














5.1 Despite the challenging period,

our analysis confirms European SMEs’
commitment to a just sustainable
transition. However, SMEs are
persistently seeking support through

a wide range of institutional and
market-based initiatives.

In today’s rapidly changing world, the importance of sustainable practices and
the need for a just transition are becoming increasingly evident. Economic,
environmental, and societal shifts underscore the urgency for businesses to
adopt and maintain sustainable strategies. The past few years, marked by si-
gnificant challenges, have made it clear that resilience, adaptability, and long-
term thinking are vital for survival and growth. As emphasised in the previous
chapters, despite the complex period of recent years, SMEs’ approach to su-
stainability remains stable.

Our final findings regard how European SMEs are requesting support in their
sustainable journey, to navigate complexities and overcome barriers. Under-
standing their perspectives and addressing their specific needs is crucial in
order to empower SMEs and enable their transition.

Figure 24 indicates the importance that European SMEs place on various me-
asures to support and facilitate their just sustainable transition:

e tax incentives to promote the use of more sustainable products or
services feature as the top-ranking measure, with 73% of European SMEs
considering it “very important” or “important”. It involves providing tax be-
nefits or incentives to encourage SMEs to adopt and offer sustainable pro-
ducts or services;

* EU subsidies or national funds aiming to finance the green transition
of European companies rank second, with 2 out of 3 SMEs considering
them “very important” or “important”. These measures involve the alloca-
tion of subsidised funds by the European Union or national governments
to support the green transition; more favourable financial conditions tied
to ESG ambitions rank fourth with 64% and involve the development of
financial instruments that promote sustainability and provide benefits, in-
cluding discounted fees, to SMEs committed to environmental, social, and
governance goals;

¢ initiatives aimed at promoting consumer demand for sustainable pro-
ducts and services include awareness campaigns, certifications, and la-
bels that highlight the environmental or social benefits of products. Gover-
nments can collaborate with industry associations and NGOs to promote
sustainable consumption and raise public awareness;
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a clear and simplified regulatory framework requires its development
or simplification in a way that is tailored to the capabilities and resources
of SMEs, ensuring that compliance with sustainability regulations is mana-
geable;

education, capacity building, and transfer of competences focus on
providing SMEs the means to enhance their knowledge and skills in sustai-
nable practices. Training programmes, workshops, and mentorships can
be implemented to help SMEs improve resource efficiency and develop
more sustainable business models;

tax measures to discourage the use of less sustainable products
or services consist in applying taxes or levies on products or services
with negative environmental or social impacts to discourage their use. For
example, higher taxes can be imposed on products with excessive packa-
ging or high carbon emissions to incentivise SMEs and consumers to cho-
ose more sustainable alternatives;

support or advisory services from the financial sector to drive Net
Zero carbon ambitions focus on ways for the financial sector to help
SMEs achieve their Net Zero carbon goals. Financial institutions can of-
fer specialised expertise, funding advice, and tailored financial products to
support SMEs in their transition to carbon neutrality;

signing-up to finance providers’ ESG objectives through partnerships
and branding refers to SMEs aligning their sustainability objectives with
finance providers that have strong environmental, social, and governance
objectives. SMEs can form partnerships with banks or investment firms
that prioritise sustainability, leveraging their branding and expertise to sup-
port their own sustainable initiatives.

(Figure 24) How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative very important or important

73%

67% 66%
Tax incentives EU subsidised National
to promote funds to subsidised
sustainable finance the funds to
products or green transition finance the
services green transition

64%

More
favourable
credit
conditions
tied to ESG
ambitions

63% 63%
62% 62%
60%
56%
Promotion of Clear and Education, Tax measures Financial Signing-up
demand for simplified capacity to discourage support or to finance
sustainable regulatory building and use of less advice services providers ESG
products and framework transfer of sustainable for Net Zero objectives
services for SMEs competences products or carbon through
services ambitions partnerships

and branding

Source: SDA Bocconi Sustainability Lab survey for SME EnterPRIZE (May 2023) Total No. 1,240
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5.2 Interestingly, the most pressing
demands for support in the sustainable
journey come from Heroes and Soon-
to-be, followed by the Undecided.
Laggards exhibit lower levels of
interest, although not entirely
negligible.

It is interesting to observe that, among the different groups of SMEs, Heroes
and Soon-to-be companies show the highest levels of interest in the various
initiatives and measures to support their sustainable transition, followed by the
Undecided.

The higher levels of interest shown by Heroes and Soon-to-be SMEs can be
attributed to several factors. Heroes, for example, have already taken steps
towards sustainability and have likely experienced the benefits of such measu-
res, like cost savings, improved reputation, and access to new markets. Their
positive experiences motivate them to seek further support and initiatives to
enhance their sustainable practices.

Soon-to-be SMEs are in the process of implementing sustainability strategies
and are actively exploring ways to integrate sustainable practices into their
operations. They recognise the need for support and initiatives to facilitate their
transition and ensure its success. Their high level of interest reflects their com-
mitment to sustainability and their eagerness to learn and adopt sustainable
measures.

Undecided SMEs, despite their uncertainty about adopting sustainability stra-
tegies, also express significant interest. They appear open to considering su-
stainability and seek information and incentives to make informed decisions.
Access to financial support, favourable regulatory frameworks, and educational
resources can play a crucial role in influencing their decision-making process.
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(Figure 25) How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative very important or important
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Heroes M Soon-to-be M Undecided Laggards

Source: SDA Bocconi Sustainability Lab survey for SME EnterPRIZE (May 2023) Total No. 1,240

On the other hand, Laggards, as the name implies, exhibit the lowest interest
across the different initiatives compared to their fellow SMEs. Their reluctance
can be attributed to several factors. Firstly, they possess limited awareness
of the potential advantages that sustainable practices can bring, such as cost
reductions, enhanced reputation, and access to new markets. While Heroes
have first-hand experience of these benefits and Soon-to-be SMEs are acti-
vely pursuing them, Laggards remain somewhat distanced from the positive
impacts of sustainability. Additionally, Laggards encounter more pronounced
barriers when trying to integrate sustainable measures into their operations
(see paragraph 2.2). To bridge this gap and foster genuine interest in the su-
stainable transition, Laggards would need tailored support and interventions
specifically designed for them.

Overall, the findings highlight the importance of providing dedicated support,
financial incentives, regulatory clarity, and educational resources to SMEs at
various stages of their sustainability journey.

By addressing the specific needs and concerns of these SMEs, it becomes
possible to foster their sustainable transition and contribute to a more sustai-
nable and inclusive economy.
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Despite facing challenges in recent years, the attitude of
European SMEs towards the sustainable transition re-
mains robust.

While barriers to a structured approach persist and have
even increased, the ESG business case is clearer than
ever, yielding tangible benefits.

To ensure a just and sustainable transition, it is vital to
engage Laggards and Undecided SMEs.

Policymakers are urged to raise awareness about the
benefits of sustainability, establish clear frameworks for
SMEs while reducing excessive regulation and bureau-
cracy, and promote engagement with regional innovation
centres.

Financial institutions should offer tailored instruments for
SMEs and foster collaboration to reach a wider SME au-
dience.

SOABocconi

SCHOOL OF MANAGEMENT

m SUSTAINABILITY LAB




6.1 Our analysis reveals that the
sustainable transition of European
SMEs has not halted, despite the
various challenges faced over the last
few years.

European SMEs have demonstrated remarkable resilience in their pursuit of
more structured sustainability approaches, propelled by three main drivers.

Firstly, rising energy costs, alongside the escalating prices of raw materials
and commodities, have further incentivised SMEs to engage in resource effi-
ciency, circularity, and waste reduction. By implementing measures that pro-
mote self-production of renewable energy (e.g. through photovoltaic panels)
and adopting more circular business models, efficient resource utilisation, and
waste reduction, SMEs can not only mitigate the impact of rising costs and in-
flation, but also contribute to more sustainable development patterns.

Secondly, regulatory requirements have played a crucial role in compelling
SMEs to adopt sustainable initiatives. Within the supply chain, for example,
larger firms are increasingly requiring the disclosure of non-financial informa-
tion from their SME suppliers, either as mandated by European legislation or in
response to demands from the financial community. This cascade of require-
ments has triggered a knock-on effect, compelling SMEsto align their practices
with sustainability goals to meet the reporting requirements set by their larger
counterparts.

Thirdly, the vision and sense of responsibility of the owners have played
a crucial role in driving European SMEs to embrace a forward-thinking entre-
preneurial approach that recognises the long-term benefits and opportunities
associated with sustainable practices.
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6.2 The barriers to the adoption of a
more structured sustainability approach
remain high and have increased since
last year.

In comparison to our previous study in 2022, a greater percentage of European
SMEs perceive significant barriers impeding their sustainable transition across
various domains. This increase can be attributed to the challenging period fa-
ced by all businesses, particularly SMEs. The growing relevance of barriers
such as a lack of institutional support, public incentives, and sustainable finan-
ce instruments underscores the need for stronger support and engagement
from institutions and policymakers. It is essential to focus efforts on creating
an enabling ecosystem that addresses these barriers and empowers SMEs to
effectively embrace sustainability.

In a landscape already impacted by the post-pandemic recovery, European
SMEs have also felt the effects of rising energy prices, inflation, and the con-
flict in Ukraine, with 6 out of 10 SMEs stating that these factors have negati-
vely influenced their approach to sustainability. NextGeneration EU funds have
shown a positive influence only on slightly more than one-third of SMEs.

6.3 On a positive note, the business
case for adopting an ESG approach
among European SMEs is stronger
than ever: clear and tangible benefits
are achieved by SMEs that implement
sustainability strategies.

The results indicate that SMEs that have embraced a more structured sustai-
nability approach are experiencing increased benefits across all domains, sur-
passing the already positive outcomes observed in last year’s report. In fact,
a larger number of European SMEs, are reporting significant positive benefits,
falling into three main areas: organisational and environmental, relational, and
market and competitive benefits. This highlights the tangible advantages that
SMEs gain from aligning their operations with sustainability principles.

By focusing on sustainability, SMEs are not only improving their internal pro-
cesses and reducing their environmental impact, but also strengthening their
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relationships with stakeholders and enhancing their competitiveness in the
market. In the field of waste reduction and efficiency, for example, the imple-
mentation of closed-loop systems in clothing production lines, which involves
recycling fabric offcuts and using more sustainable materials, can reduce wa-
ste output and increase circularity. This not only lowers disposal costs but also
increases operational efficiency, leading to cost savings and a more environ-
mentally friendly production process.

Stakeholder engagement and supply chain management provide an additional
example. In the agri-food industry, the adoption of a direct trade approach —
sourcing directly from farmers and ensuring they receive fair compensation —
not only improves the quality and traceability of products, but also strengthens
the relationship with both suppliers and consumers. By transparently sharing
sourcing practices, the company builds trust and loyalty among its customer
base, leading to increased sales and market differentiation.

These findings reinforce the importance of adopting an ESG approach and
highlight the potential for SMEs to thrive by prioritising sustainability.

6.4 Despite the challenging period,
European SMEs are still showing
commitment to their just and
sustainable transition. However, they
are calling for comprehensive support
through institutional and market-based
initiatives.

