is supported by Nikoloski 

(2015), who points out that leaders with charisma emerge as an imperative for the 

competitiveness of SME’s. However as per Dudley (2017), the challenges brought 

about by globalisation require better, faster and more efficient response of all 

enterprises in order to preserve and enhance their competitive position. Bossink 

(2007), further identified charismatic leadership as a useful leadership style for 

implanting SLI.  Barczak (1989) and Nadler (1990), state that charismatic leadership 

generates energy, creates commitment and directs individuals towards new 

objectives or values. However Howell and Higgins (1990), argue that the charismatic 

leadership style also neglects organisational boundaries. Miller (2020), further stated 

that charismatic leadership is dependent on the energy levels of the leader and that 

charismatic leaders convince others to follow their own vision, thus limiting creativity 

or  plans of followers,  because follower see something better through the 

perspective of the leader (Miller, 2020). 

 

As indicated by Zhang (2018) and Visser (2005), transformational leadership is a 

suggested leadership style for successful implementation of innovation as well as an 

important driver of innovation across varying organisational functions and levels. 

Transformational leaders are said to inspire followers to achieve extraordinary 

outcomes by providing both meaning and understanding. Bass (2006), states that 

transformational leaders aligns goals and objectives of individual followers as well as 

the larger organisation, and provides the follower with support, mentoring and 

coaching. This view was opposed by  Boerner, Eisenbeiss and Griesser (2007), who 

provides evidence suggesting a negative or no relationship between transformational 

leadership and innovative outcomes. As per Naguib (2015), transformational 

leadership may affect the climate of innovation. Avolio (1993), found that only two 

dimensions of transformational leadership (intellectual simulation and individualised 

consideration) affect the innovation climate. 
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According to Finch (2019), there is no universally set leadership style for 

implementing SLI. SME’s will incorporate different leadership styles which are 

affected by external factors such as, organisational environment and technology 

(Finch, 2019). 

After reviewing the existing literature, it can be deduced that majority of the studies 

looked at, were generic and not specific to South Africa.  The current research 

focused on corporate and multinational enterprises. It is evident that the studies 

conducted did not consider how different leadership styles were exercised over 

resources during implementation of SLI.  This study seeks to focus on the role that 

leadership plays in implementing SLI within SME’s in KZN.  

 

2.4. Conclusion 

From the above it is evident that access to resources such as; financing, capital, 

human resources (which includes skills and capabilities) and the type of leadership 

style, are regarded as important factors of SLI. In conclusion, access to, management 

and efficient utilisation of these factors influences the success of SLI within SMEs. The 

value of this study is increased, due to the lack of understanding on the concept of SLI 

and the lack of local research which has been conducted on this topic. Although, there 

are sufficient international studies which suggest that organisations need to be 

innovative and sustainable, there is a lack of research considering these elements 

jointly and considering the factors which play a role in the implementation of these 

concepts.  
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3. Research Methodology 

3.1. Research Design 
Outline of worldview/paradigm/tradition 

This study will follow the interpretivist paradigm. As per Du Plooy-Cilliers, Davis, and 

Berzuidenhout (2014), interpretivism was introduced due to the inadequacies and 

limitations of positivism. The interpretive paradigm looks at understanding the world 

as it is, from subjective experiences of individuals.  This paradigm is concerned with 

the meaning (versus measurement) of methodologies, such as interviewing or 

participant observation, that rely on a subjective relationship between the researcher 

and subjects (Unisa, 2014). The Interpretivism paradigm could be ideal for this study 

as the purpose of this research is to gain an understanding of how owners or managers 

perceive, manage and utilise factors which impact the level of SLI within SME’s. This 

study also aims to gain insight into the opinions of these individuals regarding the 

benefits and or barriers of implementing SLI. Interpretivism will be utilised, as this 

study is qualitative in nature. A subjective interpretation may be required to critically 

study this phenomenon. As per Lin-Yen (2017), the benefit of interpretivism is that 

there are multiple sources of data, hereby providing a more holistic approach and a 

deeper understanding of the problem. 

 

Epistemological 

According to Stroll and Martinich (2020), epistemology refers to the philosophical study 

of the nature, origin, and limits of human knowledge. For the purpose of this study, the 

interpretivism paradigm of viewing the phenomenon from the outside will be used.  

This study, looks at the nature, origin and limits of human knowledge relating to 

management or utilisation of factors such as resources, skills and capabilities, 

leadership and how these impact  the implementation of SLI, as well as the knowledge 

of owners or managers within SME’s on SLI itself. The epistemological position for this 

study will see the researcher gain an understanding from interviewing individuals 

owning/managing SME’s. The knowledge can be assumed to be valid and true as it is 

from a source which has had first-hand experience in dealing with factors relating to 

the implementation of SLI. The researcher will record the interviews to ensure 
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accuracy of information and to avoid assumptions during the analysis of the collected 

data. 

Ontological  

Ontology is the philosophical field revolving around (the study of) the nature of reality 

(all that is or exists), and the different entities and categories within reality (Rivas, 

2015). The ontological view for this study is that SME’s are affected by factors relating 

to implementing SLI in South Africa. Furthermore, the ontological view for this study is 

that SME’s do not understand the concept of implementing SLI. Additionally, SME’s 

within South Africa perceive SLI as a liability and are primarily profit driven. To gain a 

better understanding of this ontological view a question which could be posed is ‘how 

SME’s perceive they would be impacted by the implementation of SLI?’. It is 

understood that each participant may have a different perspective and view. 

 

Axiological  

Refers to the study of the nature, types, and criteria of values and value judgments 

especially in ethics (Merriam-Webster, 2020). The main aim of this study is to gain a 

better understanding, regarding the factors that influence the implementation of SLI 

and how the implementation of SLI is perceived by SME’s. The understanding of this 

phenomena is intended to be free of bias. The axiological view indicates that the 

researcher will treat contributions from all participants equally, and not give preference 

to certain participants, and their opinions (Du Ploy-Cilliers et al., 2014). The study will 

be guided by the researcher having an open mind when collecting and analysing data 

from individuals owning or managing SME’s and continuously analysing the research 

to avoid manipulation, favouritism and influence from participants. The researcher will 

strive to not be biased or allow his/her own prejudices to influence the research 

process. This study may derive value by assisting SMEs in making better decisions 

concerning the factors which impact SLI within SME’s in South Africa.  

The research design will provide an appropriate framework for this research study 

(Sileyew, 2019). 
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3.2. Conceptual Approach and Design  
3.2.1 Conceptual Approach: Qualitative Approach 

This study will utilise the qualitative approach, as it is effective in gathering 

information with relation to different social settings.  

