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SME EnterPRIZE, Generali & SDA Bocconi Research: 

SMEs seek more public support to improve 

sustainability 

• 1,200 SMEs surveyed identified tax incentives, EU funds and education initiatives 

from policymakers to make their businesses more sustainable 

• Energy prices, inflation and the war in Ukraine hinder sustainability efforts 

• NextGenerationEU funds made a positive impact for 52% of the most sustainable 

SMEs 

 

Brussels/Milan – Europe’s small and medium-sized enterprises are seeking a boost from policymakers to make 

their businesses more sustainable, according to research carried out by SDA Bocconi School of Management 

in partnership with Generali for the SME EnterPRIZE project, with the first findings anticipated on the UN’s 

Micro, Small, and Medium-Sized Enterprise Day falling on 27 June. SME EnterPRIZE is Generali’s flagship 

initiative to boost a culture of sustainability for SMEs in Europe. 

 

According to the survey, SMEs urged policymakers to offer tax incentives to promote sustainable products and 

services (73%, of all SMEs surveyed), subsidized funds from the European Union to finance the green 

transition (67%) and an improvement for education and capacity building (63%). 

 

The research, which was carried out by SDA Bocconi’s Sustainability Lab, reached the owners and managers 

of over 1,200 SMEs from 9 European countries. 

 

Barriers to adopting sustainable business practices have increased 

 

59 percent of SMEs surveyed identified energy price rises as negatively impacting their approach towards 

sustainability, while 58 percent cited inflation. 
 

The percentage of European SMEs perceiving significant barriers as holding back their sustainable transition 

has also risen across a number of key areas. Over 50 percent of SMEs indicated that the impact from a lack 

of institutional support from regulation and bureaucracy hindered their efforts, doubling compared to 2022. 49 

percent of SMEs cited a lack of public incentives, up from 28 percent last year. SMEs also identified a lack of 

a clear legislative framework, and missing internal skills and competencies, as barriers, which have increased 

year-on-year. 

 

Sustainable SMEs are more resilient to external shocks 

 

The survey also found that 52 percent of businesses which have already implemented a sustainability plan 

confirmed a positive impact from the NextGenerationEU funds, compared to only 20 percent of those with no 

plan. Businesses with the most-developed sustainability plans – i.e., including employee welfare initiatives, 

community engagement, and environmental-related actions such as circular economy, energy efficiency, and 

decarbonization – have also proved more resilient to external shocks, such as inflation, energy price rises or 
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the war in Ukraine. There was also a clear indication that companies with a sustainability focus benefited from 

a better environmental impact (82%), increased customer satisfaction (75%) and an enhanced reputation 

(64%). 

 

Generali Group General Manager, Marco Sesana, said: “SMEs play a central role as the true engine of our 

economy. It is clear that new challenges and barriers are risking SMEs efforts to become more sustainable. At 

the same time, SMEs are identifying where, and how, they can be supported to overcome these barriers – 

indicating a key role to play for Europe’s policymakers. The importance of the sustainable transition is also 

highlighted in this research: SMEs which have adopted sustainable practices benefit from an improved 

performance in key business results and gain greater resilience from external shocks. With the third edition of 

SME EnterPRIZE, Generali reaffirms its commitment to promoting a culture of sustainability among SMEs.” 

 

"Despite the challenges faced by businesses in recent years, our latest research highlights the resilience of 

European SMEs when it comes to embracing a more structured approach to sustainability. Our findings reveal 

that 43% of the SMEs in our sample have either adopted or are in the process of adopting a formalized 

sustainability strategy. This represents a 3% increase compared to our previous investigation in 2022 and a 

10% increase from a similar analysis conducted in 2020,” said Francesco Perrini, Associate Dean for 

Sustainability and Scientific Director of the Sustainability Lab at SDA Bocconi School of Management, Full 

Professor of Management at the “Management & Technology” Department at Bocconi University. 

“What's even more noteworthy is that the business case for environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 

practices is now clearer than ever. Our survey reaffirms that SMEs that have embraced an ESG approach are 

reaping benefits across all areas, surpassing the already positive results observed last year. For instance, 

82% of the interviewed SMEs reported improvements in their environmental impact, while 74% noted 

enhanced operational efficiency. Additionally, 68% of the SMEs reported accessing new markets, indicating 

that sustainability credentials are increasingly crucial for SMEs seeking to enter and expand into new market 

segments."  