Our analysis reports the key measures that European SMEs deem crucial to
facilitate their sustainable journey.

Tax incentives to promote sustainable products or services emerge as the top
priority, followed by EU or national subsidised funds for green transition finan-
cing. More favourable financial conditions tied to ESG ambitions and initiatives
to stimulate demand for sustainable products also rank highly.

Clear regulatory frameworks, education, capacity building, and tax measures
discouraging unsustainable practices are also among the most sought-after
measures, together with support from the financial sector for Net Zero goals
and partnerships with finance providers aligned with ESG objectives.
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Addressing these needs will empower SMEs and enable their successful tran-
sition towards sustainability. Notably, the greatest demands for support in the
sustainable journey are voiced by the Heroes and Soon-to-be groups, with the
Undecided category also expressing substantial interest.

6.5 For the just sustainable transition
to happen, it’s essential to onboard
Laggards and Undecided SMEs and
secure their commitment.

Laggards represent the largest single group of SMEs identified in our survey,
accounting for a noteworthy 37% in 2023. Predominantly, these are smaller
companies, typically ranging from 10 to 19 employees, mostly grouped in the
Services, Trade, and Construction sectors.

Their defining characteristics include a marked lack of interest in any sustaina-
bility strategy. Moreover, Laggards consistently exhibit a lower level of integra-
tion when it comes to social and environmental concerns, including foundatio-
nal areas such as health and safety, quality, and work practices.

The predominance of Laggards in sectors like Services, Trade, and Con-
struction, and their smaller size, offers some insights into their hesitancy regar-
ding sustainability. Smaller firms often face tighter margins and may perceive
sustainability initiatives as costly or not directly beneficial to their immediate
bottom line. Additionally, these sectors may have traditionally been more re-
source-intensive and less inclined to change established practices without cle-
ar economic incentives.

Undecided SMEs, on the other hand, represent 16% of our 2023 sample and,
while they are not resistant to sustainability, they have yet to firmly commit to it.
This group does not present a clear specific predominance of smaller compa-
nies or sector affiliation, and its stance is marked by ambivalence or uncertainty
regarding the path to sustainability, reflecting a potential wait-and-see approa-
ch or a need for more clarity before making decisive moves.

Unlike Laggards, Undecided companies may recognise the importance of su-
stainability strategies but could be held back by various factors. These could
range from a lack of information or understanding about the benefits of sustai-
nability to concerns about the feasibility or costs of implementing such strate-
gies in their operations.
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6.6 Building on the framework

developed in our previous report, we

can confirm that three main action

drivers can sustain, consolidate, and

CHAPTER 6

facilitate the just sustainable transition

of SMEs.

Building on these insights, to advance on the journey of just and sustainable
transition, we have identified three main drivers of action: explain and convin-
ce, support, and enhance (Figure 26).

We have attempted to outline short and medium-term recommendations for
policymakers, both at international and national level, as well as for the finan-
cial sector, which are among the key actors capable of promoting, accelerating,

and consolidating the just sustainable transition of European SMEs.

We have sought to present the following recommendations in order of priority,
to draw attention to the initiatives that we believe are most relevant and should
receive higher priority for implementation. In some cases, such as initiatives
aimed at promoting awareness of the benefits of the just sustainable transition,
the implementation of these actions may not be overly complex and could yield
tangible benefits in terms of awareness and persuasion, including in the short

term.

(Figure 26) Three main action drivers (explain and convince, support, and enhance)
can sustain, consolidate, and develop SMEs’ just sustainability transition

SME's strategic approach to sustainability

Recommendations for policy makers

Recommendations for financial sector

ESG strategy already
implemented (“Heroes”)

ESG strategy in the process
of being implemented
(“Soon-to-be”)

ESG strategy may be
considered in the future
(“Undecided”)

ESG strategy not adopted
and not considered for future
(“Laggards”)

Explain and convince Undecided and
Laggards through awareness initiatives
and campaigns showcasing the “ESG
business case”, and the organisational,
relational, market and competitive
benefits of sustainability

Support European SMEs alleviating
the main barriers, focusing on the
establishment of a clear and proportional
framework for SMEs, while securing
incentives for the transition

Enhance the capacity of European
SMEs to engage in regional innovation
centres, to leverage opportunities,
networking and partnership for their
sustainable transition

Engage and empower SMEs explaining
and raising awareness about the available
financial instruments and opportunities to
drive the just sustainable transition

Support European SMEs designing
and mainstreaming specifically
tailored instruments to promote SMEs’
sustainable transition

Enhance the capacity to reach

SMEs through partnerships and
collaboration with relevant players and
the business community
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. Recommendations for Policymakers

Priority 1: explain and convince Undecided SMEs and Laggards
through awareness initiatives and campaigns showcasing the “ESG
business case”, and the organisational, relational, market and
competitive benefits of sustainability.

Since the priority is to engage in the just sustainable transition the Undeci-
ded and Laggards, who represent approximately 53% of our sample, , the first
short-term initiative should aim at explaining the benefits of more structured
sustainability approaches to these companies and persuading them of the or-
ganisational, relational, market and competitive gains the sustainable transition
can bring.

While this task seems relatively less complex for the Undecided group, as they
already exhibit an approach to sustainability comparable to that of Heroes and
Soon-to-be (e.g. integration of environmental and social concerns into busi-
ness activities, and adoption of sustainability initiatives, especially in the field of
resource efficiency and energy saving), the task appears more challenging for
Laggards, who demonstrate more pronounced behavioural patterns.

In both cases, the sustainability business case is clearer than ever: SMEs that
have adopted an ESG approach are reaping benefits across all domains, with
an increase compared to the already positive results of last year’s survey. It
is paramount to use these results to explain and convince the Undecided and
Laggards that sustainability is an investment capable of providing benefits and
gains, rather than just incurring costs.

Priority 2: support European SMEs in overcoming the main barriers, with
a focus on the establishment of a clear and proportional framework for
SMEs, while securing incentives for their transition.

Based on the barriers experienced by European SMEs in their sustainability
journey, and the measures requested for their just and sustainable transition,
medium-term recommendations for policymakers to overcome barriers and fo-
ster sustainability mainly involve:

» definition of a simplified, consistent, and clear legislative framework for
SMEs, providing clarity and guidance on sustainable practices, while avoi-
ding excessive regulation and bureaucracy for these companies. The Eu-
ropean Green Deal envisions a comprehensive sustainability transition
encompassing multiple dimensions of environmental sustainability, with
the overarching goal of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. This is to be
achieved through various actions and plans, complemented by legislation
covering different streams, including providing frameworks for corporate
sustainability reporting and promoting environmentally sustainable econo-
mic activities.
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The European Green Deal, along with related and unrelated policies and
actions, can directly and indirectly impact SMEs in terms of requirements,
obligations, limitations, and compliance.

Direct impacts are often localised or specific to certain sectors, obliging
SMEs to comply with several requirements. Indirect impacts, on the other
hand, depend on the fact that SMEs, while not directly targeted by regula-
tory compliance, might still be burdened with obligations and impositions
within the value chain by their clients, often large enterprises which are
subject to the relevant regulations.

To support European SMEs, it is crucial that all legislation takes into ac-
count the capabilities and characteristics of these businesses. This implies
considering both the direct and indirect impacts of regulations, simplifying
procedures, and reducing the administrative burden for SMEs’ sustainabi-
lity-related activities;

* provision of additional incentives (e.g. tax incentives), and funding to foster
the sustainable transition of European SMEs. These measures could inclu-
de tax incentives (e.g. tax deferral, exemption or reduction) to promote the
use of more sustainable products or services by SMEs, or tax measures to
discourage the use of less sustainable products or services. EU or national
subsidised funds could also be employed to finance the green transition of
European companies.

The European Union already offers various funding programmes and ini-
tiatives dedicated to financing the just and sustainable transition of SMEs,
such as Horizon Europe, European Structural and Investment Funds
(ESIF), the European Investment Bank (EIB) various financing instrumen-
ts, like loans, guarantees, equity investments and the European Innovation
Council (EIC) Accelerator. It is essential that European SMEs are well-in-
formed about the opportunities available for accessing such funding, inclu-
ding through the support of dedicated structures that facilitate and stream-
line access to these resources.

Priority 3: enhance the capacity of European SMEs to engage with
regional innovation centres to leverage opportunities, networking
and partnerships for their sustainable transition.

Our analysis demonstrates a strong link between ESG maturity and engage-
ment with regional innovation ecosystems. By fostering connections with the-
se centres, companies gain access to resources, expertise, and innovation
opportunities. Collaboration with various stakeholders exposes SMEs to new
sustainability practices, cutting-edge technologies, and emerging trends, ulti-
mately elevating their ESG maturity. Initiatives facilitating the connections of
SMEs with regional innovation centres can significantly contribute to their su-
stainability journey. The European Commission oversees an important initiative
known as the European Enterprise Network (EEN), which offers customised
advisory services and technical support to SMEs. Starting from 2022, the EEN
has expanded its services by introducing Sustainability Advisors who speciali-
se in guiding SMEs through their sustainability transition.
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Austria

In 2023, 44% of Austrian SMEs are either in the process
of implementing or have already implemented a sustai-
nability strategy or action plan.

This represents a slight decrease of 1% compared to the
previous survey conducted in 2022. The integration of
environmental and social concerns is largely aligned with
the European average.

Key drivers motivating ESG adoption include the high
cost of energy, regulatory requirements, the potential
benefits from accessing capital at better conditions, and
cultural and social factors.

SMEs in Austria perceive regulation and bureaucracy
and the lack of public incentives and of sustainable finan-
ce initiatives or instruments as the main barriers to their
sustainable transition.

Austrian SMEs feel slightly more affected by the latest
global crises than their European counterparts and con-
sider measures such as the promotion of demand for su-
stainable products and services, EU-subsidised funds to
finance the green transition, and tax incentives to promo-
te sustainable products or services as the most relevant
to support their just and sustainable transition.

Strategic approach to sustainability trends - % of SMEs (Austria No. 120,
Total No. 1,240)

In 2023, 44% of SMEs in Austria declared that they have either already imple-
mented an ESG strategy or action plan or are in the process of implementing
one (Heroes and Soon-to-be), a 1% decrease from the 45% reported in the
previous survey.
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APPENDIX

2020 2022 2023

Heroes - ESG
strategy/action plan already
implemented

21% 14% 20% 26% 27% 23%
Soon-to-be - ESG strategy/ ‘
action plan implementation
process activated

24% 20% 25% 15% 17% 21%
Undecided - Possible future
implementation of ESG
strategy/action plan

33% 38% 10% 13% 17% 16%
Laggards - ESG strategy/
action plan not adopted, and
implementation not planned

16% 20% 40% 43% 37% 37%

Austria Average @

Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (Austria No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

The level of integration of environmental and social concerns in SMEs’ activi-
ties in Austria is largely in alignment with the average scores in most domains.
The most notable deviation below the average is in relation to new processes
and above the average in terms of relations with business organisations.