Qualitative Research is exploratory research. It will be used to gain an understanding 

of underlying reasons, opinions, and motivations of SME’s with regards to factors 

which influence the implementation of SLI (DeFranzo, 2011). Qualitative Research 

may also be utilised to identify trends in thoughts, opinions, and delve deeper into 

the problem (DeFranzo, 2011).  As per DeFranzo (2011), qualitative research will 

rely on linguistic rather than numerical data, and will employ meaning-based rather 

than statistical forms of data analysis  

The purpose of using qualitative research for this study, is to attempt to gain a deeper 

understanding of the problem regarding high SME failure rate, and which factors 

impact the implementation of SLI, within SME’S, and how access to these factors 

influence SME’s ability to implement SLI. The use of qualitative research may provide 

insights into thoughts and opinions of how leaders within SME’s manage, perceive 

and feel towards dealing with these factors. 

The advantages of employing a qualitative approach for this research study are that 

qualitative studies; provides depth and detail on the research topic, can 

capture changing attitudes within the sample group and provides a much more 

flexible approach for data collection (Poppulo, 2019). Qualitative studies also reduce 

assumptions which are placed on the collected data, hereby making the data 

analysis more legitimate (Poppulo, 2019). Participants will also be able to express 

themselves in their own way. As per Poppulo (2019), the only restriction of using the 

qualitative approach in the context of this study is that it is time consuming and some 

participants may provide information which will not be useful in answering the 

research questions, and certain input will not have any relevance to the study being 

conducted.  
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3.2.2. Conceptual Design  
3.2.2.1. Line of reasoning: Inductive reasoning 

Inductive reasoning infers theoretical concepts from the data collected and analysed 

in a specific study. Inductive reasoning moves from the specific to the general and 

the findings are applied to more abstract and broad theoretical constructs. Hence, 

inductive reasoning allows the building of an existing, or new theory (Du Ploy-Cilliers 

et al., 2014). 

Inductive reasoning will be ideal for this study, as there are no definitive answers to 

the research questions and research problem (Du Ploy-Cilliers et al., 2014). The aim 

of the study is to gather data which will provide a finding which may clarify the factors 

which impact SME’s implementation of SLI, and how SME’s are impacted by SLI (Du 

Ploy-Cilliers et al., 2014). 

 

3.2.2.2. Type of Dimension 

Cross Sectional Survey Design will be used to create an overall picture of the 

phenomena at one specific point in time. It only collects data from participants once 

(Du Ploy-Cilliers et al., 2014). This study will only be conducted once and requires 

data to be collected once, therefore a cross sectional survey design is ideal. 

This study seeks to employ an exploratory approach. Exploratory qualitative studies 

tend to be primarily inductive, working largely with an emerging theoretical 

framework rather than within established theory or sets of hypotheses deduced from 

it (Creswell, 2016). The aim of this research study is to gain insight from individuals 

(owners or managers of SME’s) in order to understand their perceptions regarding 

the factors which impact the implementation of SLI.  
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 3.2.2.3. Type of Approach  

This research study will make use of the phenomenological data-analysis approach. 

As per Mannen (2007), claims that phenomenology is focused on the sober 

reflection on the lived experience of human existence. Phenomenology is driven by a 

fascination with meaning. Data analysis in phenomenology focuses on how 

individuals experience the world or in other words to truly see the world through the 

eyes of others (Manen, 2007). This phenomena will be studied in great detail to 

explore and gain a better understanding of how owners or managers perceive, 

manage and utilise factors which impact the level of SLI within SME’s. Not many 

research studies look at the perception and feelings of owners and managers of 

SME’s with regards to the implementation of SLI. Therefore, a qualitative study in the 

form of a phenomenological data analysis is required to gain in-depth understanding.  

 

3.2.2.4. Qualitative data collection: In-depth Interviews 

The data collection method which will be used is an in-depth interview to collect 

information from the participants about their views and experiences, by asking open 

ended questions. The study will consist of in-depth interviews for owners or 

managers of SME’s, to determine how they feel about the factors which impact 

implementation of SLI. 

As per Research Methodology (2018),  an in-depth interview has been selected for 

this study as it has many advantages, such as; it allows participants to share their 

opinions without bias and manipulation from others, in-depth interviews elicit more 

information and deliver more value from each participant, in-depth interviews are 

considerably cheaper than other forms of data collection methods and in-depth 

interviews have the ability to provide rich and expressive data (Polaris Marketing 

Research, 2009). 

There limitations include; semi-structured interviews are quite time consuming, as 

interviews must be transcribed, organised, analysed, and reported (Steber, 2017). 

The researcher will communicate with each owner or manager of a SME and 

arrange a zoom call. The researcher will enlighten each owner or manager of a SME 

regarding the purpose, instructions and why each participant is important to the 
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study. After explaining the requirements, the researcher will interview each owner or 

manager. The questions will be semi-structured and consist of open-ended 

questions in order to allow participants to elaborate. The researcher will ensure that 

the interview flows in a natural manner.  A screen recording of the session on zoom 

will be used to record the interview. Notes will be made of important aspects. 

 

3.3. Research Plan  
3.3.1. Unit of analysis 

The “unit of analysis” refers to the portion of content that will be the basis for 

decisions made during the development of codes (Research Design Review, 2019). 

Therefore, for the purpose of this study the unit of analysis will be individuals, in the 

form of owners or managers of SME’s in KZN, as information obtained from owners 

or managers of SME’s in KZN will provide the basis for analysis. 

 

3.3.2. Population  

As per Salkind (2010), a population is the entire collection of entities one seeks to 

understand or, more formally, about which one seeks to draw an inference. The 

population can be divided into two groups; Target population and Accessible 

population (Salkind, 2010). 

3.3.2.1. Target population 

The target population defines the units for which the findings of the study are meant 

to generalise (Lavrakas, 2008). The target population for this research study are all 

owners or managers of SME’s in KZN, as the findings are intended to be generalised 

to all owners or managers of SME’s in KZN. 

3.3.2.2. Accessible population 

Accessible population refers to the group that the researcher actually can measure 

(Mack, 2018). The accessible population for this study will be owners or managers of 

SME’s who are available to be interviewed via Zoom, as it will be too costly to 

physically interview all owners or managers of SME’s in KZN. Furthermore, due to 
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the restrictions imposed as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, it is convenient and 

safer to conduct the interviews via Zoom. 

