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Framework of SDG leadership among SMEs in
South Asian nations-using Interpretive Structural
Modelling

Priti Bakhshi®, Reena Agrawal?, Suhan Mendon®, Ramona Birau** and
Iuliana Carmen Bdrbécioru®

Abstract: This research paper investigates the enablers of Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG) leadership among Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs)
in South Asian nations using Interpretive Structural Modelling (ISM). The study
focuses on identifying the factors that facilitate SDG leadership in SMEs, including
shared vision, long-term perspective, co-creation, shared responsibility, empowering
people, eco-centric values, creativity and innovation, bonding and trust, knowledge
sharing, strategic adaption, and progressive culture. The research findings show
that these factors are interrelated, and their integration can help SMEs to achieve
sustainable development and become SDG leaders in their respective industries. The
study contributes to the existing literature by providing insights into the enablers of
SDG leadership among SMEs in South Asian nations and proposing a framework for
their successful implementation. The proposed framework can be used as a guide
for policymakers, managers, and entrepreneurs to promote sustainable develop-
ment in their organizations and the region.

Subjects: Economics; Finance; Business, Management and Accounting

Keywords: leadership; Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs); shared vision; co-creation;
creativity; innovation; sustainable development; organization management; Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs); emerging economy

1. Introduction

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) play a critical role in the economic development of South
Asian nations. However, these nations face several challenges related to poverty, environmental
degradation, and social inequality, among others (World Bank, 2021). In response, the United
Nations introduced the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to promote sustainable develop-
ment and address these challenges (United Nations, 2020). Small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) play an enormously crucial part in the modern world economy, demonstrating the most
unique and incredible ground-breaking system. SMEs’ employment statistics and future worker
needs make it a focus of policies among rising economies. Small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) are a significant engine of financial expansion and socioeconomic advancement (Taylor &
Murphy, 2004; Najeeb, 2021). SMEs include all private sector small and medium-sized industries,
businesses and economic entities (Durst & Runar Edvardsson, 2012). SMEs have a vital role in
implementing the plan set under Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Verboven & Vanherck,

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.
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2016) as this sector creates jobs that diminish unemployment and poverty at a lower level. The
SMEs have generated 90% of new positions in the formal sector (Tahir et al., 2018; Joan et al,,
2022).

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) call for action by all countries,
sectors, and stakeholders to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy
peace and prosperity. The SDG Global Report (UN, 2022) highlights the progress made towards
achieving the SDGs, but also reveals the challenges and the urgent need to accelerate progress.
The Asia and Pacific SDG Progress Report 2022 (UN Asia Pacific SDG Report, 2022) highlights the
widening disparities amid COVID-19, which have affected the progress towards achieving the SDGs
in the region. The report emphasizes the need for collective action, including by small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), to address the challenges and ensure that no one is left behind.
Research has shown that SMEs play a crucial role in achieving the SDGs (Sonntag et al., 2022; UN,
2020). SMEs are recognized as important drivers of economic growth, employment, and innovation,
and are well-positioned to contribute to sustainable development. However, challenges such as
lack of awareness, resources, and capacity, as well as weak regulatory frameworks, can hinder
SMEs’ ability to contribute to the SDGs. To overcome these challenges, SMEs must implement
sustainable practices and align their operations with the SDGs. The importance of implementing
SDGs by SMEs is highlighted by Sonntag et al. (2022), who provide evidence from Germany and
Poland on how SMEs can contribute to sustainable development by adopting sustainable business
practices. The UN (2020) also underscores the importance of SMEs in achieving the SDGs and calls
for greater collaboration and support to enable SMEs to contribute more effectively.

Igbal and Piwowar-Sulej (2022) emphasized sustainability-oriented leadership style in SMEs, it
should contribute to the achievement of three types of goals: environmental, economic, and social,
and thereby it shall enhance resilience and wellbeing of the stakeholder. The study by Igbal and
Piwowar-Sulej (2023) focused only on two factors such as employees’ organizational citizenship
behavior and green organizational climate, which are influenced by sustainable leadership;
Thananusak and Suriyankietkaew (2023) studied sustainability drives in community-based tour-
ism-based social enterprises; the study by Piwowar-Sulej et al. (2023) was limited to fostering
green behavior through green HRM in energy sector and Winit et al. (2023), talked about global
knowledge base on sustainability and brand and touched aspects such as customer attitudes and
behavior, tourism marketing, societal marketing etc. Suriyankietkaew et al (2014, 2016). and
Suriyankietkaew et al. (2022), proposed that small business enterprises needs to adopt a range
of management practices in order to generate a proper balance between economic, social, and
ecological objectives while attaining high performance, resilience, and sustainability. The SMEs are
captivating a prominence in fulfilling the business-linked SDGs for sustainable economic growth for
decent work and generating a constructive shove for an elevated worth of living, education, and
health for all. These enterprises significantly contribute to poverty reduction, particularly in the
rural areas for uneducated but skilled men and women. They support low-income families to run
their expenditures by earning at a small level (World Bank, 2019). The SDGs demand converting
plans with systemic modification in financial markets and institutions work (World Bank, 2019).
Thus this research paper aims to use Interpretive Structural Modelling (ISM) to identify the
enablers of SDG leadership among SMEs in South Asian nations. ISM is a methodology that can
help to identify and analyze complex interrelationships among factors. The paper will propose
a framework for integrating these enablers into SMEs’ business strategies, which can help them to
become SDG leaders in their respective industries. The current research was taken up to seek
answers to the following research question:

RQ1: To identify key enablers in adoption of SDG Leadership among SMEs in South Asian Nations.

RQ2: To evaluate the contextual relationships among identified key enablers.
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RQ3: To develop hierarchical framework of key enablers in adoption of SDG Leadership among
SMEs in South Asian Nations.

2. Literature Review

The Asian Development Bank Institute (2018) conducted a study on the role of small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) in Asia and their challenges in accessing finance. According to the report,
SMEs contribute significantly to employment and economic growth in Asia, accounting for up to
98% of all enterprises in some countries. However, despite their importance, SMEs face significant
difficulties in accessing finance due to factors such as a lack of collateral, insufficient credit history,
and high interest rates. The report highlights the importance of developing policies and programs
that address these challenges, such as improving financial literacy, promoting the use of alter-
native financing sources, and implementing credit guarantee schemes (ADBI, 2018). The study’s
findings are relevant in the context of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
particularly SDG 8, which aims to promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth,
full and productive employment, and decent work for all (United Nations, 2015). By addressing the
challenges faced by SMEs in accessing finance, policymakers can support the growth of SMEs,
which in turn can contribute to the achievement of SDG 8 and other SDGs.

2.1. SMEs in Asian Sub-Continent

A survey that the Asian Development Bank (Asia SME Finance Monitor - ASM) carried out on 20
countries from 5 ADB regions 1 showed that SMEs accounted for an average of 96% of all
enterprises and 62% of the national labor forces across the ASM countries. These countries cover
Central Asia, East Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific. Meanwhile, the latest data
reveal that SMEs contributed an average of 42% of the gross domestic product (GDP) or manu-
facturing value added in ASM countries (ADB 2015). SMEs have continued to influence trade. The
latest data indicate that SMEs in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and India accounted for more
than 40% of the total export values, followed by 26% in Thailand, 19% in the Republic of Koreaq,
and 16% in Indonesia (ADB 2015). Definitions of SMEs differ between countries, not only as
a common indicator, such as employment, but also in the types of indicators used. Along with
employment, the common criteria are assets or capital and revenue, the definition being sales or
turnover. Many economies set two criteria, one being employment and the other being assets or
capital and revenue. For example, Malaysia considers manufacturing firms to be SMEs if they have
fewer than 200 workers or revenue of less than RM50 million (about $12 million). There may also
be different criteria for different sectors. The PRC has 15 sector definitions, Japan has 4, and
Singapore has 1. To make matters even more complicated, government agencies within the same
country may use different definitions. A ministry may use one definition while the national
statistics office uses another, and a priority lending policy may adopt yet another (Yoshino &
Taghizadeh-Hesary, 2018). Four indicators commonly gauge the importance of SMEs. They specify
the SME share of the total for (i) the number of enterprises, (ii) employment, (iii) the domestic
output, and (iv) exports. Not all economies compile data on all four indicators, with the first two
being the most common. Tables 1 and 2 present recent available data on 15 Asian economies,
including the region’s three largest—the PRC, Japan, and India. The share of the total number of
enterprises is the most consistently used indicator across countries, both in Asia and around the
globe. The share for our Asian group is in the narrow range between 97% and over 99%. Both
Bangladesh, which until recently was a low-income country, and the Republic of Korea, a high-
income one, have shares of 99% or more (Vandenberg, Chantapacdepong, & Yoshino, 2016).