Health & Safety
in workplace
Quality of
products /
services
Relations with
customers
Relations with
trade unions
Relations with
suppliers
Relations with
employees
Business
strategy

New products
Marketing

New investments
New processes
Relations with
business
organisations
Relations with
local communities
Relations with
competitors

Austria | 58% | 47% 53%  50%  48%  44%  48%  45%  43%  45%  36%  43%  38%  33%
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Main factors that favoured the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(Austria No. 52, Total No. 548)

The three main factors that favoured or required the adoption of an ESG appro-
ach for Austrian SMEs centred around the high cost of energy and regulatory
requirements, However, these factors are ranked below average, with potential
benefits from accessing capital at better conditions and cultural and social fac-
tors sharing third place.

Netenel el Visi d P it of Potential Quality of
Hi ational and/or 'ston and ursuit o benefits from Social proximity Potential corporate
igh energy international sense of social organisational Cultural and . to the local benefits for overnance (e
costs regulatory responsibility of and/or market social factors caSif;Ie:tS;)lgtter community future listing gdiversity of thg.
requirements ownership advantages conditions Board)
© © ©¢ © © ¢
Austria 40% 37% 31% 29% 35% 35% 33% 27% 8%
Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’ (Austria No. 120, Total No. 1,240)
Austrian SMEs appear to perceive the barriers to the sustainable transition with
a slightly higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. The main
barriers are regulation and bureaucracy, a lack of public incentives, and a lack
of sustainable finance initiatives or instruments for SMEs.
Lack of institutional Lack of clear Lack of Lack of internal
. Lack of public Lack of sustainable e economic & resources (including Lack of market
support (regulation, . : . legislative ) . ) e
incentives finance for SMEs financial skills and recognition
bureaucracy) framework
resources competences)
Austria 57% 56% 53% 51% 50% 41% 43%
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APPENDIX

Impact of the energy crisis, inflation, and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very’ (Austria No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Austrian SMEs perceived the negative impacts of the increase in energy pri-
ces, inflation, and the war in Ukraine on their sustainability ambitions with a
slightly higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. With regard
to the positive impact of NextGeneration EU funds, 1 in 3 SMEs perceived po-
sitive effects on their ESG ambitions.

Energy price rise negatively Inflation negatively War in Ukraine negatively NextGeneration EU funds
affected my company’s affected my company’s affected my company’s positively influenced the
approach and priorities on approach and priorities on approach/priorities on adoption of sustainability
sustainability sustainability sustainability initiatives in my company
@ e
Austria 59% 60% 50% 34%

Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring
‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (Austria No. 52, Total No. 548)

Austrian SMEs perceive the benefits of adopting more structured sustainability
approaches with a higher intensity compared to their European counterparts.
The year-on-year comparison shows a relatively consistent trend.
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (Austria No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Austrian SMEs perceive the relevance of transformational drivers with a slightly
higher intensity than their European counterparts and declare a slightly higher
level of preparedness to deal with such drivers.

Digitalisation Electrification Circularity Efficiency Diaﬁ:i’si:c);/iues?g:y So;::asle;?\rlti)gsscts Decarbonisation seqizrsk:faqion
w @ @ @0 O @ O (e (e
59% 47% 58% 39% 57% 41% 57% 42% 56% 45% 52% 37% 50% 30% 47% 27%
Austria ’ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ . .
58% 57% 63% 46% 58% 50% 63% 49% 59% 50% 61% 46% 52% 33% 58% 30%
% stating relevant % stating prepared @
How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
relevant (‘very’ or ‘fairly’) (Austria No. 120, Total No. 1,240)
In terms of requests for support, Austrian SMEs demonstrate a stronger per-
ception of urgency compared to their European counterparts. Promotion of de-
mand for sustainable products and services, EU subsidised funds to finance
the green transition, and tax incentives to promote sustainable products or ser-
vices are highly relevant issues for Austrian SMEs.
. . Signing-up to
Tax incentives EU . National More Promotion of Clear and Education, Tax_measures Financial finance
subsidised L favourable e . to discourage support or .
to promote funds to fi subsidised dit demand for simplified capacity £l dvi X providers ESG
sustainable unths ofinance funds to finance crde_t_l sustainable regulatory building use‘o_ ebsls afV'Cfl StleV'ces objectives
products or tegfﬁe” the green ts:odntlggz products and framework for  and transfer of susdamta © or eb ero through
services ransition transition e 9. services SMEs competences pro u.c sor car_ _on partnerships
ambitions services ambitions

and branding

Austria 72% 73% 69% 69% 74% 60% 70% 67% 67% 61%
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Croatia

In 2023, 31% of Croatian SMEs are either in the process
of implementing or have already implemented a sustai-
nability strategy or action plan.

This represents a slight decrease of 1% compared to the
previous survey conducted in 2020. Their integration of
environmental and social concerns is below average,
especially in areas such as health & safety in the wor-
kplace, products and services quality, and new product
development.

Key drivers motivating ESG adoption include the high
cost of energy, the vision and sense of social responsibili-
ty of the owners, regulatory requirements, and the pursuit
of organisational and market advantages.

SMEs in Croatia perceive the lack of sustainable finance,
a clear legislative framework, and public incentives as
the main barriers to their sustainable transition.

They feel a greater impact from the latest global crises
than other European SMEs and consider national subsi-
dised funds to finance the green transition, tax incentives
to promote sustainable products or services, and more
favourable credit conditions tied to ESG ambitions the
most relevant measures to support their just and sustai-
nable transition.

Strategic approach to sustainability trends - % of SMEs (Croatia No. 120,
Total No. 1,240)

In 2023, 31% of SMEs in Croatia declared that they have either already imple-
mented an ESG strategy or action plan or are in the process of implementing
one (Heroes and Soon-to-be), a 1% decrease from the 32% reported in the
previous survey in 2020. Data for 2022 are not available.
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Health & Safety
in workplace

products /

Quality of
services

Relations with
customers

Relations with
trade unions

2020

2022

2023

Heroes - ESG

strategy/action plan already

implemented

Soon-to-be - ESG strategy/
action plan implementation
process activated

Undecided - Possible future

implementation of ESG

strategy/action plan

16%

16%

14%

20%

26% 10% 23%

15% 21% 21%

47% 38% 13% 12% 16%
Laggards - ESG strategy/
action plan not adopted, and
implementation not planned
14% 20% 43% 44% 37%
Croatia Average @

Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (Croatia No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

The level of integration of environmental and social concerns in SMEs’ activi-
ties in Croatia is below average across all the domains, in particular with regard
to health & safety in the workplace, quality of products and services, and new

products.
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Business strategy

New products

Marketing

New investments

New processes

local communities

Relations with
organisations
Relations with
Relations with
competitors

business

Croatia 39% 37% 37% 39% 33% 38% 32% 30% 34% 33% 29% 27% 28% 30%
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Main factors that favoured the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(Croatia No. 37, Total No. 548)

The three main factors that favoured or required the adoption of an ESG ap-
proach for Croatian SMEs are centred around the high cost of energy and the
vision and sense of social responsibility of the owners, with regulatory require-
ments and the pursuit of organisational and market advantages sharing third

place.
National and/or Vision and Pursuit of Potential Quality of
Hi : N . - benefits from Social proximity Potential corporate
igh energy international sense of social organisational Cultural and accessin to the local benefits for overnance
costs regulatory responsibility of and/or market social factors . 9 R e 90 K (eg.
g . capital at better community future listing diversity of the
requirements ownership advantages conditions Board)
i 49% 38% 46% 38% 35% 14% 30% 8% 19%
roatia

Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’ (Croatia No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Croatian SMEs appear to perceive the barriers to the sustainable transition
with a higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. The main bar-
riers are a lack of sustainable finance, a lack of a clear legislative framework,
and a lack of public incentives.

Lack of institutional Lack of clear Lack of Lack of internal
support (regulation Lack of public Lack of sustainable leqislative economic & resources (including Lack of market
pp 9 ’ incentives finance for SMEs 9 financial skills and recognition
bureaucracy) framework
resources competences)
Croatia 53% 59% 67% 60% 58% 45% 43%
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Energy price rise negatively

affected my company’s

approach and priorities on
sustainability

Impact of the energy crisis, inflation, and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very’ (Croatia No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Croatian SMEs perceived the negative impacts of the increase in energy pri-
ces, inflation, and the war in Ukraine on their sustainability ambitions with a
higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. With regard to the
positive impact of NextGeneration EU funds, less than 1 in 3 SMEs perceived
positive effects on their ESG ambitions.

Inflation negatively War in Ukraine negatively NextGeneration EU funds
affected my company’s affected my company’s positively influenced the
approach and priorities on approach/priorities on adoption of sustainability

sustainability sustainability initiatives in my company

() (5
Croatia 69% 68% 50% 28%
Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring
‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (Croatia No. 37, Total No. 548)
The pattern of benefits perceived by Croatian SMEs due to the adoption of
more structured sustainability approaches is similar to that of their European
counterparts, although small deviations in terms of intensity have been recor-
ded. Data are available only for 2023.
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78%

82%

7%

77%

71%

75%  64%

74%

69% 74% 65% T73% 67% 70% 54% 68% 56% 67% 50% 66% 66% 64% 60% 64% 43% 55% 47% 51%

Croatia.".“““.."

86%

84%

76%

68%

73% 70% 57% 57% 78% 76% 57% 62% 49% 57%
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (Croatia No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Croatian SMEs perceive the relevance of most transformational drivers with a
slightly higher intensity compared to their European counterparts, while they
report a minor level of preparedness to deal with such drivers.

Digitalisation Electrification Circularity Efficiency D;\:gsi::gl’ues?g:y Soocrlasle;?\rlci)((:isscts Decarbonisation seqizgk:?aqion
w @ (@ (@ O O @ ‘e (e
59% 47% 58% 39% 57% 41% 57% 42% 56% 45% 52% 37% 50% 30% 47% 27%
Croatia . I l l I
54% 42% 63% 28% 61% 36% 57% 38% 63% 41% 58% 33% 51% 18% 48% 16%
% stating relevant % stating prepared @

How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
as relevant (‘very’ or “fairly’) (Croatia No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

In terms of requests for support, Croatian SMEs exhibit a perception of urgency
similar to their European counterparts. National subsidised funds to finance the
green transition, tax incentives to promote sustainable products or services,
and more favourable credit conditions tied to ESG ambitions are highly relevant
issues for Croatian SMEs.

More Tax measures Financial Signing-up to
Tax incentives . National Promotion of Clear and Education, . finance
EU subsidised . favourable e . to discourage support or .
to promote . subsidised . demand for simplified capacity . X providers ESG
; funds to finance ) credit . - use of less advice services -
sustainable funds to finance e sustainable regulatory building . objectives
the green conditions sustainable for Net Zero
products or L the green . products and framework for  and transfer of through
. transition o tied to ESG . products or carbon .
services transition o services SMEs competences . e partnerships
ambitions services ambitions ;
and branding

AVG

Croatia 69% 71% 78% 66% 60% 64% 66% 60% 62% 57%
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114

The Czech Republic

In 2023, 35% of Czech SMEs are either in the process of
implementing or have already implemented a sustainabi-
lity strategy or action plan.

