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1. Introduction

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of 2015 were recently included in the United Nations in the 2030

“Transforming the World” Agenda  to transform the economy at a global level. In this way, the SDGs combine

policy objectives with visions for socio-economic development . Thus, SDGs are considered integral to the

engine of economic development, as well as social change, in public organizations, institutions, NGOs, and private

companies. However, there is currently a growing need for critical analysis of the possibilities of SDG functioning

as a strategic tool and vision for economic development, as well as for business management .

The business community increasingly states that it is necessary to encompass the notion of sustainability in their

business activities and benefits. Several authors have presented the proper incentives for companies seeking to be

efficient in their sustainability and innovation levels, as well as in all business opportunities .

From a societal point of view, organizational knowledge and change are manifested as essential elements for long-

term success in pursuing sustainability. Their continuity is critical to achieving sustainable development (Lozano,

2014). That said, it is clear that knowledge and learning are key success factors for the implementation of

sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) .

Sustainability being of utmost importance, it is to be noted that several demands are related to the environment;

hence, there is a need to create sustainable methods for the organizations’ business . The development of

these new methods generates new possibilities for more attractive and much needed jobs, resulting in the

improvement of people’s quality of life. All this involvement of sustainability within organizations and business

methods has been increasingly developed and, thus, has become indispensable to confront all environmental,

social, and economic difficulties that may arise for organizations .
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The implementation of sustainable practices is crucial for the promotion of sustainability in Portuguese SMEs.

Sustainable practices involve ensuring that business operations do not harm the immediate environment, including

land, water, and mineral resources . The 1994 Copernicus Declaration emphasized the importance of

sustainable development, and it is now a priority for many companies, including SMEs in Portugal . A study by

Lopes and Gomes  analysed the impact of sustainable strategic management in Portuguese companies and

found that incorporating sustainable practices can lead to better business performance and overall success.

Henriques and Catarino  found that implementing a methodology based on cleaner production and value

analysis in Portuguese industrial companies assisted in developing sustainable products and services. A study by

Félix et al.  assessed innovation through design in Portuguese manufacturing SMEs and found that

incorporating sustainable design practices can lead to improved product quality and customer satisfaction.

Furthermore, Farinha, Caeiro, and Azeiteiro  analysed sustainability strategies in Portuguese higher education

institutions and highlighted the importance of commitments and practices from internal insights. Thus, developing

sustainable products and services is a key strategy for promoting sustainability in Portuguese SMEs, as it leads to

better business performance and overall success; therefore, its study is important.

2. Sustainability and Innovation

Sustainability and innovation are increasingly important in explaining the organizational environment. These factors

are correlated in a normative and moral way and in strategic terms to increase competitiveness .

According to the Brundtland Commission Report, prepared by the United Nations in 2014, sustainability is a

consistent evolution that meets the present without harming future generations, and it is adjusted to present needs.

Over time, it has been increasingly emphasized that sustainability should cover three dimensions: changes in

people’s social, economic, and environmental lives. The discussion on sustainability involves Corporate Social

Responsibility (CSR), presented by Rodriguez et al.  as a concept or idea that encompasses a greater variety of

positive phenomena.

Innovation is considered the key determinant of a nation’s competitiveness and firm performance. The

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) defines a country’s competitiveness as the

level at which a company can match market conditions to produce services and good products that meet the needs

of international markets, while being able to maintain and expand people’s real tastes and preferences over a long

period . Competitiveness can also be defined as the ability of a country or locality to maintain wellbeing . In

this way, sustainability, innovation, and competitiveness are of great importance at the organizational level,

affecting an organization’s functioning, but also at a more macro level, as countries may or may not benefit from all

the changes and actions inherent to these challenges .

2.1. Sustainability-Oriented Innovations (SOIs) in SMEs

Sustainability-oriented innovations (SOIs) are innovations developed with the aim of addressing sustainability

challenges. SOIs can take many forms, including the introduction of new or improved products, services, or
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product-service systems that incorporate sustainability principles . Their focus on long-term sustainability

characterizes SOIs, as well as their consideration of social, environmental, and economic impacts and their

integration of sustainability principles into the innovation process . The concept of SOIs emphasizes that

sustainability is not a fixed end point but a direction towards which innovation should be directed . Therefore,

SOIs require a shift in an organization’s philosophy, values, products, and processes towards sustainability .

SOIs are particularly important for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), as they can help these

organizations achieve sustainable growth by addressing social and environmental issues . Different types of

SOIs and strategic sustainability behaviours are identified in SMEs, including eco-innovations, process innovations,

and social innovations . Eco-innovations involve the development of products or processes that reduce

environmental impacts, while process innovations involve improving production processes to reduce waste and

resource use. Social innovations, on the other hand, involve the development of products or services that address

social issues, such as poverty and inequality .