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) released the Asia Small and Medium-Sized Enterprise (SME)
Monitor 2020 which provides an in-depth analysis of the SME sector across 14 economies in the
Asia and Pacific region (ADB, 2020). The report emphasizes the significance of SMEs in the region’s
economic development, job creation, and innovation. The report also examines the SME sector’s
performance in terms of access to finance, technology adoption, and export competitiveness.
According to the report, SMEs in Asia and the Pacific face several challenges in accessing finance,
including high collateral requirements, complex loan procedures, and a lack of awareness about

Page 3 of 25



Cod
.

&

Bakhshi et al., Cogent Business & Management (2023), 10: 2253607

cogent--business & management

/10.1080/23311975.2023.2253607

//doi.org

https:

(panunuo))

(8100)

b 12 siuog {(£107) o 38 bupr (/£107) Plouly {(S107) ‘o 18
a1ddiym {(6107) 1PYIN pup njodoiyds-papng *(8T0T) b 39
PAIYD £(STOT) 1P 39 H3ul=a (8107) 'Ib 39 shuog (zz07) P 39
MIDYIBMUDALINS £(£T07) P 32 U0IZ3T £(£10T) 'IP 32 IPUIySg

Ajsnonuuod auoAiana sdojanag

9)doad buamodwiy S

"(1207) 1963 pup Ai4 {(¥107) 199MS

PuUD UUDPDIW (6T0T) 1P 33 PINA (8T0OT) UOISDD PUD UOSHGOY
“(£102) bunupg pup uosuaqoy {(£107) 1P 1@ budr {(ST07)

|0 39 suing (£10¢) 10 39 UDWSPIL {(£T0T) "D 39 Ipudiyag

AJjigisuodsal an3a9)10)

Isuodsay paioys &

(6102) IPYIN

pup niodolydS-palNg (£ 107) PIOUIY-(£10Z) A31m0D) puD USS
(2102) "o 38 42UDIUN (TZ0T) 1o 38 YikIsio] “(1207) 1963 pup
£14:(0702) "1 38 A3UDH 1(8107) 1P 32 SUOg (£ 107) 'Ib 3 bupr
(£107) 1P 39 IpUBIYSG {(£T0T) IO 12 UOIZAT “(£T0T) Plouly
(S102) P 39 3|ddiym “(£207) 1P 32 1PMDIBY (#107) 0 33
DIS0D {(¥T07) 'Ib 312 |o4I0g (#107) P 38 Uudg *(7107) bupm
puD NsH {(£107) |0 39 UDWSPI] {(1107) JauIdlsbiag pup Aiany
{(6007) UOHDQ PUD UUIND *(0TOT) SM3J) ‘6007 “ID 39 |pIlog

$$9204d UOIIDAID UI SI9PJOYIHDIS |10 9bDbUT

uoIDaI2-0) €

“(6102) "o 33 PINA {(1207) 1963 pup A14 {(8107)

U033)4D) PUD UOSHGOY ‘(£ 107) bullipg pup uos1aqoy (£107)
10 38 Bupr {(ST07) o 33 suing {(£107) 10 I8 IpuBIysg {(#107)
199MS pUD UUDDIW {(2Z07) 10M0IBY (0T0T) SMR1D (£107)
10 32 UDWIAPIL {(£007) BIpIad {(ZT07) Hul4 puUD SaADIBIDH
{(ZZ07) "Ib 12 MADYIBIUDALING {(TTO7) J2uldIsbiag pup Kiany

saibajpiis pup buiuubd wisy-buo

anndadsiad wia1-buo z

"(2Z02) 1ompiby (0Z07) 1o 19 IUDWIY

{(1207) 1963 pup A144(1207) 1P 18 YihIsioL (0z0T) 10 12
AsupH £(8107) Io 13 snuog {(6107) 1Yl puD niodolyds-paling
£102) "0 39 IpUSIYRg {(£T0T) 1P 39 UOIZIF {(£10T7) P 1®
bupr {(£107) Plowy {(%#107) ‘I 38 1pJI0g {(ST0T) |0 18 S1ddiym
(€102) "Ip 38 UDWSPIL ‘(#107) 1P 18 PISOD {(Z107) Buom

puD NSH {(+107) "IP 12 uuag {(1107) Jaueisbiag puo Aiany

Ymoub aininy 4yl INOGD UOISIA PIDYS

UOISIA PaIDyS 1

EERITEYETEN]

uondusaq joug

si3)qpu3 Jo SWDN NS

diysiapna) Qs jo sia)qpua A3y ‘T 3|qo]

Page 4 of 25



Cod
.

&

Bakhshi et al., Cogent Business & Management (2023), 10: 2253607

cogent--business & management

/10.1080/23311975.2023.2253607

//doi.org

https:

‘uollpbal) Joyiny @24n0s

"(1202) "0 3@ YAisioL {(1z07)

1963 pup A14 {(ST07) |0 32 MaUIRQ (6107) "o 38 PINA £(0207)
0 13 IUDWUY £(8107) 1P 13 DAIYD ‘(#107) USSUDH PUD Z}IM31Y
(ST0?) 1P 39 wosplb] “(6T0Z) 10 38 PINA {(6107) 'ID 32 ZaNbspA
(£102) 'Ip 38 Z3IDNS-04D) {(7Z0T) "I 13 M3DHISNUDAUNS

‘24n3)nd bunioddns b s193504

ainyn) burgoul

117

(6102) "0 39 UsUUNIBH (6007)

S19MN0Ig-S0g ‘(7 T0Z) USSUDH pup Z3IM3Y (£ 107) ‘IP 1@
J2UsaIM {(ST0Z) 1P 38 Wospld] “(6T0Z) 1P 38 MNA {(6T07) 1P 39
zanbspA {(8T07) ' 32 NIN (£107) 1D 32 ZonINYy {(£107) PIoUlY
(£107) |0 39 z24pNS-04IDD (0TOT) ' 32 PUD)INIDY (6007)
uo3p@ PUD UUIND {(ZT0Z) BUDM PUD NSH (6007) 1P 1 USSUDl

sa1baipi3s
Aigouipisns bundopy pup abubyd buppiqui]

uonoidopy 216910115

ot

“(%10g) USSUDH pup zUmaly {(0Z0¢) ‘P 19 Iubuliy

{(S107) 0 38 wospfd] {(1707) 1o 38 YAISIoL (6107) 0 19
PINA (6T0) |0 38 zaNbsbA {(1207) 1963 pup K14 {(¥107) 19puDY
puDp NH (6T02) "I 39 PNA £(£00T) SHDUSWIDY PUD USYOD