3.3.2.3. Population parameters 

The population parameters refers to the; nature, size and unique characteristics of 

the population of this specific study (Du Ploy-Cilliers et al., 2014).The population 

parameters for the purpose of this research study are; 

- Owners/managers of SME’s 

- Based in KZN, South Africa  

- Involved in management of resources  

- Are actively involved in decision making 

- Participant must be fluent in English 

- Participants must have access to good internet connection 

-  

 
3.3.3. Sample  

A sample is the group of people, objects, or items which are taken from a larger 

population for measurement (Gay, 2016). The sample will be representative of the 

population to ensure that the findings can be generalised from the research sample 

to the population as a whole (Gay, 2016). 

 

3.3.3.1. Sampling Method: Non-probability/purposive sampling 

This study will make use of non-probability sampling. As per Laerd Dissertation 

(2012), Non-probability sampling represents a group of sampling techniques which 

helps researchers to select units from a population that they are interested in 

studying.  A core characteristic of non-probability sampling techniques is that 

samples are selected based on the subjective judgement of the researcher, rather 

than random selection (Laerd Dissertation, 2012). Non-probability sampling would 

suit this study as the sample needs to meet certain criteria in order to gain an 

appropriate understanding of the research, topic problem and research questions. 
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According to Research Methodology (2019), the advantages of utilising non-

probability sampling are; 

• Possibility to reflect the descriptive comments from the sample. 

• Cost-effectiveness and time-effectiveness compared to probability sampling 

• Effective when it is unfeasible or impractical to conduct probability sampling 

 

As per Research Methodology (2019), the disadvantages of utilising non-probability 

sampling are; 

• Lack of representation of the entire population. 

• Lower level of generalisation of research findings compared to probability 

sampling. 

• Difficulties in estimating sampling variability and identifying possible bias. 

 

3.3.3.2. Sampling Type: Purposive sampling 

Non-probability in the form of purposive sampling will be used. Purposive sampling, 

groups participants according to preselected criteria relevant to a particular research 

question (Salmons, 2018). It is applicable to this research study, as participants 

should meet certain criteria, to partake in this study. Participant will have to be; 

owners or managers of SME’s, based in KZN, involved in management of resources, 

actively involved in decision making.  

According to Research Methodology (2019), the advantages of purposive sampling 

are; 

• Purposive sampling may be the only appropriate method available as there 

are only limited number of primary data sources who can contribute to this 

study. 
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According to Research Methodology (2019), the limitations to purposive sampling 

are; 

• Vulnerability to errors in judgment by researcher 

• Low level of reliability and high levels of bias. 

3.3.3.3. Sample size 

The sample size for this research is 3 participants (n=3) who reside or operate within 

the vicinity of KZN and are owners or managers of SME’s. The recruitment method 

used by the researcher will be; the researcher will telephonically contact owners or 

managers of SME’s who are known to the researcher. The researcher will proceed to 

explain that a research study is being conducted and the finer details of the research 

topic. The researcher will enlighten each owner or manager of the SME regarding 

the purpose, instructions and why each participant is pertinent to the study. After 

explaining the requirements, the researcher will ask the owner or manager of the 

SME if they will willingly participate, if they agree, the researcher will negotiate a time 

and date to set up a zoom call to conduct the in-depth interview. 

 

3.4. Data Collection 

Data collection is the process of gathering and measuring information on variables of 

interest, in an established systematic fashion that enables one to answer stated 

research questions, test hypotheses, and evaluate outcomes (Management, 2017). 

Data collection can be divided into two main categories primary methods of data 

collection and secondary methods of data collection. For the purpose of this 

research study a primary data collection method will be used. A primary data source 

is an original data source. One in which the data is collected first hand by the 

researcher for a specific research purpose or project (Research Methodology, 2018). 

For this research study, data will be collected from owners or managers of SME’s 

within KZN, and this will be considered a primary source.  
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3.4.1. Data collection Method 

A qualitative data collection method will be used. The data collection method which 

will be utilised for this research study will be in-depth interviews. The researcher will 

communicate with each owner or manager of a SME and arrange a zoom call. The 

researcher will enlighten each owner or manager of a SME regarding the purpose, 

instructions and why each participant is important to the study. After explaining the 

requirement, the researcher will interview each owner or manager of a SME. 

The participants will be interviewed regarding their views and experiences in dealing 

with the factors relating to the implementation of SLI, by posing to them open ended, 

semi-structured questions. The questions will be semi-structured and consist of 

open-ended questions in order to allow participants to elaborate. The researcher will 

ensure that the interview flows in a natural manner. This means that in the beginning 

of the interview, the researcher will use general questions to get the participants into 

their comfort zone. Once the participant is comfortable and gets used to the 

interviewer and the questions, the interviewer will pose more direct questions in 

relation to the topic. Since the interview will be conducted over a Zoom call, the 

researcher will be able to record a video of the entire interview. This will provide 

greater benefit as the researcher will be able to go back and look at facial 

expressions to gain a better understanding of responses from participants. The 

researcher will then transcribe the entire video of the interview, in order to set up for 

data analysis. 

3.4.2. Measuring Instrument: In-depth interview 

In-depth interviews are a qualitative data collection method which involves direct, 

one-on-one engagement with individual participants (Steber, 2017). As per Steber 

(2017), in-depth interviewing can take place face-to-face, or over digital platforms. 

For the purpose of this research study the in-depth interview will take place over a 

zoom call. 

In-depth interviews have been selected due to the advantages, such as;  

- Interviewers can establish rapport with participants to make them feel more 

comfortable, which can generate more insightful responses (Steber, 2017). 
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- Interviewers have better opportunity to ask follow-up questions, search for 

additional data, and revisit important topics later on in the interview to 

generate a rich understanding of attitudes, perceptions and motivations 

(Steber, 2017). 

- Interviewers can monitor changes in tone and word choice to gain a deeper 

understanding (Steber, 2017). 

- Researchers need fewer participants to obtain useful and relevant insights 

(Steber, 2017). 

There are also a few limitations to in-depth interviews; 

- In-depth interviews are time consuming, as interviews must be transcribed, 

organised, analysed, and reported (Steber, 2017). 

- Participants typically expect an incentive to participate, and this must be 

carefully selected to avoid bias (Steber, 2017). 

 

3.4.3. Scope of questions 

The researcher will begin by asking the participants simple questions which relate to 

their everyday work and responsibilities, such as “please describe your typical day”, 

“what type of manager would you consider yourself to be?”, “what kinds of 

opportunities or threats is your business exposed to? 

Once the participant is in their comfort zone, and they feel at ease talking to the 

researcher. This is when the researcher will ask more pertinent questions regarding 

how the participant feels about the aid which they receive from the government, and 

also regarding the factors which contribute to the progression or regression of the 

SME. The interviewer will also discuss whether SME’s feel that there may be a need 

to be involved in SLI or not. The interviewer will let the interview flow and focus on 

aspects which the interviewer feels may enhance the research. 
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3.5. Data Analysis 

Data analysis is a process of cleaning, transforming, and modelling data to discover 

useful information (Research Methodology, 2016). Data analysis will involve 

identifying patterns within the data collected and critically analysing the data to 

achieve research aims and objectives (Research Methodology, 2016). 