Examples of SOIs in SMEs include developing sustainable packaging materials, using renewable energy sources,

and implementing circular economy principles . SOIs can also involve the development of new business models

that promote sustainability, such as the sharing economy and collaborative consumption . SMEs that adopt SOIs

can benefit from increased competitiveness, improved reputation, and reduced costs . Thus, SOIs are essential

to addressing sustainability challenges, and they can offer SMEs opportunities for sustainable growth while

addressing social and environmental issues .

2.2. Innovation Strategy

According to Tidd and Bessant , innovation can come radically or incrementally. Radical innovation predicts a

high change in processes, products, or services. Incremental innovation, on the other hand, conceives of small

improvements in existing processes, products, or services, improving the way of doing something that was already

done before .

Regarding the types of innovation, they can be in the process or the product . Process innovation can consist

of moving out of an existing supply function, which can correspond to lower variable costs in the production of an

existing service or product, thus generating an increase in productivity. A product innovation, on the other hand,

concerns the creation of a new production function that encompasses the possibility of differentiating an existing

product .

Innovation and, more specifically, technology infrastructure, have attracted growing interest in various political and

socio-economic segments, involving decision makers, development agencies, entrepreneurs, and the academic

community . The focus of industrial and innovation policies has been changing from the exclusive use of direct

support instruments to other, more indirect forms. To improve the competitive environment of enterprises,

considerable efforts have been channeled into building and strengthening the technological infrastructure .
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Considering industrial competitiveness as a result of national and, more recently, regional contexts, the

appropriateness of policies designed for sustainability, such as industrial, science and technology, and other

related policies, is debated. Such policies are usually focused on systems that, in turn, involve various institutions

and mechanisms that support and shape how innovation occurs in productive sectors and in society as a whole

. In this way, the aim is to strengthen the structural conditions for companies and industries to operate in an

increasingly competitive global environment, which, from the point of view of companies, transcends the formation

of prices but prioritizes, among other aspects, the ability to innovate .

Currently, the range of institutional actors involved in innovation activities and their support and evaluation is quite

marked . Among these actors can be highlighted companies, technological infrastructures, such as business

incubators and science and technology parks, and public and private research institutes, centres, and universities,

for which the generation, transfer, and use of knowledge and technology constitute fundamental activities or

essential inputs for innovation .

However, it is important to emphasize that the mere implementation of technological infrastructures does not in

itself constitute a success factor, either in business or sectoral terms or in national or regional terms. On the one

hand, it should be borne in mind that the internal innovation processes of firms are not homogeneous, as they take

various forms and make use of different sources of knowledge and information . On the other hand, enterprises

have their own characteristics, and their capacity to absorb and use new artefacts depends not only on the stage of

development and knowledge already accumulated but also on the nature of technology in the productive sectors

that affect them, as well as the ability to take advantage of development opportunities .

2.3. Sustainability Strategy

Sustainability cannot be assessed through just one corporate action . Therefore, the creation of sustainable

value, according to Hart and Sharma , requires companies to: (a) reduce levels of raw material consumption and

pollution; (b) act with broader levels of transparency and accountability; (c) develop new technologies with the

potential to reduce the human footprint on the planet; (d) meet the needs of people located at the lowest level of

the global income pyramid; and (e) create and distribute income in a more inclusive manner.

Bieker  tells us about four types of sustainability strategies: the “credible” strategy; the “transformative” strategy;

the “efficient” strategy; and the “innovative” strategy. The behaviour of the credible strategy and the efficient one is

a reactive behaviour, whereas that of the transformative strategy and the innovative one is a proactive behaviour.

According to their strategic orientation, the credible and the transformative strategies act in the public, unlike the

efficient and innovative strategies, which act in the market .

According to Schaltegger et al. , strategies for sustainability can be classified as defensive, accommodative, and

proactive (these are the ones that will be adopted in the present entry). Regarding defensive strategic behavior, it

refers to a reaction of companies that aims to avoid costs and restrictions, with managers dealing with

sustainability issues in a reactive and restricted way. The main motivation of companies is not related to achieving
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competitive advantage through sustainable performance but is instead based on the need to comply with

legislation to generate revenue and to protect the business. The accommodative strategy includes social and

environmental objectives in most of the business processes and part of the products. However, these objectives

are not related to revenue generation or the company’s core business. Thus, this perspective considers some

social and environmental objectives, such as occupational health and safety, eco-efficiency, and environmental

protection. In the accommodative strategy, managers are willing to use management tools and systems for

sustainability. Managers are aware that an organizational change is necessary, which implies some involvement

and training of their employees. The proactive strategy incorporates social and environmental objectives into the

company’s business core to contribute to the sustainable development of society and the economy. Adopting this

strategic posture, companies have their products and processes focused on sustainability, as well as the logic of

creating business revenue based on these principles. Thus, the definition of costs and risks is modified to consider

negative externalities. With a proactive strategy, the company seeks to achieve its sustainability goals while aiming

for market leadership through sustainable performance .