abpajmouy jo buupys snonuiuod

Buripys-abpaymouy|

"(6T02) 1Yl pup njodolyds-napng

(1202) "0 3@ WAIsi1oL {(1z07) 1963 pup A4 £(8107) P 1@
siuog {(0z07) ‘1o 18 ASUDH {2107 “Ip 13 ID)Iid {(£T0T) P 18
1pua4yag {(£107) 10 12 bupr {(€£107) "I 32 UDWIBPIL {(£107)
10 32 U0IZ33 {(£T0T) PIoUlY {(1Z07) 1ompIby {(ST0T) |0 39
a1ddiym {(#107) 1P 18 DISOD {(¥107) 'IP 32 |04Iog (+107) IO 39
uuag {(z10z) bupbp pup nsH {(6007) UolPQ PUD LUINYD {(1107)
Jauidsbiag pup A1aay {(0T0Z) SMal) ‘6007 “Io 19 |oJiog

ssauldipy buiysngoisa ybnoayy isniy buipying

1snJ] pup buipuog

"(6T02) "Ib 39 UBULNIBH {(6007) SIamno.g

-s0g *(010¢) 'Ib 39 WOPYI *(8107) UOISHD) PUD UOSIR]OY
(1z07) 1963 pup Ai4 {(£107) buliog pup UosuaqoY {(6107)
10 32 PINA {(£107) "1 33 Bupr {(£107) P 12 IpUSIYdg (%107)
199MS PUD UUDDIW {(STOZ) 'ID 32 suing {(£107) 'Ib 3 UDWapIL
(1107) JoutR3sbiag pup A1aay {(£007) BIp1a4 {(0T07) SMa1D

uoibAOUUl
Hunaysoy pup jJuswanoidull snonuiuod buipjing

uonpAouul § AJAIDaID

“(¥107) USSUDH pup Z1m3ly

(ST0?) 10 39 Wosplb] “(6T07) 10 38 PINA {(6107) 'ID 32 ZaNbspA
“(0707) pANqOIUDY £(0Z0T) 10 32 49IAL {(STOT) o 39 MBUlRQ
{(6107) "I 32 ZaNbSDAY(1Z07Z) 10MDIBY {(£107) "D 32 bupr
(ST07) "0 38 suIng {(0TOT) ' 32 WOPYIW ‘(#107) b 32 |odiog

S9N|DA PUD SIPNIIIID JOIUSWIUOIIAUD ‘SULIOU |DIO|

S3N|DA D11JUI-023 13 |PIIYIT

ERITEYETEN]

uondudsaq joug

s43)qpu3 Jo SWDN

NS

(panunuo) ‘T 31qo)

Page 5 of 25



Bakhshi et al., Cogent Business & Management (2023), 10: 2253607 O;K-: cogent P b us | Nness & mana ge me nt

https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2023.2253607

alternative funding sources (ADB, 2020). The report also highlights the need for governments and
financial institutions to increase their efforts to support SMEs and enhance their access to finance,
technology, and market opportunities.

Southeast Asia’s robust growth over the past 10 years has been underpinned by micro, small,
and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs); strengthening their role through structural reform will be
critical in maintaining the region’s dynamism. Using national classifications, MSMEs accounted for
an average 97% of all enterprises, 69% of the total workforce, and 41% of a country’s gross
domestic product (GDP) during 2010-2019. The share of MSME employees to total employees and
MSME contributions to GDP expanded moderately. The impact of the novel coronavirus disease
(COVID-19) in 2020 exacerbated already growing global trade tensions and economic uncertainty
in the region. In many ways, MSMEs hold the key to economic recovery in developing Asia.
Entrepreneurship development is key for accelerating inclusive growth in developing Asia.

2.2. MSMEs in Asian Sub-Continent

In Southeast Asia, 61%-89% of MSMEs are in services, many engaged in traditional wholesale and
retail trade. Their operations are typically low-technology and domestically focused with little drive
among owners to expand their business. Young entrepreneurs, start-ups, and technology-based
MSMEs are far more growth-oriented, have innovative mindsets, and look to tap regional and
global markets. However, they remain a small fraction of MSMEs in Southeast Asia. It is crucial to
foster this MSME segment to ignite resilient and inclusive growth at both national and regional
levels. Local MSMEs have the potential to create more jobs. In Southeast Asia, 72%-85% of MSMEs
operate in rural areas. They absorb 70%-84% of MSME employees in their countries. Thus, their
growth is crucial for providing jobs for the unemployed or informal workforces. Improved basic
infrastructure in rural areas—such as electricity, internet penetration, and transportation—can
attract more workers with new and innovative business ideas to outside national capital regions.

Southeast Asian economy has been underpinned by micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises
(MSMEs). They stimulate domestic demand, job creation, innovation, and competition. The region’s
slowing economic growth can be recovered by strengthening dynamics of MSMEs. Based on
national firm classifications, MSMEs in Southeast Asia accounted for an average 97.2% of all
enterprises, 69.4% of the total workforce, and 41.1% of a country’s gross domestic product
(GDP) during 2010-2019. The share of MSMEs to total enterprises slightly declined across the
region, dropping at a compound annual rate of 0.3%. Meanwhile, the share of MSME employees
to total employees rose by 0.8%, and MSMEs’ contribution to GDP expanded by 2.3% at
a compound annual rate. During 2010-2018, MSMEs contributed 20.4% of a country’s export
value on average (a compound annual decline of 0.05%).

2.3. MSMEs in ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) Region

The ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) has recognized the significance of micro,
small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) in the region. MSMEs have become the engine of growth
and a vital source of employment, accounting for over 97% of total enterprises in the ASEAN
region (ASEAN, 2020). Moreover, the ASEAN region has continued to expand, with its MSMEs
representing an increasing share of the region’s GDP. In addition, these enterprises are also crucial
for the ASEAN community to achieve its goal of building a resilient and inclusive economy (ASEAN,
2020). The ASEAN (2020) report emphasizes the significance of MSMEs in the region’s economy and
their development. The report provides an overview of MSMEs in the ASEAN region, including their
contribution to the economy, challenges faced by these enterprises, and policy recommendations
to support MSME development. The report suggests that promoting the growth of MSMEs is crucial
for creating employment, reducing poverty, and generating economic growth in the ASEAN region
(ASEAN, 2020).

The report also notes that MSMEs in the ASEAN region face significant challenges, including
limited access to financing, lack of technology and innovation, regulatory barriers, and limited
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access to markets (ASEAN, 2020). Addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive approach
that includes improving access to finance, creating a conducive policy environment, developing
technology and innovation capacity, and promoting market access (ASEAN, 2020).

Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) are integral to the economic development and
growth of ASEAN Member States. Allowing for different definitions, there are 70 million MSMEs in
ASEAN, accounting for between 97.2%-99.9% of total establishments in ASEAN Member States.
Where data is available, the micro enterprises often constitutes the largest share of enterprises.
Regionally, the MSMEs contribute 85% to employment, 44.8% to GDP and 18% to national exports.

