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SMEs, which represent 95% of the workforce, are considered responsible for approximately 60% of all greenhouse gas

emissions and approximately 70% of global pollution [20, 98]. Thus, the concern for the care of natural resource

degradation, climate change, economic progress, and societal well-being has promoted a scientific debate and social

attention. In light of the current business situation, responsible innovation refers to a new approach to innovation

governance that emphasizes the common and recurrent logic of sustainable development, adjusted to the needs of

society [30]. However, its integration into industry is still in its infancy, and even more so when it comes to small and

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The aim of this research is to use a systematic literature review to develop a

conceptual model for responsible innovation and its relationship with SME performance, in connection with sustainable

innovation and corporate social responsibility practices. A bibliometric analysis of 102 articles collected between 2000 and

April 2020 from the Web of Science database was used, in addition to the systematic literature review using the Gephi

and NVivo software. The study presents an overview of the articles, authors, and most influential journals and research

clusters identified, and provides a solid conceptual framework to be applied in this field and in the context of SMEs.
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1. Introduction

Growing global concern about environmental degradation, social inequality, and over-consumption of resources has

attracted increasing attention in academic literature . In light of the current situation, one of the means for working

towards the United Nations’ 17 proposed Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for 2030 regarding the major

challenges being faced in terms of natural resource degradation, climate change, economic progress, and society’s

welfare is “innovation”  and the need for it to be “responsible” .

2.  Responsible innovation

Responsible innovation has been a topic of discussion because it connects the basic concerns of business with the global

challenges of society, i.e., the challenge for companies in this increasingly competitive world to innovate in order to

generate economic benefits, but also to generate sustainable social value, meaning that “responsibility” is now deeply

rooted in the conscience of entrepreneurs, and consequently in companies’ DNA . However, the integration of

responsible innovation in business is still in its infancy . In other words, there is not yet a clear understanding of what

should be “done” , especially in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which are largely unaware of what the

concept of responsible innovation implies  because, as it is an emerging topic, very little practical research has been

done to understand its influence on sustainable development and organisational capacities .

On the one hand, Responsible Innovation (RI) and Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) are a continuous process

of aligning research and innovation with the values, needs, and expectations of society . Although the issue of

responsible research and innovation is a topic discussed among several fields and is not new , it has only recently

gained momentum, especially in such controversial fields of innovation as nanotechnology and geo-engineering , and

especially since the European Union (EU) mainstreamed the term in programmes such as “Horizon 2020” or “FP7”. In

addition to visibility, responsible research and innovation also has the potential to bring this discourse to bear in the early

stages of technology development , which evokes a shared duty to reflect on such criteria as anticipation and

reflexiveness in order to design products and generate policies that can offer a response to the responsible challenges

. In order to make this possible, various actors, such as researchers, funders, policy makers, and enterprises, must be

aligned in the same direction.
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On the other hand, understanding the implications of responsible innovation in industry, especially regarding SMEs, which

constitute 95% of all enterprises in the world , and their impact represents approximately 64% of pollution and waste in

Europe , is still novel, and it remains to be understood how RI can be applied by companies  and how it relates to

business performance . The authors, therefore, suggest that more attention needs to be paid to SME activities 

because their propensity to adopt responsible innovations could have an equally positive and significant impact .

Although this last argument is in line with corporate social responsibility (CSR), sustainable innovation (SI), and similar

terms to CSR in SMEs , it also demands companies to take a step further with a responsible innovation approach that

is a transparent and interactive process . Moreover, RI is more specific and refers to mutual responsibility and the early

inclusion of different actors in the innovation process. Therefore, it seems that CSR, besides being adopted due to its

sustainability-oriented framework, reinforces the potential to promote responsible innovation within firms . Therefore,

this research aims, based on literature review and bibliometric analysis, to develop a conceptual model that could allow us

to explain the drivers of RI in SMEs, its effect on firm performance, and the contingent variables which moderate this

relationship.
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