This represents a decrease of 3% compared to the pre-
vious survey conducted in 2022.

Their integration of environmental and social concerns
is below average, especially with regard to relations with
customers, trade unions, and suppliers, as well as mar-
keting initiatives.

Key drivers motivating ESG adoption include the high
cost of energy, regulatory requirements, and cultural and
social factors.

SMEs in the Czech Republic perceive regulation and
bureaucracy and the lack of sustainable finance, public
incentives, and a clear legislative framework as the main
barriers to their sustainable transition.

They feel equally affected by the latest global crises as
their European counterparts and consider national subsi-
dised funds to finance the green transition, more favou-
rable credit conditions tied to ESG ambitions, and tax
incentives to promote sustainable products or services
the most relevant measures to support their just and su-
stainable transition.

Strategic approach to sustainability trend - % of SMEs (Czech Republic
No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

In 2023, 35% of SMEs in the Czech Republic declared that they have either
already implemented an ESG strategy or action plan or are in the process of
implementing one (Heroes and Soon-to-be), a 3% decrease from the 38% re-
ported in the previous survey.
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2020 2022 2023

Heroes - ESG
strategy/action plan already
implemented

19% 14% 23% 26% 17% 23%
Soon-to-be - ESG strategy/ ‘
action plan implementation
process activated

12% 20% 15% 15% 18% 21%
Undecided - Possible future
implementation of ESG
strategy/action plan

38% 38% 1% 13% 19% 16%
Laggards - ESG strategy/
action plan not adopted, and
implementation not planned

27% 20% 47% 43% 46% 37%

Czech Republic Average @

Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (Czech Republic No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

The level of integration of environmental and social concerns in SMEs’ acti-
vities in the Czech Republic is below average in most domains, in particular
with regard to relations with customers, trade unions and suppliers, as well as
marketing initiatives.
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Czech . 57% 50% 45% 42% 41% 48% 47% 41% 37% 39% 39% 37% 37% 31%
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National and/or
High energy international
costs regulatory
requirements

Main factors that favoured the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(Czech Republic No. 42, Total No. 548)

The three main factors that favoured or required the adoption of an ESG appro-
ach for SMEs in the Czech Republic are mainly centred around the high cost
of energy, with regulatory requirements taking second position, despite ranking
below average, and cultural and social factors following in third place.

. . Potential Quality of
Vision and Pursuit of ) . . .
. - benefits from Social proximity Potential corporate
sense of social organisational Cultural and . X
- . accessing to the local benefits for governance (e.g.
responsibility of and/or market social factors . . e . X
. capital at better community future listing diversity of the
ownership advantages o
conditions Board)

AVG 40%
Czech 52% 31%
Republic

26% 26% 29% 19% 24% 21% 21%

Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’ (Czech Republic No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Czech SMEs appear to perceive barriers to the sustainable transition with a
slightly higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. The main
barriers are regulation and bureaucracy, a lack of sustainable finance, a lack of
public incentives, and a lack of a clear legislative framework.

Lack of internal

Lack of institutional . . Lack of clear Lack (.)f resources
; Lack of public Lack of sustainable o economic & ) ; Lack of market
support (regulation, . : ) legislative ) . (including "
incentives finance for SMEs financial . recognition
bureaucracy) framework skills and
resources
competences)
AVG 48% 48% 46% @
Czech 58% 52% 53% 52% 50% 36% 37%
Republic
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Impact of the energy crisis, inflation, and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very’ (Czech Republic No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Czech SMEs perceived the negative impacts of the increase in energy prices,
inflation, and the war in Ukraine on their sustainability ambitions with similar
intensity to their European counterparts. With regard to the positive impact of
NextGeneration EU funds, less than 1 in 3 SMEs perceived positive effects on
their ESG ambitions.

Energy price rise negatively Inflation negatively War in Ukraine negatively NextGeneration EU funds
affected my company’s affected my company’s affected my company’s positively influenced the
approach and priorities on approach and priorities on approach/priorities on adoption of sustainability
sustainability sustainability sustainability initiatives in my company
AVG @ @
Czech 58% 56% 50% 28%

Republic

Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring
‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (Czech Republic No. 42, Total No. 548)

The pattern of the benefits perceived by Czech SMEs due to the adoption of
more structured sustainability approaches is similar to that of their Europe-
an counterparts, although with a higher perceived intensity in most aspects.
The year-on-year comparison shows a relatively consistent trend. However,
the perception of some benefits appears to have increased slightly from 2022
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (Czech Republic No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Czech SMEs perceive the relevance of transformational drivers largely in line
with their European counterparts. The same applies to their declared level of
preparedness to deal with such drivers. Small deviations apply.

Digitalisation Electrification Circularity Efficiency Diversity, eguity social pr(_)ducts Decarbonisation Carbonl
and inclusion or services sequestration
w @ (@ @ O O @ ‘e (e
59% 47% 58% 39% 57% 41% 57% 42% 56% 45% 52% 37% 50% 30% 47% 27%
Czech . . ‘ . ‘ ‘ . .
Republic
57% 42% 56% 39% 61% 40% 53% 41% 59% 48% 53% 38% 52% 31% 45% 26%
% stating relevant % stating prepared @
How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
as relevant (‘very’ or ‘fairly’) (Czech Republic No. 120, Total No. 1,240)
In terms of requests for support, Czech SMEs show a similar perception of ur-
gency to their European counterparts. National subsidised funds to finance the
green transition, more favourable credit conditions tied to ESG ambitions, and
tax incentives to promote sustainable products or services are highly relevant
issues for Czech SMEs as well.
. . . Signing-up to
Tax incentives  EU subsidised Nbat!znald ‘ Morebl Promotion of Clear and Education, 'tl'azlmeasures Flnanctlal finance
to promote funds to sth S; Iie avouzjalt © demand for simplified capacity 0 |scc;t|1rage dsluppor or providers ESG
sustainable finance fgn sto CI:Q.I sustainable regulatory building usetq esls afwc’i stezrvmes objectives
products or the green thlnance t?odntl Egz products and framework for  and transfer of susdalnta e or eb ero through
services transition t e green ledto. services SMEs competences products or carbon partnerships
ransition ambitions services ambitions and branding
AVG 66%
Czech i 69% 68% 73% 73% 67% 58% 61% 61% 61% 63%
Republic
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France

In 2023, 39% of French SMEs are either in the process of
implementing or have already implemented a sustainabi-
lity strategy or action plan, a decrease of 3% compared
to the previous survey conducted in 2022.

Their integration of environmental and social concerns is
below average, in particular with regard to health & sa-
fety in the workplace, relations with customers and em-
ployees, and new investments.

Key drivers motivating ESG adoption include regulatory
requirements, vision and sense of social responsibility of
the owners, and the high cost of energy.

SMEs in France perceive a lack of economic and finan-
cial resources, public incentives, and a clear legislative
framework as the main barriers to their sustainable tran-
sition.

French SMEs feel equally affected by the latest global
crises as their European counterparts, and consider tax
incentives to promote sustainable products or services,
national subsidised funds to finance the green transition,
and more favourable credit conditions tied to sustainabili-
ty ambitions the most relevant measures to support their
just and sustainable transition.

Strategic approach to sustainability trends - % of SMEs (France No. 160,
Total No. 1,240)

In 2023, 39% of SMEs in France declared that they have either already imple-
mented an ESG strategy or action plan or are in the process of implementing
one (Heroes and Soon-to-be), a 3% decrease from the 42% reported in the
previous survey.
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Health & Safety
in workplace

products /

Quality of
services

Relations with
customers

Relations with
trade unions

2020

2022

2023

Heroes - ESG
strategy/action plan already
implemented

Soon-to-be - ESG strategy/
action plan implementation
process activated

Undecided - Possible future
implementation of ESG
strategy/action plan

Laggards - ESG strategy/
action plan not adopted, and
implementation not planned

15% 14%

24% 20%

34% 38%

21% 20%

19% 26%

21% 23%

23% 15%

15% 13%

41% 43%

18% 21%

18% 16%

41% 37%

France

Average ‘

Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (France No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

The level of integration of environmental and social concerns in SMEs’ activi-
ties in France is below average across all domains, in particular with regard
to health & safety in the workplace, relations with customers, relations with
employees, and new investments.
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New products

Marketing

New investments

New processes

local communities

Relations with
organisations
Relations with
Relations with
competitors

business

France 39% 40% 34% 39% 36% 31% 33% 33% 38% 28% 32% 30% 28% 23%
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Main factors that favoured the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(France No. 63, Total No. 548)

The three main factors that favoured or required the adoption of an ESG appro-
ach for French SMEs are centred around regulatory requirements, vision and
sense of social responsibility of the owners, and the high cost of energy.

National and/or Vision and Pursuit of Potential Quality of
. ational e ; - benefits from Social proximity Potential corporate
High energy international sense of social organisational Cultural and accessin to the local benefits for overnance (e
costs regulatory responsibility of and/or market social factors . 9 R e 90 K S
g . capital at better community future listing diversity of the
requirements ownership advantages conditions Board)
France 44% 46% 44% 33% 19% 27% 16% 29% 14%

Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’ (France No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

French SMEs appear to perceive the barriers to the sustainable transition with
a slightly lower intensity compared to their European counterparts. The main
barriers are a lack of economic and financial resources, a lack of public incen-
tives, and a lack of a clear legislative framework.

Lack of institutional Lack of clear Lack of Lack of internal
support (regulation Lack of public Lack of sustainable legislative economic & resources (including Lack of market
PP 9 ! incentives finance for SMEs 9 financial skills and recognition
bureaucracy) framework
resources competences)
France 37% 42% 38% 41% 44% 34% 30%

e 1= SME
EnterPRIZE 121




Fostering Sustainability In Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises

Impact of the energy crisis, inflation and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very’ (France No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

French SMEs perceived the negative impacts of the increase in energy prices,
inflation, and the war in Ukraine on their sustainability ambitions with similar
intensity to their European counterparts. With regard to the positive impact of
NextGeneration EU funds, 1 in 3 SMEs reported positive effects on their ESG

ambitions.
Energy price rise negatively Inflation negatively War in Ukraine negatively NextGeneration EU funds
affected my company’s affected my company’s affected my company’s positively influenced the
approach and priorities on approach and priorities on approach/priorities on adoption of sustainability
sustainability sustainability sustainability initiatives in my company
AVG @ @
France 58% 58% 45% 31%

Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring
‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (France No. 63, Total No. 548)

The pattern of the benefits perceived by French SMEs due to the adoption
of more structured sustainability approaches varies from that of their Europe-
an counterparts with significant deviations in most aspects. The year-on-year
comparison shows an increase in the perceived intensity of several of the be-
nefits, and a slight reduction in some other benefits, in particular among those
that recorded exceptionally high levels in 2022.
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (France No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

French SMEs perceive the relevance of transformational drivers with a slightly
higher intensity than their European counterparts. The same applies to their
declared level of preparedness to deal with such drivers.