Since this is a qualitative study, a qualitative data analysis method will be used. 

Qualitative data refers to non-numeric information such as interview transcripts, 

notes, video and audio recordings, images and text documents (Research 

Methodology, 2016). This research study will be analysing information which will be 

obtained via in-depth interviews and recorded as a video. The video will then be 

transcribed.  

 

3.5.1. Data Analysis Method: Thematic Analysis 

The data analysis method will make use of thematic analysis to analyse the data 

which will be collected. Thematic analysis is a common method of analysis in 

qualitative research (Google Sites, 2019). According to Mortensen (2020), a thematic 

analysis strives to identify patterns of themes in the interview data.  

Thematic analysis was chosen as it provides a vast amount of flexibility. Many 

theories can be applied to this process across various range of epistemologies (All 

Assignment Help, 2017). Thematic analysis will also permit the researcher to apply 

the range of study past individual experiences, as well as helps in the interpretation 

of themes backed up by data (All Assignment Help, 2017). 

The disadvantage of this approach is that it is difficult to implement correctly (Get 

The Matic, 2018). This will not be a factor for this study as there are only three 

participants and the interview process is intended to last for 15 minutes. The 

chances of incorrectly implementing thematic analyse will decrease due to the small 

sample size (Get The Matic, 2018). 
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According to Mortensen (2020), a six phase framework will be utilised for conducting 

a thematic analysis. The researcher will firstly become familiar with the data. 

Secondly, generate the initial codes by organising data in a meaningful and 

systematic way and by reducing data into smaller chunks of meaning. Thirdly, the 

researcher will search for themes from the several codes that fit together. Fourthly, 

the researcher will review, modify and develop preliminary themes. Fifthly, the 

researcher will define the themes by identifying the essence of what each theme is 

about. Lastly, the researcher will provide a write up of the themes by providing 

information surrounding the data analysis method, themes identified participants, 

and essentially providing presentation and interpretation of findings (Bessant, 2014). 
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4. Findings and Interpretation of Findings 

In order to analyse and interpret the findings, thematic analysis was used. The 

collected data, from the interviews, was thoroughly analysed, understood and 

examined. Preliminary codes were assigned to the data in order to group and 

describe the gathered content. Patterns and themes were then identified within the 

codes across the different interviews. The themes were reviewed and thereafter 

defined and named. The process resulted in the interpretations and findings of the 

study. 

4.1. Background of Participants 

Participant A: referred to a 26 year old male, who has been a manager of a KZN 

based SME for the past 4 years. The participant has a degree in BCOM finance and 

marketing, as well as an honours degree in international business management.  

Participant B: referred to a COO of a KZN based SME. Participant B is a 40 year 

old male, who has been involved in multiple SME ventures since his teenage years. 

Participant C: referred to a 52 year old , female. She is the owner of several SME’s. 

This participant has many qualifications including the license to perform as a 

financial advisor. 

 

4.2. Findings and Interpretation of findings  
 

Theme 1: Extent of awareness regarding SLI 

From the conducted interviews, all participants agreed that there is insufficient 

information, conventions and programs relating to sustainability led innovation. The 

participants had further emphasised that their SME’s have not been exposed and 

educated on matters regarding SLI. 

Participant A and Participant B had a fairly good understanding of SLI, Participant C, 

however, did not understand the concept behind SLI. Participant A and Participant B 

had an academic understanding regarding SLI, however the participants had not 
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been exposed to information regarding SLI, how to implement, manage and develop 

SLI within their respective SME’s. 

As mentioned in the literature review, Bos-Brouwers (2009), has stated that 

innovation processes towards sustainable development have received increasing 

attention in academic literature. This was supported by Alderin and Do (2016), who 

postulate that there has been a vast expansion of research on sustainable 

innovation. However, the findings from the interviews opposed the views of Bos-

Brouwers (2009) and Alderin and Do (2016), as was evident by the participants 

responses; 

Participant A: “It’s (information on sustainability-led innovation) not really provided 

by our government we don't have any seminars or programs which do convey that 

information to SME's (clears throat) sorry ,therefore there's not a lot of material that 

we are exposed to when it comes to sustainability and sustainability led innovation.” 

Participant B: “I would say there not enough platforms where by the information 

(regarding SLI) or the concept is being promoted on a practical level.” 

Participant C: “I feel that there is insufficient conventions and programs that teach 

or provide us owners of SMEs within South Africa on how to implement sustainability 

led innovation, or how to begin implementing and incorporating it into strategizing.” 

It was therefore evident that there is awareness regarding SLI, but the information is 

only highlighted through environmental issues which transpire, such as; global 

warming, oil spills by BP's drilling plants and wildfires in Australia. Awareness had 

not been created by the South African government, banks, NGO’s or other bodies, 

and SME’s were not exposed to seminars or programs which educate SMEs on the 

implementation of SLI. Therefore, it can be concluded under this theme, that there is 

insufficient awareness of SLI within South African SME’s. 

Furthermore, Participant A and Participant B had stated that they would be 

interested in attending conventions, seminars and  gatherings which convey 

information, educate and create awareness on SLI for their relevant SME’s. 
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Theme 2: Capital or funding as a factor of SLI 

The interviews conducted found that the most important resources to SME’s is 

funding and capital. The participants mentioned that they do not foresee any 

financial benefit in implementing or being involved in SLI. The participants also 

mentioned that being involved in SLI is costly to their respective SME’s, and seeing 

as SME’s rely greatly on self-financing  the participants were all in agreement that 

any extra funds which were available could be put to better use, instead of allocating 

the extra funds towards SLI. 

Participant A: “The most important factor in my opinion which impacts our ability to 

implement SLI would be that it would be the perceived financial benefit of 

implementing SLI.” 

Participant B: “Money is a big factor (in implementing SLI) so I would say 

investment then technology.” 

Participant C: “There are a lot of factors that impact SME’s ability to implement SLI 

such as is capital and funding, because implementing these measures are a costly 

process, especially for small SMEs.” 

The findings derived from the interviewed participants agree with Fatoki (2014), 

which stated that most lenders and venture capitalists very rarely consider extending 

finances to SME’s due to the high SME failure rate in South Africa. As mentioned in 

the literature review SMEs worldwide rely initially on self-financing by 

entrepreneurism, this is agreed by Participant A, who mentions “we have no kick 

back from the government and being involved in sustainability led innovation is quite 

costly so being an SME we will not have that kind of capital to invest in sustainability 

led innovation.” Therefore, the lack of funding is a major factor which hinders South 

African SME’s ability to successfully implement SLI. 