2.4. SDG Achievement in Asian Countries

Many developing countries struggled to recover economically while recording high inflation, high
interest rates and rising debt burdens (UN SDG Global Report, 2022). Out of 169 targets of the
SDGs, 112 targets are measurable. Less than 10 per cent of the measurable targets are on track to
be achieved by 2030, and the remaining targets require urgent and rapid acceleration of progress
or reversal of negative trends. The region must accelerate progress towards 81 targets while
reversing regression against 21 targets (UN Asia Pacific SDG Report, 2022). There is a mixed picture
of SDG progress in South and South-West Asia. Despite performing well in no poverty (Goal 1), the
targets for 2021 were not met. In fact, South and South-West Asia has the highest multi-
dimensional poverty ratio among all other sub regions (29.2 per cent). In countries, such as
Pakistan and Bhutan, income poverty is relatively low (3.9 per cent and 1.5 per cent, respectively),
but multidimensional poverty is high (38.3 per cent and 37.3 per cent, respectively). South and
South-West Asia performed exceptionally well in providing electricity to people, which helped
accelerate progress on affordable and clean energy (Goal 7). However, much more needs to be
done to increase access to and affordability of renewable energy. Insufficient progress is being
made on zero hunger (Goal 2) in South and South-West Asia. The prevalence of malnutrition and
stunting among children under 5 years of age has substantially reduced, but more people in South
and South-West Asia are suffering from moderate or severe food insecurity. For instance, food
insecurity has increased in Afghanistan (from 49.6 per cent in 2016 to 63.1 per cent in 2019) and
Nepal (from 31.2 per cent in 2016 to 36.4 per cent in 2019). The pace of progress is extremely slow
on decent work and economic growth (Goal 8) and reduced inequalities (Goal 10). Despite overall
GDP growth in the subregion since 2015, some countries, such as Afghanistan (—0.9), Iran (Islamic
Republic of Iran) (-8.9) and Pakistan (~1.6), experienced a negative growth rate of output per
worker in 2019. Furthermore, the unemployment rate has increased while the level of compliance
with labour rights has declined, which further slowed progress on Goal 8. The sub-region must
improve resource efficiency in consumption and production as both material footprint in produc-
tion and domestic material consumption have increased since 2015 (UN Asia Pacific SDG Report,
2022). The major enablers of SDG Leadership among SME include:

2.4.1. Shared Vision

Shared vision is critical for SMEs to align their goals and objectives with those of their stakeholders
and to foster collaboration and partnerships for SDG implementation (Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011;
Benn et al., 2014; Hsu & Wang, 2012). In addition, shared vision enables SMEs to communicate the
importance of SDGs to their employees, customers, and suppliers, which can enhance their
reputation and increase their competitiveness in the market (Arnold, 2017; Boiral et al.,, 2014;
Etzion et al, 2017; Jang et al,, 2017; Tideman et al,, 2013; Whipple et al., 2015). Shared vision
works stakeholder empowerment into all aspects of the change project. This makes it an effective
approach for leading change (Behrendt et al., 2017; Burlea-Schiopoiu and Mihai (2019) (Bontis
et al.,, 2018; Haney et al., 2020; Tolstykh et al., 2021).; Developing a deeper understanding of the
process of building shared vision is critically important for the success of change projects. As
indicated by Senge (1990), a shared vision is a force that touches people’s hearts, a force of
impressive power. More so, a shared vision helps transform the company into mine and ours,
where employees begin to take responsibility for their work and maintain an environment domi-
nated by teamwork. According to Bell and Kozlowski (2002) effective leaders are those who can
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create a visionary image of the desired achievement of the future situation, but also Quigley (1994)
shares the same opinion and says that when the personal vision of a leader is shared with
members of the organization, then the difference between a true leader and a simple manager
becomes obvious. Moreover, a shared vision becomes a shared contract that binds the leader and
followers’ moral obligation (Quigley, 1994). Another line of thought is that a shared vision creates
a special bond between leaders and their followers (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; Shamir & Howell,
1999). And at the same time, the vision gives direction and meaning to its managers and their
teams by building their energies together and participating in transforming the practice (Armani
et al,, 2020; Fry & Egel, 2021). It is also important to note that leaders closely monitor the energy
level of the team and organization to maintain a balance between innovation/transformation/
entertainment (Armani et al., 2020; Fry & Egel, 2021).

2.4.2. Long-Term Perspective

A long-term perspective can also enable SMEs to anticipate potential challenges and risks asso-
ciated with sustainable practices, leading to the development of more effective mitigation strate-
gies (Kaur et al., 2021). This, in turn, can lead to increased resilience and adaptability in the face of
external challenges such as market fluctuations, regulatory changes, and climate-related risks. The
literature indicates that organizations should consider long-term perspectives rather than short-
term views for sustainable growth. Minkov and Hofstede (2011) cultural study also indicates that
long-term orientation is prominent in Asian cultures and becomes crucial for the economic devel-
opment. Research indicates that a sustainable enterprise must focus on the long term over the
short term to achieve sustainability and resilience (Robertson & Barling, 2017; Yukl et al., 2019).
Leaders and members with the long-term orientation tend to emphasize the long-term future
actions and outcomes, including thinking, planning decisions and strategies, instead of the short-
term goals. Built on the previous studies, the long-term orientation also requires diverse sustain-
ability leadership competencies, namely, strategic (management) competence, systems thinking
competence and anticipatory (foresight thinking) competence (Lumpkin et. al, 2011). These sus-
tainability leadership competencies incorporate the ability to think strategically and systematically
in order to analyze complex systems toward sustainability strategies and future transformation.
The competencies also help anticipate potential consequences for future sustainability issues and
decisions made by the enterprise at present (Robertson & Carleton, 2018; Fry and Engel, 2021).
Apart from its long-term thinking and management orientation, building long-term stakeholder
relationships with related stakeholders (i.e., suppliers, customers, employees and the community)
helps enhance future business wellbeing and the prosperity of SMEs (Behrendt et al., 2017; Burns
et al,, 2015). The word “sustainability” clearly implies the long-term span over time. In theCBSE
context, community leaders and their members are held accountable for their decisions and
actions that affect related stakeholders in both the short and long term (Sikka et. al, 2018).
Every decision-maker must consider long-term impacts. The long-term orientation can improve
the CBSE sustainability when all stakeholders are satisfied and a compromise between short-
andlong-term goals in all prudent decision-making are prudentially considered (Crews, 2010;
Jang et al., 2017; McCann & Sweet, 2014). Long-term orientation allows organizations to outper-
form their competitors with the short-term thinking. Companies with long-term thinkingand
investments outperform their counterparties (Suriyankietkaew et al., 2022, Hargreaves and Fink,
2006; Ferdig, 2007; Tideman et al., 2013). In light of the literature, the long-term orientation is
a critical practice to create sustainable impacts in CBSEs (Lukmpkin, et. al, 2010;Avery &
Bergsteiner, 2011;).

2.4.3. Co-Creation

Co-creation involves collaborative efforts between firms and stakeholders in the design, produc-
tion, and delivery of products or services that align with SDGs (Fry & Egel, 2021; Tolstykh et al.,
2021). The study argues that co-creation helps SMEs to better understand the SDGs, identify new
business opportunities, and enhance their competitiveness in the market (Haney et al., 2020;
Uhlaner et al., 2012). The findings of this study are consistent with previous research that high-
lights the importance of co-creation in promoting sustainable business practices (Wang and
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Cotton, 2018; Arnold, 2017; Burlea-Schiopoiu & Mihai, 2019; Sen & Cowley, 2013). Co-creation can
facilitate knowledge sharing, foster innovation, and enhance stakeholder engagement, which are
critical components of SDG leadership. People are core to organizational sustainability, and human
capital is essential to socio-economic development (Chijioke & Amadi, 2019). Continuous people
development or human resource development (HRD) is fundamental to human capital through
various forms of education and skills trainings (Nafukho et al, 2004). In practice, human resource
management (HRM), comprising positive relationships with laborers, valuing people, staff retention
and succession planning, is key to creating sustainable well-being and success in businesses,
consistent with the literature and sustainable HRM research (Benn et al.,, 2014; Boiral et al.,
2014; Costa et al., 2014; Whipple et al,, 2015). The literature also stresses the importance of
people priority and long-term staff retention within the community to create sustainable enter-
prises (Suriyankietkaew et. al, 2022). Importantly, people priority also extends to care for stake-
holder orientation (Arnold, 2017; Behrendt et al., 2017; Bontis et al., 2018; Etzion et al., 2017; Jang
et al.,, 2017). Leaders care for all employees and stakeholders in sustainable firms. Sustainability
leadership works toward establishing good stakeholder relationships and partnerships with both
internal and external stakeholders (e.g., staff, customers, suppliers, locals, academics, NGOs and
governments). Stakeholder engagement and capacity building are imperative for sustainable
leadership (Hsu & Wang, 2012; Andriof, et. al, 2017). These competencies strategically and system-
atically enhance people engagement, stakeholder interdependence and organizational ethical
values, which can help transform future sustainability leadership and enterprises (Boiral et al.,
2009; Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011; Crews, 2010; Quinn & Dalton, 2009; Tideman et al., 2013).