Companies are increasingly obliged to comply with sustainability standards and principles, which implies that it is

necessary to adopt sustainable business strategies in order to ensure that resources are managed in such a way

as to prevent their scarcity in the future and to minimize all environmental impacts arising from productive activities.

Naturally, the responsibility of organizations is not only associated with the obligation to produce goods and

services, to obtain profits, and to generate jobs, but also with the effects of their decisions and actions on the entire

social system . In this way, companies maximize their value while not only focusing on economic profit.

Sustainability is also seen as one of several components of the companies’ strategies to build a reputation in the

market. This commitment to sustainability present in the organizations’ strategies has been growing and becoming

indispensable to face the global economic crisis, which leads organizations to include environmental, social, and

economic issues in their corporate strategies .

Developing these strategies brings about more pleasant work opportunities, consequently improving people’s

quality of life in general. Placet et al.  propose that the sustainability strategy should be customized for more

specific situations as it is necessary to obtain more viable solutions that encompass the pillars of sustainability,

thus requiring leaders to customize processes and products in a sustainable way in more specific regions and with

the use of specific raw materials.

2.4. Sustainable Innovation Practices

According to Oliveira and Ipiranga , the articulation between innovation and sustainability presents some

limitations. This is unlike environmental awareness, where some progression is observed, namely through the

inclusion of environmental management in the decision-making process. The need to modify behaviours towards

environmental awareness has become a significant concerns for certain areas, such as marketing and psychology

.
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According to Gonçalves-Dias, Teodósio, Carvalho, and Silva , environmental behaviour will have more impact

with greater training, namely at the top management level of companies (training for company directors). This

greater sensitivity to sustainable innovation practices will promote the emergence of new technologies in order to

improve routine activities and will give rise to changes in products and processes, stimulating a greater

interconnection between organizational innovations and the environment .

The Cleaner Production tool (CLP), which consists of suppressing, reducing, and re-using the waste created in the

production process, is a source of sustainable innovation  that can improve the positioning of companies that

incorporate this type of practice into their organization, unlike those that are limited to a status quo . However,

its implementation may be related to the companies’ ability to comply with the principles of social responsibility .

CLP is directly related to a concept of continuous improvement, which aims to make production processes as

sustainable as possible. Besides being based on sustainable innovation, it also represents a change in the way

companies are managed . CLP strategies are considered preventive in industrial processes by producing new

products that allow progress through waste minimization . CLP incorporates the soft and hard elements of

technologies, such as management systems and equipment, respectively . Following this strategy, Cleaner

Technologies (TML) have appeared, which systematize the new vision through which technology contributes to

planet sustainability, which can complement CLP .

The expression “the sixth wave of innovation” is used in the literature when it is intended to relate innovation and

sustainability, thus fitting into the fifth wave information and communication technologies as organizations are

progressively opting for more sustainable practices. Finally, sustainable practices should be implemented in the

processes of organizations to create “significant innovations for the business” because there has been a social

obligation for their adoption .

3. Business Models and Corporate Performance

Business models can be defined as groups of elements that help create a consistent business. An innovative

business model implies changes in these elements or a different combination so that they can enable the increase

of the value created by the organization. This is an emerging topic due to social and market changes and the

constant adaptation to different paradigms .

Every day, there are new advances related to innovative business models. It is necessary to promote collaboration

between studies in this area to help share different knowledge to achieve more efficient work . The origin of

these models presented by DaSilva and Trkman  emerged from the will to innovate at the organizational level

and to understand the most appropriate processes to increase productivity at the organizational level.

Some examples of new advances in business model innovations are: (1) subscription-based business models; (2)

sharing economy models; and (3) platform-based business models.
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Subscription-based business models have become increasingly popular in recent years, with some companies,

such as Netflix and Spotify, leading the way. These companies have shifted from traditional pay-per-use models to

subscription-based models, allowing for a more predictable revenue stream and increased customer loyalty. By

offering a flat fee for unlimited access to their services, these companies have been able to attract and retain

customers in a highly competitive market . This innovative business model has proven to be successful, and it

has been adopted by many other companies in various industries, including software, media, and e-commerce 

.

Sharing economy models, popularized by companies including Airbnb and Uber, have disrupted traditional

industries by allowing individuals to share their assets (homes, cars) for profit. This innovative business model has

created new revenue streams and business opportunities for both individuals and companies . Airbnb, for

example, has revolutionized the hospitality industry by allowing individuals to rent out their homes to travelers,

while Uber has disrupted the taxi industry by allowing individuals to use their personal vehicles to transport

passengers . This innovative business model has also led to the creation of new industries, such as peer-to-peer

car sharing and vacation rental management.

Platform-based business models, such as those used by Amazon and Alibaba, have created online platforms that

connect buyers and sellers. These platforms allow for increased efficiency and a wider reach for both parties.

Amazon, for example, has created a platform that allows sellers to reach a global audience, while Alibaba has

created a platform that connects buyers and sellers in the Chinese market. This innovative business model has not

only created new business opportunities but has also led to the growth of e-commerce and the digital economy 

.
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