 

Theme 3: Influence of leadership in implementing SLI 

Participant A felt that they exhibited a transformational leadership style, whereas 

Participant B considered themselves to have used an autocratic leadership style to 
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engage with their subordinates. Participant C felt that they had both transformational 

and autocratic traits.  

From the findings it can be derived that Participant A and Participant C have had 

more success in their incremental implementation of SLI within their SME’s. The 

participants with a transformational and charismatic leadership style had found that 

their subordinates are more open to accepting change and incremental 

implementations of SLI. Participant B, however, had difficulty in implementing SLI. 

The findings provided backing to the literature review, in which Mutsekwa (2016), 

stated that South Africans are more likely to be influenced by charismatic leadership 

to bring about change. 

Participant A:” As leadership I feel we have done a good job in trying to change 

their (the subordinates) mind-set and change the way they go along and the way 

they carry themselves out and we have done quite a bit and the type of leadership 

style helped. The type of charismatic leadership which has led to them actually 

enjoying doing what they do and enjoy being involved in that small little initiatives 

which we have taken towards sustainability.” 

Participant C: “I try to exercise transformational leadership by encouraging my staff 

to move out of their comfort zones, and shift the organisation into trying new and 

innovative things.” 

Participant B: “I tend to be autocratic and merely say do this and it must get done.” 

Participant B had stated his difficulty in attempting to implement SLI within his 

organisation. 

Participant B: “So everybody in their separate department’s ermm are doing 

whatever they need to do ermm.” 

The findings concurred with the literature review in which Bossink (2007), identified 

charismatic leadership as a useful leadership style for implanting SLI. Barczak 

(1989) and Nadler (1990), stated that charismatic leadership generates energy, 

creates commitment and directs individuals towards new objectives or values. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that transformational and charismatic leadership does 
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indeed ease the implementation of SLI within South African SME’s, as well as 

assists in creating an organisational culture which is centred on sustainability. 

 

Theme 4: A South African perspective 

All participants were based in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), South Africa. The findings 

hereby confirmed that there is not a great deal of awareness regarding SLI in KZN, 

South Africa.  

Participant A: “As an owner of an SME we haven't been exposed to information or 

seminars or programs regarding SLI.” 

Participant B: “There not enough platforms where by the information (regarding SLI) 

or the concept is being promoted on a practical level.” 

Participant C: “I feel that there is insufficient conventions and programs that teach 

or provide us owners of SMEs within South Africa on how to implement sustainability 

led innovation.” 

The findings also suggested that SME owners or managers felt that they do not 

receive support from government in terms of funding, incentives and information 

regarding the implementation of SLI within their organisations. Participant A and 

Participant C had mentioned that they do not feel that the government has done 

enough to ensure that SME’s are aware of the importance of SLI, whereas 

Participant B had stated that organisations in general feel that no matter what they 

do, their efforts alone will not result in noticeable environmental improvements. 

Participant A: “conventions and programs, I feel is, is very basic whereas normally 

banks and governments would have seminars or have programs which do inform 

you about sustainability but in South Africa we don't have that.” 

Participant B: “I don't think people believe that the little that they do makes an 

impact. When in reality it does.” 

Participant C: “There are online courses held in various other countries but there 

are often in dollar amounts and are costly also the political, social, economic climate 
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differs extensively. There is no government support on these initiatives as well that I 

am familiar with.” 

The findings from the interviewed participants also brought to light that owners or 

managers of SME’s would be very interested in attending seminars, conventions, 

meetings or any other platform which could educate them on the importance of SLI 

and on how to successfully implement SLI within their respective organisations. 

 

4.3. Trustworthiness of the findings 

As per Statistics Solution (2020), qualitative researchers do not use instruments with 

established metrics concerning validity and reliability, it was therefore pertinent to 

address how qualitative researchers establish that the study’s findings are credible, 

transferable, confirmable, and dependable. Trustworthiness was all about 

establishing these four things (Statistics Solution, 2020). 

 

Credibility 

As per Korstjens and Moser (2017), credibility refers to the level of confidence 

associated with the truth of the research findings. Credibility establishes whether the 

research findings represent plausible information drawn from the participants’ 

original data and is a correct interpretation of the participants’ original views 

(Korstjens and Moser, 2017). 

To ensure credibility the researcher has used the member-checking method. 

Member checking, is a technique for exploring the credibility of results (Birt, Scott, 

Cavers and Campbell, 2016) For the purpose of this study the data and results were 

returned to participants to check for accuracy and resonance with their experiences. 

The participants were then asked to confirm whether the data and findings 

accurately depicted their feelings and perceptions. 
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Transferability 

As per Korstjens and Moser (2017), transferability is the degree to which the results 

of qualitative research can be transferred to other contexts or settings with other 

respondents. Transferability looked at whether the findings from a specific participant 

could be applied to a different participant from the same sample. 

Transferability was ensured by providing readers with evidence that the research 

study's findings can be applicable to other contexts, situations, times, and 

populations, by showing readers the similarity in responses from the three 

participants. 

 

Dependability  

According to Korstjens and Moser (2017), dependability refers to the stability of 

findings over time. Dependability involved participants’ evaluation of the findings, 

interpretations and recommendations of the study which were supported by the data 

as received from participants of the study. 

As per Birt et al.(2016), to establish dependability the researcher had described the 

changes which occurred in the setting and how these changes affected the way the 

researcher approached the study. Participants were also asked to evaluate the 

findings, interpretation and recommendations of the study, to ensure alignment with 

the feelings and perceptions of the participants (Birt et al., 2016).  

 

 

Confirmability 

Refers to the degree to which the findings of the research study could be confirmed 

by other researchers. Confirmability is concerned with establishing that data and 
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interpretations of the findings are not figments of the inquirer’s imagination, but 

clearly derived from the data (Korstjens and Moser, 2017). 

In order to enhance confirmability the researcher documented the procedures for 

checking and rechecking the data throughout the study (Trochim, 2020). Once the 

study had been completed, the researcher conducted a data audit which examined 

the data collection and analysis procedures and made judgements regarding areas 

of bias and distortion (Trochim, 2020). 
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5. Conclusion 

5.1. How the research problem/purpose/questions were answered  

The researcher aimed to discover what factors impacted sustainability-led innovation 

in Small and Medium Enterprises (SME’s) within KZN. The research conducted and 

analysed resulted in the conclusion that both external and internal factors impact the 

implementation of SLI. Factors such as access to resources, skills, capabilities and 

leadership play a role in the implementation of SLI within SMEs. 