Digitalisation Electrification Circularity Efficiency D;\;egsi:ziui?g:y Soocrlasle;?\r/?g:scts Decarbonisation seqctzjzrst:?allion
w @ (@ @0 0 O @ (o (e
59% 47% 58% 39% 57% 41% 57% 42% 56% 45% 52% 37% 50% 30% 47% 27%
France . . ‘ . . . . .
56% 46% 63% 38% 64% 40% 58% 43% 61% 48% 58% 39% 53% 34% 46% 28%

% stati | % i d

6 stating relevant 6 stating prepare

How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
relevant (very or fairly) (France No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

In terms of requests for support, French SMEs show a slightly stronger per-
ception of urgency compared to their European counterparts. Tax incentives to
promote sustainable products or services, national subsidised funds to finance
the green transition, and more favourable credit conditions tied to sustainability
ambitions are all highly relevant issues for French SMEs.

More Tax measures Financial Signing-up to
Tax incentives . National Promotion of Clear and Education, ) finance
EU subsidised - favourable A . to discourage support or .
to promote . subsidised . demand for simplified capacity . X providers ESG
; funds to finance ) credit ) - use of less advice services -
sustainable funds to finance o sustainable regulatory building . objectives
the green conditions sustainable for Net Zero
products or L the green ; products and framework for  and transfer of through
. transition i tied to ESG . products or carbon .
services transition L services SMEs competences . e partnerships
ambitions services ambitions

and branding

AVG

France 76% 68% 69% 69% 66% 64% 63% 63% 58% 59%
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ez

Germany

In 2023, 55% of German SMEs are either in the process
of implementing or have already implemented a sustai-
nability strategy or action plan.

This represents a considerable increase of 8% compared
to the previous survey conducted in 2022.

Their integration of environmental and social concerns is
above average, especially in terms of relations with sup-
pliers and new products.

Key drivers motivating ESG adoption include the high
cost of energy, regulatory requirements, and the pursuit
of organisational and market advantages.

SMEs in Germany perceive regulation and bureaucracy,
a lack of public incentives, and a clear legislative fra-
mework as the main barriers to their sustainable transi-
tion.

German SMEs feel equally affected by the latest global
crises as their European counterparts and consider tax
incentives to promote sustainable products or services,
more favourable credit conditions tied to ESG ambitions,
and tax measures to discourage the use of less sustai-
nable products or services the most relevant initiatives to
support their just and sustainable transition.

Strategic approach to sustainability trend - % of SMEs (Germany No. 160,
Total No. 1,240)

In 2023, 55% of SMEs in Germany declared that they have either already im-
plemented an ESG strategy or action plan or are in the process of implemen-
ting one (Heroes and Soon-to-be), up 8% from the 47% reported in the pre-
vious survey.
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2020 2022 2023

Heroes - ESG
strategy/action plan already

implemented

14% 14% 39% 26% 36% 23%

Soon-to-be - ESG strategy/ .
action plan implementation

process activated

23% 20% 8% 15% 19% 21%
Undecided - Possible future
implementation of ESG
strategy/action plan

42% 38% 14% 13% 14% 16%
Laggards - ESG strategy/
action plan not adopted, and
implementation not planned

16% 20% 38% 43% 30% 37%

Germany Average @

Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (Germany No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

The level of integration of environmental and social concerns in SMEs’ activi-
ties in Germany is above average across all domains, in particular with regard
to relations with suppliers and new products.
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National and/or
High energy international
costs regulatory
requirements

Main factors that favoured the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(Germany No. 87, Total No. 548)

The three main factors that favoured or required the adoption of an ESG appro-
ach for German SMEs are centred around the high cost of energy and regula-
tory requirements, The pursuit of organisational and market advantages ranks
third, with only a marginal difference to vision and sense of social responsibility
of owners, which comes a close fourth.

Vision and Pursuit of Potential Quality of
. o benefits from Social proximity Potential corporate
sense of social organisational Cultural and . ;
g . accessing to the local benefits for governance (e.g.
responsibility of and/or market social factors ital : f listi di ity of th
ownership advantages capital at better community uture listing iversity of the
conditions Board)

AVG 40%

Germany 45% 43%

38% 39% 26% 23% 20% 22% 14%

Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’ (Germany No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

German SMEs appear to perceive the barriers to the sustainable transition with
a lower intensity compared to their European counterparts. The main barriers
are regulation and bureaucracy, a lack of public incentives, and a lack of a clear
legislative framework.

Lack of internal

Lack of institutional Lack of clear Lack of resources
t (regulation Lack of public Lack of sustainable legislative economic & (includin Lack of market
support reg ’ incentives finance for SMEs 9 financial . 9 recognition
bureaucracy) framework skills and
resources
competences)
Germany 47% 39% 33% 39% 36% 32% 31%
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Impact of the energy crisis, inflation and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very’ (Germany No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

German SMEs perceived the negative impacts of the increase in energy prices,
inflation, and the war in Ukraine on their sustainability ambitions with similar
intensity to their European counterparts. With regard to the positive impact of
NextGeneration EU funds, more than 1 in 3 SMEs perceived positive effects
on their ESG ambitions.

Energy price rise negatively Inflation negatively War in Ukraine negatively NextGeneration EU funds
affected my company’s affected my company’s affected my company’s positively influenced the
approach and priorities on approach and priorities on approach/priorities on adoption of sustainability
sustainability sustainability sustainability initiatives in my company
@ >
Germany 59% 54% 47% 39%

Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring
‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (Germany No. 87, Total No. 548)

The pattern of the benefits perceived by German SMEs due to the adoption
of more structured sustainability approaches is similar to that of their Europe-
an counterparts, although with a slightly higher perceived intensity. The ye-
ar-on-year comparison shows a relatively consistent trend.
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (Germany No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

German SMEs perceive the relevance of transformational drivers with a higher
intensity with respect to their European counterparts, also declaring a slightly
higher level of preparedness to deal with such drivers.

Digitalisation Electrification Circularity Efficiency D;\;e(;:si:ziu‘as?;:y So:rlzle;i\r/ci)g:scts Decarbonisation seq(flzrs??aqion
avG ® © O ©® O o o o
59% 47% 58% 39% 57% 41% 57% 42% 56% 45% 52% 37% 50% 30% 47% 27%
Germany . ‘ . ‘ . ‘ ‘ .
72% 58% 64% 51% 67% 51% 68% 56% 63% 65% 61% 53% 67% 48% 57% 38%

% stating relevant % stating prepared “

How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
relevant (‘very’ or ‘fairly’) (Germany No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

In terms of requests for support, German SMEs show a slightly stronger per-
ception of urgency compared to their European counterparts. Tax incentives to
promote sustainable products or services, more favourable credit conditions
tied to ESG ambitions, and tax measures to discourage the use of less su-
stainable products or services are highly relevant issues for German SMEs,
although all of the 10 initiatives were declared as very relevant overall.

National More Tax measures Financial Signing-up to
Tax incentives  EU subsidised . Promotion of Clear and Education, . finance
subsidised favourable A . to discourage support or .
to promote funds to " demand for simplified capacity X X providers ESG
. ) funds to credit . - use of less advice services o
sustainable finance X e sustainable regulatory building . objectives
finance conditions sustainable for Net Zero
products or the green . products and framework for  and transfer of through
. o the green tied to ESG i products or carbon .
services transition o e services SMEs competences . e partnerships
transition ambitions services ambitions .
and branding
AVG 66%
Germany 73% 68% 65% 71% 68% 68% 68% 69% 68% 56%
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Hungary

In 2023, 38% of Hungarian SMEs are either in the pro-
cess of implementing or have already implemented a su-
stainability strategy or action plan.

This represents an increase of 4% compared to the pre-
vious survey conducted in 2022.

Their integration of environmental and social concerns is
below average, especially in terms of relations with em-
ployees, new products, and relations with local commu-
nities.

Key drivers motivating ESG adoption include the high
cost of energy, regulatory requirements, and the pursuit
of organisational and market advantages.

SMEs in Hungary perceive a lack of a clear legislative
framework, public incentives, sustainable finance, and
market recognition, as well as regulation and bureau-
cracy, as the main barriers to their sustainable transition.

Hungarian SMEs feel significantly more affected by the
latest global crises than their European counterparts,
and consider tax incentives to promote sustainable pro-
ducts or services and EU and national subsidised funds
the most relevant measures to support their just and su-
stainable transition.

Strategic approach to sustainability trends - % of SMEs (Hungary No. 120,
Total No. 1,240)

In 2023, 38% of SMEs in Hungary declared that they have either already imple-
mented an ESG strategy or action plan or are in the process of implementing
one (Heroes and Soon-to-be), up 4% from the 34% reported in the previous
survey.
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2020 2022 2023

Heroes - ESG
strategy/action plan already

implemented

13% 14% 1% 26% 12% 23%

Soon-to-be - ESG strategy/ .
action plan implementation

process activated

21% 20% 23% 15% 26% 21%
Undecided - Possible future
implementation of ESG
strategy/action plan

31% 38% 12% 13% 13% 16%
Laggards - ESG strategy/
action plan not adopted, and
implementation not planned

16% 20% 42% 43% 38% 37%

Hungary Average .

Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (Hungary No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

The level of integration of environmental and social concerns in SMEs’ activi-
ties in Hungary is below average across all domains, in particular with regard to
relations with employees and local communities and new products.
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Main factors that favoured the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(Hungary No. 45, Total No. 548)

The three main factors that favoured or required the adoption of an ESG ap-
proach for Hungarian SMEs are centred around the high cost of energy and
regulatory requirements, with the pursuit of organisational and market advan-
tages ranking third.

. . . Potential Quality of
. N_auanal gnd/or TG and_ Pur_sunt_of benefits from Social proximity Potential corporate
High energy international sense of social organisational Cultural and . he local benefits f
costs regulatory responsibility of and/or market social factors accessing tothe oca enetits for governance (eg.
requirementy ownershi TS capital at better community future listing diversity of the
qu P 9 conditions Board)
0, 0,
Ave @ @ @ @ @ @ @
Hungary 44% 42% 27% 36% 22% 31% 18% 18% 1%

Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’(Hungary No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Hungarian SMEs appear to perceive the barriers to the sustainable transition
with a higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. The main
barriers are a lack of a clear legislative framework, a lack of public incentives,
a lack of sustainable finance, regulation and bureaucracy, and a lack of market

recognition.
Lack of internal
Lack of institutional Lack of clear Lack (.)f resources
support (regulation Lack of public Lack of sustainable legislative economic & (includin Lack of market
PP 9 ’ incentives finance for SMEs 9 financial ) 9 recognition
bureaucracy) framework skills and
resources
competences)
AVG 48% 48% 46% @
58% 59% 59% 63% 48% 53% 57%

Hungary
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Impact of the energy crisis, inflation and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very’ (Hungary No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Hungarian SMEs perceived the negative impacts of the increase in energy
prices, inflation, and the war in Ukraine on their sustainability ambitions with
significantly higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. With
regard to the positive impact of NextGeneration EU funds, more than 1 in 3
SMEs reported positive effects on their ESG ambitions.