2.4.4. Shared Responsibility

Murshed et al. (2023) emphasize the importance of shared responsibility in promoting the engage-
ment of SMEs in SDG-related activities, as well as facilitating their integration into global value
chains. The authors note that SMEs can play a critical role in achieving the SDGs, given their
potential for innovation and their ability to respond quickly to changing market demands (McCann
& Sweet, 2014; Robertson & Barling, 2017; Fry and Engel, 2021).

Social and environmental responsibility is the core to develop sustainability leadership in sus-
tainable enterprises. Sustainable businesses should positively contribute to society to grow social
responsibility, preserve cultural heritage and promote ecological conservation (Lu et al., 2021). The
literature stresses the importance of anticipatory and ethical competence in thinking about how to
pave sustainable paths forward with foresight as well as to enable social and environmental
responsibility toward sustainable futures (Burns et al., 2015; Jang et al, 2017; Robertson &
Carleton, 2018; Yukl et al., 2019). Ethical values and norms—specifically, the pro-environmental
behaviors and values with a focus on strict social and environmental responsibilities—become the
crucial element in a sustainable entrepreneurship model (Suriyankietkaew et al., 2022). Scholars
also call for the balancing of personal ethical values and business objectives when planning and
implementing social-and-environmental responsibility activities (Behrendt et al., 2017; Tideman
et al,, 2013). According to the SL theory, sustainable enterprises are primarily concerned about
social and environmental responsibilities. In the CBSE context, enterprises do not solely focus on
generating economic benefits but also gear toward social and ecological benefits to support the
community (Santra et al., 2020).

2.4.5. Empowering People

According to Ismail et al. (2022)Jang et al. (2017), and Bontis et al. (2018), empowering employees
through training and development programs, and providing them with the necessary resources and
support can significantly contribute to SDG leadership among SMEs in South Asian countries. The
authors suggest that empowering employees can lead to the development of innovative solutions to
social and environmental challenges, thereby contributing to the achievement of SDGs (Burlea-
Schiopoiu & Mihai, 2019; Chiva et al,, 2018). Empowering women entrepreneurs in South Asian
countries can lead to sustainable economic growth and development (Bontis et al., 2018; Etzion
et al, 2017; Suriyankietkaew et al, 2022). The authors suggest that empowering women
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entrepreneurs through education, training, and access to finance and technology can enable them to
contribute to the achievement of SDGs, particularly those related to gender equality and poverty
reduction (Arnold, 2017; Behrendt et al., 2017; Deinert et al., 2015; Whipple et al., 2015).

2.4.6. Eco-centric Values

SMEs with eco-centric values are more likely to adopt sustainable practices and take actions
aligned with the SDGs. Eco-centric values reflect a concern for the environment and prioritize
the health and well-being of the planet over profits (Tyler et al., 2020; Kantabutra, 2020, Vasquez
et al,, 2019; Yukl et al., 2019). Ethical values and behaviors are essential for sustainability leader-
ship to build sustainable firms. Leadership principles should stem from ethics and moral principles
as the foundation for business sustainability (Burns et al., 2015; Jang et al., 2017; Vasquez et al,,
2019). A moral purpose and ethics must be embedded in enterprises to create corporate sustain-
ability (Maak, 2007). Ethics help create positive organizational impacts (e.g., integrity, loyalty and
fairness at work) as well as promote equitable and virtuous environments with justice, equality and
human rights. Scholars highlight that enterprises need to support ethical leadership to foster
a strong ethical culture and create corporate values that drive sustainable performance outcomes
(Boiral et al., 2014, Mc Adams et al., 2016; Deinert et al., 2015). In the literature, ethical enterprises
are found to enhance employee satisfaction, a superior business performance competitive advan-
tage (Murphy, 1999). According to the literature, ethics are key to corporate sustainability and
resilience. Yet, evidence-based research that investigates ethics and sustainability in the CBSE
setting is still lacking. Therefore, this research aims to study this SL element and the associated
competencies to advance the SL theory in this sphere as well as to explore how these ethical and
moral values are operated to develop sustainability leadership and build a sustainable CBSE
(Klewitz & Hansen, 2014; Tajasom et al.,, 2015).

2.4.7. Creativity & Innovation

Creativity and innovation are enablers of SDG leadership among SMEs in South Asian nations
(Behrendt et al., 2017; Jang et al, 2017; Yukl et al,, 2019). SMEs need to create a culture of
innovation by encouraging employees to come up with new ideas, providing training and devel-
opment opportunities, and investing in research and development (R&D). Such initiatives can lead
to improved productivity, competitiveness, and sustainable growth, thereby helping SMEs achieve
SDGs (Bos-Brouwers, 2009; Heikkurinen et al., 2019). Sustainability leaders must rely on innovation
to build successful enterprises. Continuing innovative organizations can lead to long-term growth
and sustainable results. The research states that SMEs need to cultivate an empowered culture to
create innovation capability. Innovation and trusting team members are important for SMEs and
small enterprises should rely on their teams’ abilities to be innovative and achieve competitive
advantages. In recent research, a trusting, innovative team is a significantly positive driver for
enhanced sustainability performance outcomes, particularly long-term financial performance and
stakeholder satisfaction, in the SME and entrepreneurial contexts. In total, innovation is key to
sustainable firms and socio-economic development (Fry & Engel, 2021; Robertson & Carleton,
2018; McAdam, et al., 2010). Researchers also indicate that social innovation can drive long-
term success and sustainability in small community enterprises. The literature also highlights
that building sustainability leadership with innovation requires diverse competencies. They are
the strategic management, systems thinking, anticipatory and ethical competencies (Crews, 2010;
Robertson & Barling, 2017). The sustainability leaders are required to think strategically and
manage their innovation initiatives in anticipation of future sustainability needs and ethical-
oriented values to achieve a balancing socio-economic and environmental responsibility.
Furthermore, the recent literature indicates that social innovation enhances sustainable develop-
ment in community enterprises. Social innovation is referred to as a “distinctive and effective
response to address unmet needs motivated by a social purpose which enhances social assets and
capabilities”. The social innovation can be developed or grown from their traditional cultural and/or
rich environmental heritage (Ferdig, 2007; Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011, Tildeman et al., 2013; Burns
et al., 2015; McCann & Sweet, 2014).

Page 10 of 25



Bakhshi et al., Cogent Business & Management (2023), 10: 2253607 O;K-: cogent P b us | Nness & mana ge me nt

https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2023.2253607

2.4.8. Bonding and Trust

Bonding and trust among stakeholders within SMEs and in their external environment play
a crucial role in enabling SDG leadership (Arnold, 2017; Costa et al., 2014; Etzion et al., 2017;
Tideman et al., 2013; Whipple et al., 2015). Trust among stakeholders leads to effective commu-
nication, collaboration, and knowledge sharing, thereby promoting sustainable business practices
and helping SMEs to achieve SDGs. Trust among stakeholders is necessary for sustainable practices
to emerge (Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011; Benn et al., 2014; Hsu & Wang, 2012; Quinn & Dalton, 2009).