The first research question was: “how does access to resources impact SME’s ability 

to implement sustainability-led innovation?” in response to this question, the interviews 

conducted, found that the most important resources of SME’s are access to funding 

and capital. The findings derived from the interviewed participants agreed with Fatoki 

(2014), which stated that most lenders and venture capitalists very rarely consider 

extending finances to SME’s due to the high SME failure rate in South Africa coupled 

with the lack of government support initiatives. As mentioned in the literature review 

SMEs worldwide rely initially on self-financing by entrepreneurism. As a result limited 

access to capital and financing has resulted in incremental SLI measures that are 

known and tested or no implementation of SLI within SMEs in KZN. 

The second research question was: “how does skills and capabilities within SME’s 

impact their ability to introduce sustainability-led innovation?” to answer this 

question, Stone (2012), highlighted that SME’s which train their workers are 

significantly more likely to grow (and less likely to close) than those which do not. 

The research interviews brought to light the lack of investment by South African 

SMEs with regards to up skilling staff in relation to SLI. The reviewed literature stated 

that if people were competent they may not be affordable by SME’s and if people are 

affordable, they may not be competent. This was further supported by the 

participants, who stated that surplus funds are invested in up skilling employees with 

relation to their job description. Furthermore all participants agreed that there was a 

lack of SLI conventions, programs, seminars and training which educate and provide 

guidelines for stimulating sustainable and innovative skill development. 
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The final research question was “what role does leadership of SME’s play in terms of 

their ability to implement sustainability-led innovation?” to answer this question, Smit 

(2003), highlighted that leadership styles in South Africa are often seen as 

bureaucratic, directive and task-oriented. However, historically, South Africans are 

more likely to be influenced by charismatic leadership to bring about change 

(Mutsekwa, 2016). This has been further supported by the findings from the 

interview, as it was derived that Participant A and Participant C, both, exhibited 

transformational leadership style had greater success in their incremental 

implementation of SLI,  and established that subordinates were less resistant 

towards change within their SME’s. Participant B exhibited an autocratic leadership 

style to engage with their subordinates. The findings suggest that aristocratic 

leadership style inhibits the fostering of new and innovative solutions provided by 

employees. By addressing each research question the research objectives of the 

study were fulfilled.  

The research study addresses the lack of understanding of SLI, by providing detailed 

theoretical definitions which placed emphasis on economic development whilst 

simultaneously considering preservation of the environment, and giving a shared 

advantage to society. Extensive literature was reviewed, and interviews were 

conducted to establish which factors are significant, and impact SLI, such as skills, 

capabilities, access to resources and leadership, and the role of these factors on the 

implementation of SLI within SMEs in a South African context, thus addressing the 

lack of awareness of important factors. The shortcomings in SLI implementation 

within existing SMEs have been identified, which provides guidelines to assist 

owners and managers of SMEs on how to transform their businesses into 

sustainable ventures, hereby achieving the aim of the study. 

 

5.2. Implications of findings for future practices 

The research study revealed that there is a lack of government involvement 

regarding the implementation of SLI. Therefore, SMEs are not motivated to 

incorporate measures of SLI. The South African Government should put measures in 

place by designing regulatory frameworks that set the direction, encourage and 
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reward the experimentation, such as rebates for compliance and other measures 

which fosters innovation and improves sustainability. This can be demonstrated 

through procurement policies and by providing information to the public which 

demonstrates governments’ commitment to achieving the same objectives. 

The participants emphasised that there were challenges surrounding access to 

capital and financing for implementation of SLI. SME owners should reinvest portions 

of their profits into SLI. SMEs should also lease tangible assets to reduce capital 

costs. SMEs should make use of supply chain financing. Furthermore, government-

backed venture capital organisations should also be established to provide equity 

investment to SMEs. 

Participants highlighted that there is limited training and skill development with 

regards to SLI. SMEs should invest in training and skill development pertaining to 

innovation. In order to foster sustainable innovative solutions and contributions from 

employees, SMEs should integrate elements of gamification, encourage a high 

feedback environment, blend various e-learning methods, stakeholder dialogue and 

use interactive software guides. 

SMEs should avoid exhibiting solely autocratic leadership as this results in 

resistance to change and limits the freedom of employees to produce innovative 

solutions. Leaders need to exhibit charismatic and transformational leadership styles 

which encourages staff contribution, participation and feedback from an operational 

point of view to stimulate SLI. 

 

5.3. Final conclusions/ evaluation of success of the research/possible future actions 

and/ future research that can be conducted on the topic 

The research was a success as it answered all research questions pertaining to the 

factors that impact SME’s ability to implement sustainability-led innovation. The 

findings were insightful and provided an in-depth understanding into the identified 

factors such as access to resources, skills, capabilities and leadership, and the role of 

these factors on SMEs ability to implement SLI.  
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The research was successful as insight was gained in relation to the challenges faced 

by SMEs, which can be used to aid and ensure long term survival for developing and 

struggling SMEs within KZN. This information allows owners and managers of SMEs 

to be cognisant of these factors, and how to advance or improve the SLI within their 

organisations. The participants provided the researcher with insightful information that 

was used to address the research goals of the study.  

The research study that was conducted contributes towards the disciplines of 

sustainability and innovation, as it will allow students and others to gain an 

understanding into the important resources and how these factors can be managed 

to stimulate innovation and yield a competitive advantage, growth and long term 

sustainability. 

The study aimed to contribute towards the general body of knowledge. The research 

study was aimed at ensuring an understanding of the emerging concept of SLI and the 

significance of SLI within South Africa, specifically KZN. This study also added to the 

existing, but limited, literature on the role that underlying factors such as access to 

funding, leadership, skills and capabilities had on the ability to successfully implement 

SLI by SME’s. The study further ensures that owners and managers of SMEs 

understand the importance, management and efficient utilisation of resources and the 

impact of resources on sustainability and the competitive positioning of the 

organisation. The study was also intended to provide guidance to owners and 

managers of SMEs of poorly performing SMEs by providing a relevant framework in 

order to evaluate whether factors in their possession could yield a competitive 

advantage, which in turn also impacts implementation of SLI and thus provide 

opportunities for sustainable process and product innovations, whilst simultaneously 

addressing the high failure rate of SMEs. The study aimed to build on existing literature 

by addressing shortcomings. By contributing to the existing body of knowledge, it re-

affirmed that there are increasing concerns on the topic and that intervention is 

required by government and other relevant bodies.  