Energy price rise negatively Inflation negatively War in Ukraine negatively NextGeneration EU funds
affected my company’s affected my company’s affected my company’s positively influenced the
approach and priorities on approach and priorities on approach/priorities on adoption of sustainability
sustainability sustainability sustainability initiatives in my company
® o
Hungary 73% 72% 59% 37%

Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring
‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (Hungary No. 45, Total No. 548)

The pattern of the benefits perceived by Hungarian SMEs due to the adoption
of more structured sustainability approaches varies from that of their Europe-
an counterparts, with significant deviations in most aspects. The year-on-year
comparison shows a dramatic increase in the perceived intensity by Hungarian
SMEs in 2023, mainly due to the moderate levels of perceived intensity recor-
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69% 76% 38% 73% 38% 73% 46% 76% 54% 76% 31% 73% 46% 62% 23% 67% 38% 53% 38% 71% 23% 51% 23% 53% 23% 42% 23% 42%
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (Hungary No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Hungarian SMEs perceive the relevance of transformational drivers with a level
of intensity similar to their European counterparts, although small deviations
apply. However, they report a lower level of preparedness to deal with such

drivers.
Digitalisation Electrification Circularity Efficiency D;ﬁjrsi:ZI’ues?g:y Soocrlasle;?\r/ci)g:scts Decarbonisation seq(flzrs??aqion
AV ® © ©® ©® O o o 0o
59% 47% 58% 39% 57% 41% 57% 42% 56% 45% 52% 37% 50% 30% 47% 27%
Hungary I I I
56% 35% 56% 26% 54% 32% 60% 30% 57% 33% 52% 25% 48% 18% 53% 23%
o, H o, H
% stating relevant % stating prepared @

How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
relevant (‘very’ or “fairly’) (Hungary No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

In terms of requests for support, Hungarian SMEs show a similar perception of
urgency to their European counterparts. Tax incentives to promote sustainable
products or services, and EU and national subsidised funds to finance the gre-
en transition are highly relevant issues for Hungarian SMEs.

. Signing-up to
. . - National Mor . . i i
Taxincentives  EU subsidised at_o_ a ore Promotion of Clear and Education, Tax_measures Financial finance
subsidised favourable . . to discourage support or .
to promote funds to . demand for simplified capacity . N providers ESG
; ) funds to credit . - use of less advice services -
sustainable finance X . sustainable regulatory building E objectives
finance conditions sustainable for Net Zero
products or the green . products and framework for  and transfer of through
N o the green tied to ESG . products or carbon .
services transition . " services SMEs competences . o partnerships
transition ambitions services ambitions

and branding

AVG 66% 64%

Hungary 77% 73% 65% 62% 64% 62% 57% 58% 64% 58%
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Italy

In 2023, 52% of Italian SMEs are either implementing
or have already implemented a sustainability strategy or
action plan.

This represents a significant increase from the previous
year.

Their integration of environmental and social concerns is
above average, especially in terms of workplace safety,
quality of products and services, and relations with custo-
mers and employees.

Key drivers for ESG adoption include owner vision, regu-
latory requirements, and high energy costs.

Italian SMEs face barriers including unclear legislation
and excessive regulation and bureaucracy, as well as a
lack of public incentives.

Italian companies feel slightly less affected by global
crises than other European SMEs, and consider tax in-
centives and a simplified regulatory framework the most
relevant measures to support their just and sustainable
transition.

Strategic approach to sustainability trends - % of SMEs (ltaly No. 160,
Total No. 1,240)

In 2023, 52% of SMEs in Italy declared that they have either already imple-
mented an ESG strategy or action plan or are in the process of implementing
one (Heroes and Soon-to-be), up 15% from the 37% reported in the previous
survey.
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2020 2022 2023

Heroes - ESG
strategy/action plan already
implemented

6% 14% 31% 26% 25% 23%
Soon-to-be - ESG strategy/ ‘
action plan implementation
process activated

14% 20% 6% 15% 27% 21%
Undecided - Possible future
implementation of ESG
strategy/action plan

38% 38% 6% 13% 14% 16%
Laggards - ESG strategy/
action plan not adopted, and
implementation not planned
31% 20% 56% 43% 33% 37%
Italy Average @

Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (Italy No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

The level of integration of environmental and social concerns in SMEs’ activi-
ties in Italy is above average across all domains, in particular regarding health
& safety in the workplace, quality of products and services, relations with cu-
stomers and employees.

Health & Safety in

workplace
Business strategy

Quality of
products /
services
Relations with
customers
Relations with
trade unions
Relations with
suppliers
Relations with
employees
New products
Marketing

New investments
New processes
Relations with
business
organisations
Relations with
local communities
Relations with
competitors

Italy 73% 68% 68% 58% 59% 61% 57% 61% 59% 69% 58% 52% 56% 56%
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Main factors that favoured the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(Italy No. 95, Total No. 548)

The three main factors that favoured or required the adoption of an ESG appro-
ach for Italian SMEs are centred around the vision and sense of social respon-
sibility of owners, regulatory requirements, and the high cost of energy, which
required intervention in the field of energy efficiency.

Netenel el Visi d P it of Potential Quality of
High latlona t,an lor |S|0nfan ial urlsmt.o | Cultural and benefits from Social proximity Potential corporate
'gh energy n ernlatlona sense o.bs.l.otuaf orgda/nlsa IOEat Y ulrfa e:n accessing to the local benefits for governance (e.g.
oSt reguatory responsiolity o and/or marke soclatiactors capital at better community future listing diversity of the
requirements ownership advantages conditions Board)
DO O O 0 0 0 o
37% 41% 51% 2% 12% 5% 14% 5%
Italy
Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’ (Italy No. 160, Total No. 1,240)
Italian SMEs appear to perceive the barriers to the sustainable transition with
a slightly lower intensity compared to their European counterparts. The main
barriers are a lack of a clear legislative framework, a lack of public incentives,
and excessive regulation and bureaucracy.
Lack of institutional Lack of clear Lack of Lack ofinternal
; Lack of public Lack of sustainable o economic & resources (including Lack of market
support (regulation legislative
pl:? rea c%ac ’ incentives finance for SMEs framework financial skills and recognition
ureaucracy) resources competences)
Italy 24% 26% 18% 26% 22% 16% 12%
‘ L
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Impact of the energy crisis, inflation and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very (Italy No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

Italian SMEs perceived the negative impacts of the increase in energy prices,
inflation, and the war in Ukraine on their sustainability ambitions with a slightly
lower intensity compared to their European counterparts. With regard to the
positive impact of NextGeneration EU funds, less than 1 in 3 SMEs reported
positive effects on their ESG ambitions.

Energy price rise negatively Inflation negatively War in Ukraine negatively NextGeneration EU funds
affected my company’s affected my company’s affected my company’s positively influenced the
approach and priorities on approach and priorities on approach/priorities on adoption of sustainability
sustainability sustainability sustainability initiatives in my company
@ e
Italy 43% 42% 36% 28%

Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring
‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (Italy No. 95, Total No. 548)

The pattern of the benefits perceived by Italian SMEs due to the adoption of
more structured sustainability approaches is similar to that of their European
counterparts, although with a slight decrease in perceived intensity. The ye-
ar-on-year comparison shows a consistent trend.
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64% 81% 60% 65% 54% 61% 64% 59% 50% 65% 54% 52% 56% 53% 68% 49% 52% 58% 52% 46% 56% 48% 54% 53% 54% 46% 48% 4%

Italy

2022 2023 @9
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (Italy No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

Italian SMEs perceive the relevance of transformational drivers with a slightly
lower intensity with respect to their European counterparts and report a minor
level of preparedness to deal with such drivers.

Digitalisation Electrification Circularity Efficiency Divergity, equity Social prgducts Decarbonisation Carbonl
and inclusion or services sequestration
w @ (@ @ @ @ @ ‘e (e
59% 47% 58% 39% 57% 41% 57% 42% 56% 45% 52% 37% 50% 30% 47% 27%
Italy ‘ . ‘ . . . ‘ ‘
46% 36% 31% 26% 33% 23% 38% 25% 23% 19% 24% 20% 25% 20% 18% 19%
% stating relevant % stating prepared @
How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
relevant (‘very’ or “fairly’) (Italy No. 160, Total No. 1,240)
In terms of requests for support, Italian SMEs show a lower perception of ur-
gency compared to their European counterparts, although tax incentives to
promote sustainable products or services and a clear and simplified regulatory
framework are quite relevant issues for Italian SMEs as well.
. . Signing-up to
Tax incentives EU subsidised National fav’zlt?rraeble Promotion of Clear and Education, Isz.?f;sr:rej SFlnanctlaI finance
to promote funds to finance subsidised credit demand for simplified capacity ! f1|1 9 d upport or providers ESG
sustainable the green funds to finance cond't';ns sustainable regulatory building useto_ ebsls afwcs stezrwces objectives
products or trangsition the green tied tc: IESG products and framework for ~ and transfer of susdam{a e or eb ero through
services transition Iambitions services SMEs competences prscz u_c s or cabr_t_on partnerships
rvices ampitions and branding
Italy 61% 38% 45% 31% 36% 55% 40% 33% 28% 28%
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Portugal

In 2023, 49% of Portuguese SMEs are either in the pro-
cess of implementing or have already implemented a su-
stainability strategy or action plan.

This represents a decrease of 3% from the previous sur-
vey conducted in 2020.

Their integration of environmental and social concerns is
above average, especially with regard to health & safety
in the workplace, business strategy, and new products.

Key drivers for ESG adoption include high cost of energy,
regulatory requirements, and vision and sense of social
responsibility of the owners.

Portuguese SMEs perceive regulation and bureaucracy
and a lack of public incentives, sustainable finance, and
economic and financial resources as the main barriers to
their sustainable transition.

Portuguese companies feel less affected by the latest
global crises compared to other European SMEs and
consider tax incentives to promote sustainable products
or services, EU subsidised funds to finance the green
transition, and tax measures to discourage the use of
less sustainable products or services the most relevant
initiatives to support their just and sustainable transition.

Strategic approach to sustainability trends - % of SMEs (Portugal No. 120,
Total No. 1,240)

In 2023, 49% of SMEs in Portugal declared that they have either already imple-
mented an ESG strategy or action plan or are in the process of implementing
one (Heroes and Soon-to-be), a 3% decrease from the 52% reported in the
previous survey in 2020. Data for 2022 are not available.

e GY=E SME
o ‘ EnterPRIZE

GENERALI




Fostering Sustainability In Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises

Health & Safety
in workplace

products /

Quality of
services

Relations with
customers

Relations with
trade unions

2020

2022

2023

Heroes - ESG
strategy/action plan already
implemented

Soon-to-be - ESG strategy/
action plan implementation
process activated

Undecided - Possible future
implementation of ESG
strategy/action plan

Laggards - ESG strategy/
action plan not adopted, and
implementation not planned

15%

37%

35%

7%

14%

20%

38%

20%

26%

15%

13%

43%

28% 23%

21%

21%

17% 16%

33%

37%

Portugal

Average .

Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (Portugal No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

The level of integration of environmental and social concerns in SMEs’ activi-
ties in Portugal is above average across most domains, in particular with re-
gard to health & safety in the workplace, business strategy, and new products.
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New products

Marketing

New investments

New processes

local communities

Relations with
organisations
Relations with
Relations with
competitors

business

- Q0000

Portugal 66% 49% 54% 48% 48% 49% 50% 49% 44% 43% 52% 40% 36% 35%
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Main factors that favoured the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(Portugal No. 59, Total No. 548)

The three main factors that favoured or required the adoption of an ESG ap-
proach for Portuguese SMEs are centred around the high cost of energy, re-
gulatory requirements, and vision and sense of social responsibility of owners,
despite these ranking below average.

National and/or Vision and Pursuit of Potential Quality of
. . ) . B benefits from Social proximity Potential corporate
High energy international sense of social organisational Cultural and accessin to the local benefits for overnance (e
costs regulatory responsibility of and/or market social factors . 9 . e 90 K 9
! . capital at better community future listing diversity of the
requirements ownership advantages conditions Board)
Portugal 39% 39% 37% 34% 34% 27% 27% 22% 12%

Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’ (Portugal No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Portuguese SMEs appear to perceive the barriers to their sustainable transition
with a higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. The main
barriers are regulation and bureaucracy, a lack of public incentives, a lack of
sustainable finance, and a lack of economic and financial resources.

Lack of internal

Lack of institutional Lack of clear Lack of resources
. Lack of public Lack of sustainable e economic & ) ; Lack of market
support (regulation, ) : ) legislative ) . (including "
incentives finance for SMEs financial ) recognition
bureaucracy) framework skills and
resources
competences)
AVG 48% 48% @ 46% @ 38% @
Portugal 60% 56% 55% 48% 54% 49% 44%
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Impact of the energy crisis, inflation and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very’ (Portugal No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Portuguese SMEs perceived the negative impacts of the increase in energy
prices, inflation, and the war in Ukraine on their sustainability ambitions with
a lower intensity compared to their European counterparts. With regard to the
positive impact of NextGeneration EU funds, 1 in 3 SMEs reported positive
effects on their ESG ambitions.

Energy price rise negatively Inflation negatively War in Ukraine negatively NextGeneration EU funds
affected my company’s affected my company’s affected my company’s positively influenced the
approach and priorities on approach and priorities on approach/priorities on adoption of sustainability
sustainability sustainability sustainability initiatives in my company

AVG

Portugal 52% 50% 38% 33%

Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring
‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (Portugal No. 59, Total No. 548)

In general, Portuguese SMEs perceive the benefits of the adoption of more
structured sustainability approaches with a higher intensity compared to their
European counterparts. Data are only available for 2023.
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (Portugal No. 120, Total No. 1,240)

Portuguese SMEs perceive the relevance of transformational drivers with a
higher intensity compared to their European counterparts, and also report a
higher level of preparedness to deal with such drivers.

Digitalisation Electrification Circularity Efficiency Diver§ity, equity Social prqducts Decarbonisation Carbonl
and inclusion or services sequestration
w ©® ©® O © O o o
59% 47% 58% 39% 57% 41% 57% 42% 56% 45% 52% 37% 50% 30% 47% 27%
Portugal ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ . ‘ . .
66% 54% 67% 48% 61% 53% 63% 48% 70% 55% 56% 43% 60% 31% 59% 31%
% stating relevant % stating prepared @
How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
relevant (‘very’ or ‘fairly’) (Portugal No. 120, Total No. 1,240)
In terms of requests for support, Portuguese SMEs exhibit a slightly stronger
perception of urgency compared to their European counterparts. Tax incentives
to promote sustainable products or services, EU subsidised funds to finance
the green transition, and tax measures to discourage the use of less sustai-
nable products or services are quite relevant issues for Portuguese SMEs.
. . . Signing-up to
Tax incentives  EU subsidised N;at!g_nsald fa Moraebl Promotion of Clear and Education, 'tl'gzirsnce;usrl;rees Szmagrctlilr finance
to prc_)mote fl_mds to S'“fju:(ljsl tg V;_i:m € dema_nd for simplified capa;ity use oflesg advic’;pservices provi_der_s ESG
sustainable finance finance conditions sustainable regulatory building sustainable for Net Zero objectives
products or the green the green tied to ESG products and framework for  and transfer of products or carbon through
services transition transition ambitions services SMEs competences services ambitions ;):‘;tgirearizzzsg
AVG 66% 64% 60%
Portugal 79% 73% 62% 66% 65% 68% 65% 72% 67% 59%
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Spain

In 2023, 43% of Spanish SMEs are either in the process
of implementing or have already implemented a sustai-
nability strategy or action plan.

This represents a 3% decrease from the previous survey
conducted in 2022.

Their integration of environmental and social concerns is
largely aligned with the European average.

Key drivers for ESG adoption include regulatory require-
ments, the high cost of energy, and pursuit of organisa-
tional and market advantages.

Spanish SMEs perceive a lack of sustainable finance, re-
gulation and bureaucracy and a lack of public incentives
and economic and financial resources as the main bar-
riers to their sustainable transition.

Spanish companies feel slightly more affected by the la-
test global crises than other European SMEs and con-
sider tax incentives to promote sustainable products or
services, EU subsidised funds to finance the green tran-
sition, and more favourable credit conditions tied to ESG
ambitions the most relevant measures to support their
just and sustainable transition.

Strategic approach to sustainability trends - % of SMEs (Spain No. 160,
Total No. 1,240)

In 2023, 43% of SMEs in Spain declare that they have either already imple-
mented an ESG strategy or action plan or are in the process of implementing
one (Heroes and Soon-to-be), a 3% decrease from the 46% reported in the
previous survey.
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2020 2022 2023

Heroes - ESG
strategy/action plan already
implemented

10% 14% 30% 26% 28% 23%
Soon-to-be - ESG strategy/ ‘
action plan implementation
process activated

21% 20% 16% 15% 15% 21%
Undecided - Possible future
implementation of ESG
strategy/action plan

51% 38% 14% 13% 16% 16%
Laggards - ESG strategy/
action plan not adopted, and
implementation not planned
12% 20% 39% 43% 41% 37%
Spain Average @

Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (Spain No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

The level of integration of environmental and social concerns in SMEs’ activi-
ties in Spain is in line with the average scores across most domains, with the
most notable deviation below the average being observed in the context of new
investments.
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Spain 54% 52% 49% 49% 47% 47% 47% 46% 44% 36% 43% 36% 40% 37%
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Main factors that favoured the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(Spain No. 68, Total No. 548)

The three main factors that favoured or required the adoption of an ESG ap-
proach for Spanish SMEs are centred around regulatory requirements and the
high cost of energy, with the pursuit of organisational and market advantages
ranking third.

Netenel el Visi d P it of Potential Quality of
Hi ational and/or 'ston and ursuit o benefits from Social proximity Potential corporate
igh energy international sense of social organisational Cultural and accessing to the local benefits for governance (6.9
costs regulatory responsibility of and/or market social factors capital at better community future listing diversity of thé .
requirements ownership advantages conditions Board)
P O OO0 © 0 © ¢
Spain 41% 41% 35% 38% 31% 24% 19% 28% 7%
Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’(Spain No. 160, Total No. 1,240)
Spanish SMEs appear to perceive the barriers to the sustainable transition with
a slightly higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. The main
barriers are a lack of sustainable finance, regulation and bureaucracy, a lack of
public incentives, and a lack of economic and financial resources.
Lack of institutional Lack of clear Lack of Lack of internal
¢ lati Lack of public Lack of sustainable leqislative economic & resources (including Lack of market
support (regulation, incentives finance for SMEs 9 financial skills and recognition
bureaucracy) framework
resources competences)
Spain 51% 51% 56% 49% 51% 43% 48%
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Impact of the energy crisis, inflation, and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very’ (Spain No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

Spanish SMEs perceived the negative impacts of the increase in energy prices,
inflation, and the war in Ukraine on their sustainability ambitions with a slightly
higher intensity compared to their European counterparts. With regard to the
positive impact of NextGeneration EU funds, more than 1 in 3 SMEs reported
positive effects on their ESG ambitions.

Energy price rise negatively Inflation negatively War in Ukraine negatively NextGeneration EU funds
affected my company’s affected my company’s affected my company’s positively influenced the
approach and priorities on approach and priorities on approach/priorities on adoption of sustainability
sustainability sustainability sustainability initiatives in my company
AVG @ @
Spain 64% 61% 48% 41%

Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring
‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (Spain No. 68, Total No. 548)

The pattern of the benefits perceived by Spanish SMEs due to the adoption of
more structured sustainability approaches varies from that of their European
counterparts, with significant deviations in certain aspects. The year-on-year
comparison shows a notable increase in the perceived intensity of these bene-
fits in 2023, mainly due to the moderate levels of perceived intensity recorded
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (Spain No. 160, Total No. 1,240)

Spanish SMEs perceive the relevance of transformational drivers with a slightly
higher level of intensity with respect to their European counterparts. The same
applies to their reported level of preparedness to deal with such drivers.

Diversity, equity

Social products

Decarbonisation Carbon

Digitalisation Electrification Circularity Efficiency ) . ) )
and inclusion or services sequestration
. ® O O o o o
59% 47% 58% 39% 57% 41% 57% 42% 56% 45% 52% 37% 50% 30% 47% 27%
Spain . ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ . .
62% 53% 61% 48% 54% 50% 53% 51% 58% 50% 54% 38% 49% 36% 47% 30%
% stating relevant % stating prepared @
How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
relevant (‘very’ or ‘fairly’) (Spain No. 160, Total No. 1,240)
In terms of requests for support, Spanish SMEs show a stronger perception of
urgency compared to their European counterparts. Tax incentives to promote
sustainable products or services, EU subsidised funds to finance the green
transition, and more favourable credit conditions tied to ESG ambitions are
quite relevant issues for Spanish SMEs.
. . Signing-up to
Tax incentives EU subsidised National P Morrebl Promotion of Clear and Education, Iaz_measrures Fman:;tualr finance
to promote P ndSL: sf!n'sf subsidised avoru;t @ demand for simplified capacity 0 'Sccfnl" age dS.Uppo rq providers ESG
sustainable Y ths Or' ice funds to finance ide't'l N sustainable regulatory building useto_n ebsls afvnrc;\a‘ stezvn::es objectives
products or treng_te_en the green t_cod‘ ' ESZ products and framework for  and transfer of sm:sdal f ? o (:b :o through
services ansitio transition Iemb(')t' n services SMEs competences pro rup S0 ;ab.t.on partnerships
al itions services a itions and branding
AVG e @ 66% 64% 60%
Spain 79% 76% 74% 76% 72% 67% 70% 74% 72% 69%
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Country Synoptic Overview

The table below offers a concise summary of the primary findings obtained
through the country-level analysis regarding the key aspects of investigation.