Teamwork (including employee contributions) and an ability to mobilize employees around long-
term ecological goals, thus developing co-creation of ideas—Focus on stakeholder engagement
and creating a culture that is integrated resulting in a sharing approach—Building strong social
relationships (both internal and external) and recognizing interdependence, interconnectedness,
continuity and common purpose of all stakeholders both long and short-term influencing and
collaborating, building trust and establishing fairness (Bontis et al., 2018; Burlea-Schiopoiu & Mihai,
2019; Fry & Egel, 2021; Haney et al.,, 2020; Tolstykh et al., 2021)- Developing an understanding,
personal connection and empowerment to act for sustainability—Learning, lobbying, and forming
alliances with a focus on communication—Application of an ecosystem model that makes it
possible to form a friendly environment where the goals of all stakeholders aiming to achieve
sustainable productivity are harmonized (Boiral et al., 2009; Behrendt et al., 2017, Pillai et al., 2017;
Boiral et al., 2014; Crews, 2010; Jang et al., 2017).

2.4.9. Knowledge-sharing

Knowledge sharing within SME networks facilitated the transfer of knowledge, resources, and
expertise, leading to increased competitiveness and innovation (Hu & Randel, 2014; Fry & Egel,
2021. Knowledge sharing creates a learning culture within organizations, which leads to the
adoption of sustainable practices (Vasquez et al., 2019; Tolstykh et al., 2021; Yukl et al,, 2019).
Knowledge sharing facilitates the identification of sustainable business opportunities and pro-
motes collaboration, which leads to the development of innovative solutions to environmental
and social challenges (Armani et al, 2020; Klewitz & Hansen, 2014). Knowledge-sharing and
management is key to sustainable community development and resilience. Regular meetings
and continuous communication among community members are essential for successful CBSEs
(Cohen & Kaimenakis, 2007; Tajasom et al., 2015).

2.4.10. Strategic Adaptation

A study by Linnenluecke, Griffiths, & Winn (2013), and Adams et al., (2016) found that strategic
adaptation was positively related to the environmental and social performance of firms. Similarly,
a study by Kolk and Pinkse (2008) found that firms that were proactive in responding to environ-
mental challenges were more likely to achieve sustainable business practices (Carro-Suarez et al.,,
2017; Kurucz et al., 2017, Nui et al,, 2018; Vasquez et al,, 2019; Arnold, 2017). Transformational
and relational, transactional and task leadership and change leadership behaviours are important
strategic leadership practices for pro-environmental initiatives, and are related to managerial
effectiveness and strategic sustainability. Tasks such as setting direction, creating alignment,
and maintaining commitment are required, as well as developing actions plans, communicating,
making decisions and solving problems, deploying resources, and driving change that requires
action to be taken on sustainability values (Klewitz & Hansen, 2014; Tajasom et al., 2015; Wiesner
et al.,, 2017; Yukl et al.,, 2019). Making intentional changes to an organization’s mission and values
leads to changed products, processes or practices that create environmental value (Bos-Brouwers,
2009; Heikkurinen et al., 2019). Co-creation is a way of sharing, combining and renewing resources,
knowledge and ideas to create value through new forms of interaction, service and learning—
Sustainability strategies and environmental practices help to decrease their negative impact and
promote cost effectiveness (Battilana et al., 2010; Hsu & Wang, 2012; Jansen et al., 2009; Quinn &
Dalton, 2009).
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2.4.11. Progressive Culture

SMEs with a progressive culture are more likely to engage in sustainable practices, create a positive
social impact, and achieve long-term success (Armani et al., 2020; Chiva et al., 2018; Deinert et al,,
2015; Yukl et al., 2019). A culture that values social and environmental responsibility can positively
influence employee behavior and decision-making towards sustainable practices. Sustainable
leadership theory puts emphasis on building a strong organizational culture (Fry & Egel, 2021;
Tolstykh et al., 2021). Scholars signify that a shared, strong culture and values drive longevity,
resilience and long-term corporate success. Underlying values and beliefs in a culture suggest how
people should behave and help employees identify desirable behaviors. Collins & Porras’s study
shows that “built-to-last” companies shared strong cultures with their people, which make them
the “special place to work”. Empirical research also suggests that a strong and shared culture is
a significant predictor of employee satisfaction (Carro-Sudrez et al., 2017). The recent literature
suggests that sustainability leaders should strategically and systematically enable people to
develop “personal connection” and “empowerment to act” to achieve sustainability in business
(Bhavani et al,, 2021; Klewitz & Hansen, 2014; Tajasom et al.,, 2015). Despite the strategic and
systemic thinking competence, the organizational culture also requires interpersonal and ethical
competence to build sustainability leadership and organizations (Suriyankietkaew et al., 2022; Yukl
et al,, 2019).

Based on the above literature, following are the main enablers of SDG Leadership:

3. Research methodology

In this study, Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) method is used (Rana et al., 2019). Interpretive
Structural Modeling (ISM) measures the inter-relationships among the variables chosen for the
study. Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) uses the practical knowledge and experience of
experts/respondents to design and develop a logical hierarchical structure of variables cited in
the study (Agi & Nishant, 2017; Agrawal et al., 2023; Al-Muftah et al., 2018). The current study was
done in the following manner: (a) literature review was done to identified the variables that were
linked to the problem addressed in the research, (b) nine key barriers in the adoption of FinTech by
roadside vendors were identified (Table 1), (c) a series of zoom meeting were done with the
respondents to collect the required data, to explore the contextual relationships between listed
key barriers in the adoption of FinTech,(d) a structural self-interaction matrix (SSIM) was created
through pair-wise interactions between of listed barriers. (e) initial reachability matrix (IRM) was
developed using structural self-interaction matrix (SSIM), (f) the initial reachability matrix (IRM)
was then converted into final reachability matrix (FRM), to develop FRM, transitivity analysis was
done, (g) Using final reachability matrix (FRM) partitioning of levels was done and (h) then an ISM
model was developed (Figure 1).

The respondents included the SME player across India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and
Nepal. These were majorly the third and fourth generation of the entrepreneurs. These SMEs were
engaged in the manufacturing of packaging material, agriculture equipment, electrical goods,
safety gadgets, electronic products, paint, automobile parts, leather products, rubber products
and machine equipment, etc. We used convenience sampling method to identify the respondents.
Selection of respondent was done from five different nations of South Asia. The idea was to
understand the perspective of SME player operating in different countries and this helped in
eliminating the local biases. In total 95 people were contacted but out of these 23 SME entrepre-
nuers said they were not willing to take part in interviews, so 72 respondents were left. Out of
these 72 SME entreprenuers, 50 were men and 22 were women. The respondents which included
23 from India, 11 from Sri Lanka, 14 Bangladesh, 13 Pakistan, and 11 Nepal were interviewed in
order to collect data and to comprehend the inter-linkages among the chosen variables. These
respondents were of age group of 40 to 55 years. These respondents were well educated as most
of them had completed either technical education or business education. The balance sheet size of
these SMEs ranged up to between USD 1 million.
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Figure 1. ISM process (Adopted
from Hughes et al,, 2016).
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4.1. Development of Self-Structured Interaction Matrix (SSIM)

After finalizing the enablers for SDG Leadership among SMEs, a self-structured interaction matrix
was developed to comprehend the contextual relations between each pair of barrier (Kumar et al.,
2016; Rana et al.,, 2019). Four symbols are utilized (for making Table 2 for demonstrating the
direction of interaction amid the two enablers in the SDG Leadership in SMEs in the South
Asiannations perspective (say, i and j) as follows: symbol V—factor i influences factor j; symbol A
—factor j influences factor i,; symbol X—factor i and j influence each other, and symbol O—factor
i and j are unrelated. Through the respondent interaction and using the above four notations, self-
structured interaction matrix for the enablers in the SDG Leadership among SMEs in the South

Asian nations (Table 2)was made.
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4.2. Development of Initial Reachability Matrix (IRM)