It is evident that the challenges emphasised by previous literature still exist to date 

and needs intervention. This provides the possibility of future research, where the 

inclusion of a larger sample size will contribute towards a greater in-depth data 

collection on the role and impact of factors in the implementation of SLI.  This research 
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study identified the lack of government involvement in terms of SLI, the future research 

will allow for exploring the role of the South African government in implementing SLI 

guidelines and incentives for SME’s. The existing research identified human resources 

as a factor of SLI and emphasised the lack of SLI training and skill development in 

SMEs. A possible opportunity exists in exploring the role of employees within SMEs in 

producing sustainable innovative solutions. In addition, the increasing concerns of the 

difficulty to acquire financial means to implement SLI, provides an opportunity for 

future research on the barriers and possible solutions for SMEs in obtaining financial 

support for SLI  within South Africa. 

 

5.4. Ethical Implications  

Informed Consent- is a voluntary agreement to participate in research (Dalar 

Shahnazarian, 2020) . The goal of the informed consent process is to provide 

sufficient information so that a participant can make an informed decision about 

whether or not to enrol in a study or to continue participation (Dalar Shahnazarian, 

2020).  As per California (2019), in obtaining consent, the researcher has informed 

the potential participants of all pertinent information and allowed the subject an 

opportunity to ask questions and choose whether or not to participate in the study. 

The researcher has also obtained written consent from participants and informed 

participants that their participation was voluntary and they may withdraw from the 

study at any stage (Trochim, 2020). The researcher has also ensured that there was 

a reasonable expectation that they were not be coerced into participation  (Trochim, 

2020). The researcher has further obtained consent to record the interview  

(Trochim, 2020). 

 

Avoiding Harm- As per  Yopyop (2014), avoiding harm refers to the researcher 

ensuring that they are careful about protecting participants from physical harm 

caused by their research this includes protection from undue intrusion, personal 

embarrassment, psychological or other harm. The researcher attempted to ensure 

that questions were asked in a respectful manner to avoid emotional harm (Du 

Plooy-Cilliers et al., 2014). The researcher has also established an appropriate 
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consent process which involved informing participants at the beginning of the study 

and continually monitoring the participant’s progress thus allowing for withdrawal at 

any point. The researcher provided an informative debriefing period of the study 

(Yopyop, 2014). The researcher has made explicit any possible adverse effects of 

the research with participants (Yopyop, 2014). 

 

Confidentiality- refers to a condition in which the researcher knows the identity of a 

research subject, but takes steps to protect that identity from being discovered by 

others (Evergreen, 2020).The researcher has explained and ensured that the 

participants understood that there was anonymity and that personal details, such as 

names of the participants and companies would not  be exposed (Du Plooy-Cilliers 

et al., 2014).The researcher has also made use of a group format to protect the 

participant’s identity (Du Plooy-Cilliers et al., 2014).   

 

Bias- Du Plooy-Cilliers et al. (2007),  posit that bias refers to the desire of achieving a 

particular result, which the researcher may not be aware of. This may influence the 

research results in the sense of how and where the researcher collects data from and 

how it is interpreted. To ensure that the research bias was not present the researcher 

has ensured that the guidelines of the academic institution was followed (Academy, 

2020). The researcher has attempted to ensure that all results are included in the 

report and honesty around the limitations of the study was disclosed (Academy, 2020). 

The researcher has also ensured that the results of the research were recorded in 

writing to avoid reporting bias (Academy, 2020). Lastly, the oversight provided by a 

research supervisor was used to prevent research bias. 

 

5.5. Limitations of the study 

As per University (2020), the first limitation of this study was the sample size. The 

sample size used for this study was 3 participants which is insufficient, thus making it 

difficult to identify significant relationships from the data (University, 2020). The 
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researcher overcame this limitation by spending a significant amount of time 

conversing with each participant in order to gain an in-depth understanding on what 

factors impact SMEs ability to implement SLI within KZN. Furthermore, despite 

limited participants, the researcher also made use of probing questions and an open 

ended semi-structured interviews in order to obtain detailed responses and 

participant's views during the interview process. 

The second limitation identified is the sample profile (Hospital, 2006). This study was 

limited exclusively to owners and managers of SMEs and it was not inclusive of 

employees who are involved in daily operations of SMEs.  Thus posing a limitation 

when generalizing from the sample to the target population. The researcher 

overcame this limitation by conversing extensively with the managers of SMEs, in 

their capacity as an employee of an SME and from the perspective of leading and 

managing employees, in order to obtain insight into diversified views, thoughts and 

information (McLeod, 2019). 

 

The third limitation is the time of the study, which refers to the duration taken to meet 

and submit deadlines for research manuscripts and the current environment or 

setting in which the research is conducted in  (Wordvice, 2020). The time available to 

study the research problem and to measure change over time was constrained by 

the deadlines of the assignment  (Wordvice, 2020).The timing of the study was also 

conducted during the Corona virus pandemic thus limiting mobility and face to face 

interaction for in depth interviews (Wordvice, 2020). The researcher overcame this 

limitation by conversing with participants via Zoom, which allowed for face-to face 

interaction electronically. The researcher also overcame time constraints through 

extensive planning, guidance provided by the research supervisor and prioritisation 

of tasks in accordance with deadlines. 

 

The last limitation was the geographical location of the study (Dimitrios Theofanidis, 

2018). This study was limited to KZN, South Africa. Thus not providing an overall 

scope of responses as data saturation was not achieved (Dimitrios Theofanidis, 

2018). Although this affected the scope and accuracy of the research undertaken, 
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the researcher intended to overcome this by attaining an in-depth understanding 

from participants that own or manage SMEs which operate within KZN, which 

provides a platform for future researchers and readers to compare this with other 

geographical locations.  
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Annexure A: Information sheet for participants 
 

 

 

 

CONSENT FORM 

My name is Farah Abdool and I am a student at Varsity College. I am currently 

conducting research under the supervision of Kogie Moodley regarding the factors 

that impact sustainability-led innovation (SLI) in Small and Medium Enterprises 

(SMEs)within KZN. The aim of the research is to identify how access to resources 

impacts SME’s ability to implement sustainability-led innovation and the role that 

factors such as skills, capabilities and leadership play in terms of SMEs ability to 

implement sustainability-led innovation SLI). I hope that this research will enhance 

our understanding. This study will add to the general body of knowledge. The 

research study is aimed at ensuring an understanding of the emerging concept of 

SLI and the significance of SLI within South Africa, in specifically KZN. This study 

also seeks to ensure an understanding of the role that underlying factors such as 

access to funding, leadership, skills and capabilities have on the ability to 

successfully implement SLI by SME’s. The study strives to ensure that owners and 

managers of SMEs understand the importance, management and efficient utilisation 

of resources and the impact of resources on sustainability and the competitive 

positioning of the organisation. The study is intended to provide guidance to owners 

and managers of SMEs or poorly performing SMEs by providing a relevant 

framework in order to evaluate and identify whether factors in their possession could 

yield a competitive advantage which in turn also impacts implementation of SLI and 

thus provide opportunities for sustainable process and product innovations, whilst 

simultaneously addressing the high failure rate and ensuring greater survival of 

SMEs. 