 

Snapshot of Europe’s SMEs – German and Italian companies lead the way  

 

Over half of German (55%) and Italian (51%) interviewed SMEs stated that they already implemented a plan 

to foster their sustainable transition or were soon to introduce one. This was followed by Portugal (49%) and 

Austria (44%). The European average of 43 percent was mirrored in Spain. Falling below the average was 

France, Hungary, Czech Republic, and Croatia. 

 

The country with the largest amount of companies with no sustainability plan in action yet was Czech Republic 

(46%), followed by Croatia (44%) and France and Spain (41%, respectively). The European average was 37 

percent, which was also exceeded by Spain, and Hungary. Austria stood at 37 percent, while a smaller number 

of “laggards” were found in Germany, at just 30 percent, and Italy and Portugal at 33 percent. 

 

Year-on-year, the number of SMEs planning to, or having already implemented a plan, rose by 2 percentage 

points (p.p.) across Europe. The largest increase year-on-year was seen in Italy, which rose by 14 p.p., 

followed by Germany, at 8 p.p., and Hungary at 4 p.p.. All other countries saw a decrease, with France, Czech 

Republic and Spain recording a 3 p.p. drop. As there was no 2022 data record for Croatia and Portugal, their 

data is compared to 2020. Portugal rose by 13 p.p. while Croatia decreased by 6 p.p. 

 

The European average of SMEs with no sustainability plan dropped by 6 p.p. to reach 37 percent. The situation 

in Italy got significantly better with a 23 p.p. improvement; in Germany, the number of “laggards” fell by 8 p.p. 

year-on-year with decreases also seen in Hungary, Austria, and Czech Republic. Spain rose by 2 p.p., while 

France was stable. Both Croatia (+30 p.p.) and Portugal (+26 p.p.) increased significantly compared to 2020. 
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For further details on the survey results, please consult the attached infographics. This autumn, Generali and 

SDA Bocconi will issue the White Paper, on which this research is based, in full. 

More information and insights on the project are available on https://www.sme-enterprize.com/. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE GENERALI GROUP  

Generali is one of the largest global insurance and asset management providers. Established in 1831, it is present in over 50 
countries in the world, with a total premium income of € 81.5 billion in 2022. With 82,000 employees serving 68 million customers, 
the Group has a leading position in Europe and a growing presence in Asia and Latin America. At the heart of Generali’s strategy 
is its Lifetime Partner commitment to customers, achieved through innovative and personalised solutions, best-in-class 
customer experience and its digitalised global distribution capabilities. The Group has fully embedded sustainability into all 
strategic choices, with the aim to create value for all stakeholders while building a fairer and more resilient society. 
 
 
 
SDA BOCCONI SCHOOL OF MANAGEMENT 
For fifty years, we have been committed to fueling your educational experiences with our passion for knowledge and concrete 
know-how, creativity and scientific rigor, and cultural and international diversity. We were born to support the continuous 
growth, improvement and transformation of people, companies and institutions, and we will stand by your side through the 
toughest challenges.  
Over the years, we have grown with our clients and students. We have learned to change and transform what we offer. We have 
gone from national to global leaders according to prestigious, international rankings. We have increased our commitment and 
the programs we offer to ensure we always have an answer to the needs of new skills. We have transformed our research in 
relevant and applied knowledge and embraced the challenge of the digital transformation. And we have designed and created a 
campus for the future, one of the most innovative in the world.  
We are an international school with headquarters in Milan and Rome and a pan-Asian hub in Mumbai, India. Our classrooms 
reflect the globalization of modern society and the diversity of thought that cultivates progress and innovation. 
Our strength lies in our ability to evolve, thanks to the contagious, innovative energy found at all levels of our community. 
We do not fear the future. We want to play a leading role in the global market of higher education alongside small, medium and 
large companies and institutions. We are proud of our identity and the Italian creative ingenuity we represent, but we will always 
be open to the world. 
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