The next step of Interpretive Structural Modeling is to design Initial Reachability Matrix. The Self-
Structured Interaction Matrix shown above (Table 2) was further converted into Initial Reachability
Matrix. In order to make Initial Reachability Matrix (Table 3) we used binary numbers (0 and 1)
which replace the various symbols (V, A, X, O) in the self-structured interaction matrix. The basis of
this replacement is given below:

» when there is symbol “V” in SSIM, “1” was used in the (i, j) entry and “0” was used in the (j, i) entry
* when there is symbol “A” in SSIM, “0” was used in the (i, j) entry and “1” was used in the (j, i) entry
* when there is symbol “X” in SSIM, “1” was used in both the (i, j) and the (j, i) entry
» when there is symbol “O” in SSIM, “0” was used in both the (i, j) and the (j, i) entry

Table 3. Initial Reachability Matrix (IRM)

SN Enablers El E2 E3 E4 E5 E6 E7 E8 E10 | E11
E1 Shared Vision

E2 Long-term Perspective

E3 Co-creation
E4 Shared Responsibility

) Empowering People

E6 Eco-centric values

E7 Creativity & Innovation
E8 Bonding and Trust

E9 Knowledge-sharing
E10 | Strategic Adaptation
E11 | Progressive Culture

RO 0O OO0 O OO0 Oo|OC|+
O OO0 OO0 O|O0|O0 - |m
OO OO0 0|0 OO | |
O OO O|O|O O |Fr P, |K,
O O |r| OO0 |0 ||k ~r|Fr
olo|lolo|lo|l~ olr |~ o~
O O|lRr | OlRr R RrR|RLR| kLR O
o|lolo|lr | O|lO | Rr|r |, O|r
OOH»—\OOOHD—\OH{E
Ol kL Rr|lRPrlkPLr PR [RP PR
O~ O R |k R | P R R

Source: Author Creation.

4.3. Development of Final Reachability Matrix (FRM)

After making the initial reachability matrix the transitivity relations among the chosen enablers in
the SDG Leadership among SMEs in the South Asian nations was measured and using that final
reachability matrix (Table 4) was created. All the places where we found transitive relationship
between two variable we replaced the value 0 with 1 X. We were able to identify twenty-four such
incidents where transitive relationship existed between the two variables.

Table 4. Final Reachability Matrix (FRM)

SN Enablers El E2 E3 E4 E5 E6 E7 E8 E9 E10 Ell
E1l Shared Vision 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
E2 Long-term Perspective 1* 1 1 1 1 1* 1* 1* 1* 1 1
E3 Co-creation 1* 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
E4 Shared Responsibility 1* 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
E5 Empowering People 1* 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 1
E6 Eco-centric values 1* 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1
E7 Creativity & Innovation 1* 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1
E8 Bonding and Trust 0 0 0 0 1* 0 1* 1 1 1 1*
E9 Knowledge-sharing 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1* 1 1 1
E10 Strategic Adaptation 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
E11 Progressive Culture 1 1* 1* 1 1* 1* 1* 1* 1 1* 1

Source: Author Creation.
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4.4. Partitioning of levels

Using the Final Reachability Matrix (Table 4) reachability set and antecedent set is created so that
the intersection can be found and level can be assigned. Four iterations were performed in order to
assign levels to all the studied variable. The iterations have been shown in annexures with the
name Iteration 1, Iteration 2, Iteration 3 and Iteration 4). Based on these iterations a summary
table was created (Table 5) which is given below.

In total four iterations were conducted to do the partitioning of levels. We used final reach-
ability matrix to find the importance levels which was further used to develop the hierarchical
structure of the enablers in SDG leadership among SMEs in South Asian Nations. To make various
levels, we created the reachability set, antecedent set and intersection set. Reachability set
composed of the barriers itself and the other barriers influenced by it. Antecedent set composed
of barriers itself and other barriers that affect it. The common factors among the reachability set
and the antecedent set was put in the intersection set. The level was assigned based on the
common factor in the reachability and the antecedent set. For example, ‘Strategic Adaptation
‘was assigned level 1, “Creativity & Innovation” was assigned level 2, “Empowering People”, “Eco-
centric values”, ‘Bonding and Trust’and “Knowledge-sharing” were assigned level 3, and “Long-
term Perspective”, “Co-creation”,“Shared Responsibility” and, “Progressive Culture” were assigned
level 4 (Table 5).

4.5. Development of ISM model

The next step was to create anlnterpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) model. We used Table 6
showing levels assigned to barriers to develop the Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) based
model (Figure 1).

Table 6. Levels assigned to barriers

Iteration Number Level Barriers in Adoption of
Fintech

1st 1 Strategic Adaptation (E10)

2nd 2 Creativity & Innovation (E7)

3rd 3 Empowering People ((E5)

Eco-centric values (E6)
Bonding and Trust (E8)
Knowledge-sharing (E9)
4th 4 Shared Vision (E1)
Long-term Perspective (E2)

Co-creation (E3)
Shared Responsibility (E4)
Progressive Culture (E11)

Source: Author Creation.

The ISM Model (Figure 2) demonstrates that Strategic Adaptation (E10) was the topmost enabler
found its place at Level 1. Creativity & Innovation (E7) was at level 2 and forming the base for E10
the enabler at level 1. Enablers Empowering People ((E5), Eco-centric values (E6), Bonding and
Trust (E8) and Knowledge-sharing (E9) found place at level 3 and became the foundation of
Creativity & Innovation (E7) was at level 2. Enablers Shared Vision (E1), Long-term Perspective
(E2), Co-creation (E3), Shared Responsibility (E4) and Progressive Culture (E11) found their place at
level 4 and became the base for enabler at level 3.
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Figure 2. ISM model for frame-
work of SDG leadership among
SME in South Asian nations.

Source: Author Creation.

5. Discussion

The ISM Model (Figure 2) demonstrates that Strategic Adaptation (E10) was the topmost enabler
found its place at Level 1. This was in consensus with the finding of Linnenluecke et al. (2012) and
Kolk and Pinkse (2008), who found that strategic adaptation was positively related to the environ-
mental and social performance of firms. Creativity & Innovation (E7) was at level 2. This finding
was in agreement with (McAdam et al,, 2010; Robertson & Carleton, 2018) (Bos-Brouwers, 2009;
Heikkurinen et al., 2019), who stated that improved productivity, competitiveness, and sustainable
growth, helped SMEs to achieve SDGs.

Enablers Empowering People (E5), Eco-centric values (E6), Bonding and Trust (E8) and
Knowledge-sharing (E9) found place at level 3.

Strategic Adaptation (E10)

Creativity & Innovation (E7)

A

Bonding and Knowledge-
Trust (E8) sharing (E9)
A

e

Empowering People

(E5)

Progressive

Culture (E11)

E4
-

Shared Shared Vision Long-term Co-creation
Responsibility ((30) Perspective (=)
(E2)

Our findings were in agreement with (Kantabutra, 2020; Vasquez et al., 2019); and (Yukl et al.,
2019) who stated that ethical and eco-centric values create positive organizational impacts on
integrity, and loyalty and promote equitable and virtuous practices; Ismail et al. (2022), who
emphasized the need for empowering employees and providing them with the necessary
resources and support can significantly contribute to SDG attainments (Fry & Egel, 2021;
Tolstykh et al., 2021); and (Burlea-Schiopoiu & Mihai, 2019), who proved that bonding and trust
among stakeholders is necessary for sustainable practices to emerge and (Armani et al,, 2020;
Klewitz & Hansen, 2014; Tajasom et al., 2015) who demonstrated that knowledge sharing facil-
itates the identification of sustainable business opportunities and promotes collaboration, which
leads to the development of innovative solutions to environmental and social challenges.