 

I would like to invite you to participate in my study. In order to explain to you what 

your participation in my study will involve, I have formulated questions that I will try to 

fully answer so that you can make an informed decision about whether or not to 
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participate. If you have any additional questions that you feel are not addressed or 

explained in this information sheet, please do not hesitate to ask me for more 

information. Once you have read and understood all the information contained in this 

sheet and are willing to participate, please complete and sign the consent form 

below.  

 

What will I be doing if I participate in your study? 

I would like to invite you to participate in this research because you have the 

knowledge or in a position of an owner/ managerial position of an SME. If you decide 

to participate in this research, I would like to conduct an interview with you regarding 

the research topic. You can decide whether or not to participate in this research. If 

you decide to participate, you may choose to withdraw at any moment or to decide 

not to answer particular interview questions. 

 

Are there any risks/ or discomforts involved in participating in this study? 

Whether or not you decide to participate in this research, there will be no negative 

impact on you. There are no direct risks or benefits to you if you participate in this 

study. You might, however, indirectly find that it is helpful to talk about factors that 

impact SMEs ability to implement sustainability-led innovation. If you find at any 

stage that you are not comfortable with the line of questioning, you may withdraw or 

refrain from participating. 

 

Do I have to participate in the study? 

• Your inclusion in this study is completely voluntary; 

• If you do not wish to participate in this study, you have every right not to do so; 

• Even if you agree to participate in this study, you may withdraw at any time without 

having to provide an explanation for your decision. 
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Will my identity be protected?  

I promise to protect your identity. I will not use your name in any research summaries 

to come out of this research and I will also make sure that any other details are 

disguised so that nobody will be able to identify you. I would like to ask your 

permission to record the interviews, but only my supervisor, I and possibly a 

professional transcriber (who will sign a confidentiality agreement) will have access 

to these recordings. Nobody else, including anybody at Varsity College will have 

access to your interview information. I would like to use quotes when I discuss the 

findings of the research, but I will not use any recognisable information in these 

quotes that can be linked to you. 

 

What will happen to the information that participants provide? 

Once I have finished all interviews, I will write summaries to be included in my 

research report, which is a requirement to complete my Bachelor of Commerce 

Honours in Management. You may ask me to send you a summary of the research if 

you are interested in the final outcome of the study. 

 

What happens if I have more questions about the study?  

Please feel free to contact me or my supervisor should you have any questions or 

concerns about this research, or if there is anything you need to know before you 

decide whether or not to participate.  

You should not agree to participate unless you are completely comfortable with the 

procedures followed.  
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My contact details are as follows: 

Farah Abdool  

The contact details of my supervisor are as follows: 

Kogie Moodley 
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Annexure B: Consent form for audio or video recording 

 

 

 

CONSENT FORM FOR AUDIO OR VIDEO RECORDING  

Consent form for participants  
 
 
I, _______________________________________, agree to allow Farah Abdool to audio record 
my interviews as part of the research about the factors that impact sustainability-led innovation 
(SLI) in Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) within KZN. The aim of the research is to identify 
how access to resources impacts SME’s ability to implement sustainability-led innovation and the 
role that factors such as skills, capabilities and leadership play in terms of SMEs ability to 
implement sustainability-led innovation SLI). 
 
This research has been explained to me and I understand what participation in this research will 
involve. I understand that:  

 
• My confidentiality will be ensured. My name and personal details will be kept private.  
 

 

 
• The recordings will be stored in a password-protected file on the researcher’s computer.  
 

 
• Only the researcher, the researcher’s supervisor and possibly a transcriber (who will sign a 

confidentiality agreement) will have access to these recordings.  
 

 
  

Signature Date 
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Annexure C:  Gatekeepers letter / Request to conduct research 
  

 

 

 

Dear Sir 

I am writing to ask your permission to conduct research at your TFS company. My 

name is Farah Abdool, a Bachelor of Commerce Honours in Management student at 

Varsity College a brand of the Independent Institute of Education (IIE). The research 

I wish to conduct for my Honours Project, titled an exploratory study into the factors 

that impact sustainability-led innovation (SLI) in Small and Medium Enterprises 

(SME’s) within KZN. 

 

The aim of this study is to investigate the factors that impact sustainability-led 

innovation (SLI) in Small and Medium Enterprises (SME’s) within KZN. The project 

consists of three parts surrounding how access to resources impact SME’s ability to 

implement sustainability-led innovation, how skills and capabilities within SME’s 

impact their ability to introduce sustainability-led innovation and the role that 

leadership of SME’s play in terms of SMEs ability to implement sustainability-led 

innovation. The nature of your firm’s participation will be to participate in an interview 

to provide practical insight into how factors within SMEs impact SMEs ability to 

implement sustainability-led innovation. The interview will be conducted between the 

researcher and the Senior Accounting Manager of your SME. The interview, will be 

facilitated for a duration of 30 minutes via an online platform Zoom. The data collected 

from the interview will be utilised for data collection and analysis purposes of the 

research study. Ethical considerations in respect to adherence with anonymity and 

confidentiality will be exercised. 

 

Yours sincerely  

Farah Abdool 
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My contact details are as follows: 

Farah Abdool  

The contact details of my supervisor/navigator/lecturer are as follows: 

Kogie Moodley 
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Annexure D: Gatekeepers Approval 
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Annexure F: Interview Questions 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

1. What is your understanding on the concept of Sustainability-led 
innovation? 

2. Do you think that there is sufficient information, conventions and 
programs relating to sustainability-led innovation? 
 

3. What measures have been taken by your SME to ensure sustainable 
innovation? 

4. What are the factors in your opinion that impact the ability of SMEs to 
implement SLI? 
 

5. What do you think are the most important resources required to 
implement sustainability-led innovation?  

6. How has access to resources impacted the implementation of SLI within 
your SME? 

7. How has the level of skills and capabilities within your SME impacted 
your ability to implement SLI? 

8. What type of leadership style do you exercise how has this leadership 
style impacted your ability to implement SLI? 
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Annexure G: Ethics Clearance Letter 
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Annexure F: Originality Report 
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Annexure G: Summary Document Table 
Title: An exploratory study into the factors that impact sustainability-led innovation (SLI) in Small and Medium Enterprises (SME’s) within KZN 

 