Czech
COUNTRY

OVERVIEW Austria Croatia Repubblic France Germany Hungary Italy Portugal Spain
(Main Characteristics)

Implementation of a

sustainability strategy

or action plan that has

been already achieved 44% @ 38% 49%
or is in progress (Hero-

es + Soon-to-be) 2023

Integration of envi-

ronmental and social Aligned Below Below Below Above Below Above Above Aligned
concerns (compared to average average average average average average average
the sample average)
Vision 1
Main driver for the . . . . . ) High cost
adoption of a sustain- ~ High costof  High costof ~ Highcostof ~ Regulatory ~ High costof  High cost of ag?s%i?asle High costof  of energy &
ability strategy or action energy energy energy requirements energy energy responsibility energy reg'ulatory
plan P requirements
Lack of peaio
Requlation ' ) Lack of ; Lack of aclear " Lack of
Main barrier to the sus- gand sustainable  Regulation and economic Regaurigtlon aclear legislative Regaurl]gtlon sustainable
tainable transition finance for bureaucracy and financial legislative framework & finance for
bureaucracy SMEs resources bureaucracy  famework  lack of public bureaucracy SMEs
incentives
Perception of the
oottt Slightly more Significantl Slightly | L Slightl
sustainability ambitions i i : igniticantly igntly less ess ightly more
of the |atestyg|oba| affected More affected Aligned Aligned Aligned more affected affected affected affected
crises (compared to the
sample average)
P i £ National
» romotion o subsidised  National sub- Taxincentives Taxincentives Taxincentives Taxincentives Taxincentives Tax incentives
Priority requests for demand for funds to sidised funds to promote to promote to promote to promote to promote to promote
support for SMEs sustainable i to finance the ~ sustainable sustainable sustainable sustainable sustainable sustainable
just and sustainable roducts and inance green tran- products or  productsor  productsor  productsor  productsor  products or
transition services the green sition services services services services services services
transition
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Construction

Construction, Industry, Services,
and Trade

Strategic approach to sustainability trend - % of SMEs (2023 Total No.
1,240, 2022 Total No. 1,000)

The data provide a comprehensive view of the progression of companies in dif-
ferent sectors towards sustainability. While the reasons behind these shifts can
be manifold, it's evident that there is a broad shift, with Construction presenting
the most positive change, with a 16% year-on-year increase in the combined
number of Heroes and Soon-to-be (45% in 2023 vs 29% in 2022), followed by
Industry with an 8% combined Heroes and Soon-to-be increase (52% in 2023
vs 44%). Services present a slight decrease of 1% (42% vs 43%), while Trade
rose to 39% in 2023 from 35% in 2022.

The reasons for these shifts can be attributed to both cross-industry (e.g. a
broad veering of stakeholders’ opinions towards sustainability issues) and sec-
tor-specific factors (e.g. stricter regulations, incentives, or a growing demand
on the part of clients for sustainable buildings and infrastructure, which are
driving Construction SMEs towards adopting more sustainable practices).

Industry Services Trade AVG

ESG strategy/action plan
already implemented
(Heroes)

ESG strategy/action plan
implementation process
activated (Soon-to-be)

Possible future implementa-
tion of ESG strategy/action
plan (Undecided)

ESG strategy/action plan not
adopted, and implementation
not planned (Laggards)

24%

21%

19%

10%

18% 16%

53% 37%

23%

21%

20%

19%

20%

23%

19%

26%

26%

26% 30% 21% 26%

18% 13% 14% 15%

16%

37%

12% 16% 13%

36%

16% 9%

14%

27%

39% 45% 43% 46% 43%
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Integration of environmental & social concerns - % of SMEs ‘fully’ or
‘highly’ integrated (Total No. 1,240)

Regarding the integration of environmental and social concerns into business
operations, the data reveal a consistent trend across all sectors. While there is
still room for improvement, the data suggest a shift from perceiving sustaina-
bility as a peripheral initiative to recognising it as central to business success
and longevity.
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Construction 56% 52% 57% 56% 55% 48% 50% 51% 46% 52% 48% 42% 42% 40%

Industry 58% 55% 54% 49% 49% 49% 51% 49% 48% 47% 46% 39% 38% 38%
Services 54% 47% 47% 43% 42% 4% 39% 40% 38% 40% 36% 36% 36% 30%
Trade 56% 51% 48% 44% 45% 47% 45% 43% 46% 39% 42% 39% 40% 38%
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High energy cost

National and/
or international
regulatory
requirements

Main factors favouring the adoption of an ESG approach - % of SMEs
(Total No. 548)

When considering the three main factors that favoured or required the adoption
of a more formalised sustainability approach, it becomes evident that there is a
clear interplay of economic, regulatory, and ethical drivers. While each sector
has its specificities, the nuanced differences between sectors provide insights
into their unique operational challenges and priorities.

High energy costs appear to be a consistent factor across all sectors, with per-
centages ranging from 41% to 47%, highlighting the importance of energy effi-
ciency and cost savings for SMEs across the board. Energy cost management
is particularly critical for sectors like Construction and Industry, where opera-
tions might be more energy-intensive. The Construction and Industry sectors
show a higher percentage (49% and 46% respectively) of SMEs influenced by
national and international regulatory requests. These sectors are facing more
stringent regulations or are more exposed to international standards that de-
mand sustainable practices. Finally, when it comes to showcasing a sense of
social responsibility, Services stands out with 41% of SMEs being driven by the
vision and social responsibility of owners. This suggests that businesses in this
sector might be more consumer-facing or have a more direct relationship with
clients, making them more attuned to societal demands and values.

. . ) uality of
Vision and Pursuit of Potential benefits . . Q Y

. R . Social proximity . y corporate
sense of social organisational Cultural and from accessing Potential benefits

L . . to the local L governance (e.g.
responsability of and/or market social factors capital at better . for future listing . X
. e community diversity of the
ownership advantages conditions

Board)

AVG

40%

© © ©¢ ¢ ¢ o o

Construction 47% 49% 38% 30% 23% 19% 16% 17% 16%
Industry 41% 46% 35% 29% 22% 23% 19% 15% 10%
Services 43% 35% 41% 28% 29% 21% 25% 23% 10%
Trade 42% 36% 39% 31% 27% 25% 22% 23% 8%
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Barriers to the sustainable transition - % of SMEs rating as
‘very important’ or ‘important’ (Total No. 1,240)

The sectoral analysis reveals that companies in the Trade and Services sectors
exhibit a slightly stronger perception of the various barriers to adopting a more
structured sustainability approach. As mentioned earlier, companies in these
sectors may view their environmental and social footprints as less direct than
those in the Industry or Construction sectors. This viewpoint could complicate
their efforts to chart a clear course towards sustainability, potentially magnifying
the hurdles they perceive. Furthermore, businesses in the Trade sector often
don’t have immediate oversight over the manufacturing methods or sourcing
choices related to the products they trade in. This lack of direct influence can
make the introduction of sustainable initiatives more complex, thereby intensi-
fying their perception of the challenges.

51%

49% 49% o, 49%
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approach and priorities
on sustainability

Impact of the energy crisis, inflation, and the war in Ukraine on the
sustainability ambitions of European SMEs - % of SMEs responding
‘very much’ or ‘very’ (Total No. 1,240)

While all SMEs face challenges related to energy costs, inflation, and geopo-
litical issues, sector-specific sensitivities become apparent. Pertaining these
challenges, the Construction sector seems to be the most vulnerable.

The Construction sector is the most negatively impacted by rising energy co-
sts, with 65% of SMEs affected. This is due to the energy-intensive nature of
construction operations, from machinery usage to transportation. Inflation has
a considerable negative impact across all sectors, with percentages ranging
from 51% to 64%. The Construction sector is, once again, the most affected
(64%), primarily because it relies on various materials whose prices can be
sensitive to inflation. Trade and Services follow closely. The war in Ukraine has
impacted different sectors at varying degrees. SMEs in the Industry sector are
the least affected (40%), suggesting that their supply chains or markets are
less directly influenced by the conflict. In contrast, the Construction sector is
the most affected (52%), possibly due to disruptions in raw material supplies or
geopolitical uncertainties affecting investment in infrastructure projects.

The NextGeneration EU funds, designed to promote sustainable and digital
transitions, have had a positive impact across all sectors, with percentages in
a fairly compact range (from 33% to 36%).
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Benefits of adopting an ESG approach - % of SMEs declaring ‘very
positive’ or ‘positive’ benefits (2023 Total No. 548, 2022 Total No. 258)

As SMEs adopt a more formalised sustainability approach, they are enjoying
benefits that span organisational gains, improved stakeholder relations, and
competitive and market advantages. The growth observed from 2022 to 2023
highlights the fact that the shift toward sustainability is yielding tangible and
diverse rewards for businesses. These figures emphasise that sustainable
practices are increasingly viewed as a strategic advantage, helping businesses
improve their organisational efficiency, strengthen relationships, and expand
their reach and customer base.
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Relevance of and preparedness for transformational drivers: % declaring
‘very’ or ‘fairly’ (Total No. 1,240)

When evaluating the connection between the perceived significance and re-
adiness for transformative drivers at the sectoral level, the relationship is not
as distinct. Construction, Industry, Services, and Trade exhibit a relatively uni-
form emphasis, and their readiness levels are similarly consistent. This pattern
can be attributed to factors such as increased awareness of climate change,
a growing demand for green products and services, and evolving regulations.
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How SMEs are asking to be supported - % of SMEs declaring the initiative
relevant (‘very’ or ‘fairly’) (Total No. 1,240)

While SMEs across sectors have varied preferences, there is a clear consen-
sus in favour of direct fiscal incentives, access to funds, and a simplified regu-
latory environment to aid their sustainable transition. Tax incentives for promo-
ting sustainable products and services are the preferred form of support across
all sectors, with an average of 73%. Both EU and national subsidised funds
aimed at the sustainable transition are popular among all sectors. A clear and
simplified regulatory framework, tailored to the capabilities of SMEs, resonates
across different sectors, indicating a general desire for regulations that are both
understandable and manageable. Notably, the Trade sector expresses the hi-
ghest level of interest in such simplifications, with a preference rate of 70%.
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Methodology

We employed a mixed methodology for this study. To ensure comprehensive
coverage, we conducted a survey using a mixed-method CATI-CAWI approa-
ch. Regarding the sampling plan, we meticulously designed it based on the
latest Eurostat data on enterprises in Europe. This plan aimed to achieve re-
presentation by macro-sector and class of employees on a country-by-country
basis. The interviews were carried out during the period of April-May 2023.
The analysis was verified with a literature review and compared with data and
information from studies, reports, and research at national and international le-
vel. The main preliminary results and insights were shared and discussed with
representatives of EU institutions

CZECH

EMPLOYEES AUSTRIA CROATIA REPUBLIC FRANCE GERMANY HUNGARY ITALY PORTUGAL SPAIN TOTAL
From 10 to 19 68 69 60 92 91 69 80 67 94 690
From 20 to 49 36 35 40 47 47 35 45 37 48 370
From 50 to 249 16 16 20 21 22 16 35 16 18 180
TOTAL 120 120 120 160 160 120 160 120 160 1240
SECTOR AUSTRIA CROATIA RI‘E:F{E gﬂc FRANCE GERMANY HUNGARY ITALY PORTUGAL SPAIN TOTAL
Construction 20 21 15 28 27 17 22 18 22 190
Industry 20 34 37 29 30 28 44 34 33 289
Services 52 41 42 66 63 45 61 39 67 476
Trade 28 24 26 37 40 30 33 29 38 285
TOTAL 120 120 160 160 160 120 160 120 160 1240
N [ ]
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