Our analysis demonstrated that Shared Vision (E1), Long-term Perspective (E2), Co-creation (E3),
Shared Responsibility (E4) and Progressive Culture (E11) formed the foundation of the ISM model.
These findings harmonize with earlier research which stated that effective leaders are those who
create shared vision for future achievements (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002); long-term orientation was
crucial for sustainable growth and development of an organization (Minkov & Hofstede, 2011);
need to build shared responsibility (Murshed et al., 2023); Collins & Porras’s (1996) who stressed
the need for “built-to-last” through progressive culture and human capital is essential for co-
creation (Chijioke & Amadi, 2019).

While the study by Igbal and Piwowar-Sulej (2023) focused only on two factors such as employ-
ees’ organizational citizenship behavior and green organizational climate which are influenced by
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sustainable leadership; Thananusak and Suriyankietkaew (2023) studied sustainability drives in
community-based tourism-based social enterprises; the study by Piwowar-Sulej et al. (2023) was
limited to fostering green behavior through green HRM in energy sector and Winit et al. (2023),
talked about global knowledge base on sustainability and brand and touched aspects such as
customer attitudes and behavior, tourism marketing, societal marketing etc. our study is much
more comprehensive in nature and it highlights the relevance of eleven different aspects such as
strategic adaptation, creativity and innovation, empowerment, eco-centric values, knowledge
sharing bonding and trust, progressive culture shared responsibility, shared vision, long-term
perspective, and co-creation, on SDG Leadership among SME. Neither was our study limited specific
sector and nor does it only focus on single functional domain, it is rather more wide-ranging and
inclusive.

The current study clearly highlights that shared vision, shared responsibility, longer term per-
spective, co-creation, and progressive culture are the foundation stones for the attainment of SDG
Leadership among SMEs in South Asian nations. It is necessary that the SME Leadership creates
deep bond and trust, enable knowledge sharing among all, empowering people so that they can
perform to the best of their abilities and propagate eco-centric values, which will eventually result
in creativity and innovations which will facilitate strategic adaption. SDG Leadership among SMEs
in South Asian nations can help businesses and societies in adopting common goals, encouraging
shared responsibilities towards the progress and development of people, planet and profits which
will eventually lead to economic and social resilience and wellbeing.

5.1. Implications, limitations, and future scope of research

This study clearly highlights the measures that need to be adopted by the business owners/
entrepreneurs big or small in order to foster sustainable business practices. It is necessary that
right from the strategy formulation, to growth and development of the businesses it is necessary
that the promoter as well as senior management develops a shared vision, decisions are taken on
long-term perspective, and there is enabling environment, shared responsibility and co-creation by
all. It is worth noting that sustainable development is not the sole responsibility of te governments
and the big corporations rather as seventy to eight percentage of businesses across countries are
being done by micro small and medium enterprises sustainable development can only be attained
when these businesses adopt SDG leadership. As SMEs are engaged not only in trading rather than
in manufacturing activities it is all the more important that they too adopt sustainable strategic
goals, promote eco-centric values and consistently engage in creativity and innovation. As these
businesses employ a huge proportion of people in different economies they can empower people
and develop and foster shared vision, and shared responsibility among all their stakeholders which
communities. Then only there will be knowledge—sharing among individuals and groups, everyone
will feel empowered and a strong bond and trust will be build amongst all. This will also promote
eco-centric values, creativity and innovation and promote adoption of sustainability strategies
among SME. Together this can promote promotion and growth of people and prosperity and would
conservation of planet for our future generations. The policy makers and the regulators of SME
sector should design policies and regulations that encourage the SMEs in adopting sustainable
practices. They should provide handholding support to the SME so that they can transit from
conventional business processes to sustainable businesses processes.

These studies suggest that a multi-faceted tactic is boost the enablers to SDG leadership so that
the SME in South Asian countries can contribute towards sustainable development. The findings of
these studies provide insights to develop policies and programs that can be used to develop SDG
leadership among SME in the region. This study is limited to a few South Asian countries, while
a wider study can be conducted across East Asian nations and other continents as well. That would
help in capturing a wider perspective regarding SDG leadership among SMEs.

A comparative study among Asia nations and African nations can also be taken up. In this study
the respondents belong to majorly the metropolitan cities of the studied countries, while to get even
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deeper insights the SMEs working in non-metro cities could also be contacted and interviewed.This
study used only Interpretive Structural modelling approach in the current study, future studies can
be taken up where scholars can combine this technique with some of the statistical techniques to
get a better understanding. Research tools such as fuzzy MICMAC and Dematel could also be used in
similar studies in future. The results and recommendations for countries in East Asia, Africa, Europe
and Latin America might differ from the results and outcomes of this study. Scholar can also try to
conduct a qualitative as well as quantitative analysis in future research. Efforts can also be made to
do a similar comparative analysis among the emerging market economies and the developed
economies in order to capture the perspectives in two diverse contexts.
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Annexures
Iteration 1
SN Enablers Reachability Set Antecedent Set Intersection | Level
set
El Shared Vision 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,11
E2 Long-term 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11 1,2,11
Perspective
E3 Co-creation 1,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11 1,2,3,11
E4 Shared Responsibility 1,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11 1,2,3,4,11
E5 Empowering People 1,5,7,8,9,10,11 1,2,3,4,5,89,11
E6 Eco-centric values 1,6,7,10,11 1,2,3,4,6,11
E7 | Creativity & 1,7,10,11 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,11
Innovation
E8 Bonding and Trust 5,7,8,9,10,11 1,2,3,4,5,89,11
E9 Knowledge-sharing 5,7,8,9,10,11 1,2,3,4,5, 89,11
E10 | Strategic Adaptation 10 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11 10 1
E11 | Progressive Culture 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11 | 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,11
Iteration 2
SN Enablers Reachability Set | Antecedent Set | Intersection Set | Level
E1l Shared Vision 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,11 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,11 .
E2 Long-term Perspective | 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,11 1,2,11
E3 Co-creation 1,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,11 1,2,3,11
E4 Shared Responsibility 1,4,5,6,7,8,9,11 1,2,3,4,11
ES Empowering People 1,5,7,89,11 1,2,3,4,5,89,11
E6 Eco-centric values 1,6,7,11 1,2,3,4,6,11
E7 Creativity & Innovation 1,7,11 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,11 1,7,11 2
E8 Bonding and Trust 5,7,89,11 1,2,3,4,5,8,9,11
E9 Knowledge-sharing 5,7,8,9,11 1,2,3,4,5, 8,9,11
E11 Progressive Culture 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,11 | 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,11
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Iteration 3
SN Enablers Reachability | Antecedent | Intersection Level
Set Set Set

E1l Shared Vision 2,3,4,5,6,8,9 2,3,4,5,6

E2 Long-term 2,3,4,5,6,8,9 2
Perspective

E3 Co-creation 3,4,5,6,8,9 2,3

E4 Shared 4,5,6,8,9 2,3,k
Responsibility

ES5 Empowering 5,8,9 2,3,4,5,8,9 5,8,9 3
People

E6 Eco-centric 6 2,3,4,6 6 3
values

E8 Bonding and 58,9 2,3,4,5,8,9 5,8,9 3
Trust

E9 Knowledge- 58,9 2,3,4,5, 8,9 5,8,9 3
sharing

E11 Progressive 2,3,4,5,6,8,9, 2,3,4,5,6, 89
Culture

Iteration 4

SN Enablers Reachability | Antecedent | Intersection Level

Set set set

E1l . Shared Vision 2,3,4 2,34 2,34 4

E2 Long-term 2,3,k 2 2 4
Perspective

E3 . Co-creation 3,4 2,3 3 4

E4 Shared 4 2,3,k 4 4
Responsibility

E11 ' Progressive 2,34 2,34 2,34 4
Culture
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