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Abstract  
 
The present moment in enterprises scenario show a triple crisis in 
financial, ecological and social aspects, forcing companies to revise 
their strategy to make a stand with sustainably in the market. Micro, 
small and medium organizations (MSMEs) are 99% of companies in the 
world, main source of employment and are having difficulties to adapt 
to this moment because of the lack of public policies, knowledge and 
innovation capacity . The objective is to show what the brazilian 
MSMEs understand about sustainability, using a descriptive approach, 
with mixed procedures and survey method in the cross-sectional. The 
research identified that the factor with more impact in the profitability 
of the firm, such as cost, is considered the main factor in ensuring the 
sustainability of the company. And the factors, social and 
environmental, aren`t considered important to achieve this 
sustainability, to conclude that these businessman see their business in 
the short time. 
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1 Introduction 
 

Present business world is having a triple crisis following to financial, 
ecological and social areas, forcing companies to show a new approach of governance 
that allows developing a set of performance indicators to measure the sustainability of 
these three aspects at the company level [1]. 

Increasing sustainability enters in the corporative agenda, forcing them to 
include this theme in their strategies and to create sustainable strategies. However, in 
practice, the lack of segmented information, discussing issues of sustainability face 
some difficulties, mainly because this new reality requires a vision in product level, 
strategic and tactic [2]. 

At one side, the new legislation is emphasizing social responsibility, 
corporation image and client awereness and, on the other side, consumers are getting 
more interested in products and services related to economic viable practices, that are 
socially just and environmentally correct. This makes the producers worry about 
producing goods that do not hurt the environment and recycle products after their 
usage. In this context, sustainable development policies wich benefit companies will 
be important to local economics dynamics. But it can`t be forgotten that it is 
necessary for the present policies not to compromise future development [3, 4, 5]. 

This situation is changing the business models and economic relations that 
are based in sustainable development as a competitive factor. In this context, it is 
necessary to adapt micro and small firms according to the importance of  job creation, 
wealth distribution and ability to innovate [5]. 



The micro and small companies have competitive advantage to be next to the 
consumer, making it possible to anticipate competition on observation and adjustment 
of demands on sustainable practices for their stakeholders. It is important to 
understand that micro and small organizations as being considered the main source of 
development and employment in most countries, representing approximately 99% of 
companies in the world, but also stand out as a source of pollution of nature, 
approximately 30% of the total, due to the difficulty to implement other innovative 
methods or not to use cleaner technology [6]. 

SMEs in the European economy are the main sources of employment, 
entrepreneurship and innovation, representing 66.7% of the jobs in the European 
Union. In Brazil the micro and small organizations are responsible for 99% of 
establishments, 51.6% of private formal jobs in the country, no agricultural, and 
almost 40% of salaries [5, 6, 7]. 

The commerce is the activity with the greatest number of MSEs, accounts for 
over 50% of total Brazilian MSEs. The services sector is the second area with the 
greatest number of MEPs, representing 33.3%, followed by industry with 10.7% and 
4.5% of the construction sector. The participation of MEPs in total export companies 
in 2011 reached 61.5%, and 27.0% in the micro and 34,5% in the small firms. The 
Industrial sector represents about 60% of total exports made by MPE, against a 
percentage of 80% corresponding to the larger firms. The commercial sector, in 
contrast, has more important role among the MPE than among larger firms [8, 9, 10]. 

Small and medium companies are limited in resources, human capital and 
technology; they have difficulties in managing new projects. A solution for these 
firms is business network, as was the case in the autoparts industry in Mexico. Firms 
that get to improve their capacity to compete are those that reinvent the way to do 
business, creating a sustainable scenario [7], [11]. 

The main elements of sustainable business are: a multidimensional concept 
of sustainability as a central  principle of the company, easy comprehension of 
communication, formulating sustainability concrete goals and detailed strategy for 
achieving these objectives, the alignment of management incentives intra-
organizations and the involvement of stakeholders and, in particular, the employees in 
the process [1]. 

Thus, considering the importance of this issue for the competitiveness of 
companies, one wonders how micro and small businesses understand what 
sustainability is. To answer this problem, this paper has as main aims to show what 
the most important concept of sustainability in the MSMEs is. 
 
2 Methodology 
 

With the objective and the research problem chosen, this study used 
descriptive approach with quantitative and qualitative procedures, methods survey in 
a cross-sectional. The decision of using descriptive study systems from the claim to 
identify a population, or subgroups of a population, situations, events, attitudes or 
opinions arising from certain phenomenon [12, 13, 14]. The procedures were defined 
from the research objective, which aims to understand the vision of sustainability by a 
population at a determined moment, using structured techniques for data collection. 
 
2.1 Planning the research 
 
  To operationalize the research, defined data sources, collection method, 
structure and data processing. 
 
Data source  
 
  The choice of data to be analyzed has as its base in the objective of the 
research, bearing in mind the constraints and difficulties in collecting. This study in 



particular, defined as a micro, small and medium size research, and the first decision 
was to choose which method of classification of the size of the companies was going 
to be used. 
  There are two ways to classify the size of the companies. One adopted by 
BNDES, other banks and governments, which considers the gross income as a form of 
analysis , and the other adopted by IBGE and SEBRAE, which takes under 
consideration the number of employees, this classification was chosen for the 
research. This criterion can be seen in Table 1 [15]. 
 
Table 1. Classification criteria for companies (Source: adapted	  Sebrae,	  2012). 

Micro < = 19 employees
Small 20 - 99 employees

Medium 100 - 499 employees
Larger > 500 employees

Micro < = 9 employees
Small 10 - 49 employees

Medium 50 - 99 employees
Larger > 100 employees

COMMERCE AND SERVICE

INDUSTRY

 
 
Population and sample  
 
  For the research 50 companies were selected; they are associated in the 
FCDL-CE and FEDERAMINAS, with segments, locations and different sizes. At the 
request of the companies names will be preserved. 
 The Interviews were conducted with representatives of the companies that 
were in the author`s presentation this journal, being mostly socio-directors of 
organizations.  
  Although the strict representativeness of the used sample may not be proved, 
as generally occurs in sample obtained by accessibility, it may be supposed that treat 
it is feature of the Northeast region of Brazil, where the research was performed. 
 
Data collection  
 
  Data collection in selected companies for research was conducted through a 
structured questionnaire, composed of closed question about research questions. 
                 According to Martins, the questionnaire "is an important tool for data 
collection for social research, and it is formed by a set of questions about situations 
and variables to be measured or described". The same author explains that the 
interview is required to be a research technique for gathering information, data and 
evidence to get information from the interviewee that were not collected before [16]. 
  For this article, a part of the collection instrument that is being used for the 
development of the PHD thesis of the author and presented in Table 2. 
 
Table 2. Instrument for data collection (Source: the author). 
 

Environment Social development
Costs Employee welfare
Production Profit
Productivity Market stability

  In your opinion what concept (or concepts which) is more relevant sustainability of your company?

 
 
3 Results and Discussion 
 

Results obtained in the study observed the following information.  
In the city of Montes Claros, Minas Gerais state, 11 companies that met the 

classification of companies understood as a source of research, micro, small and 



medium firms, and with different activities, services, commerce and industry were 
interviewed.  
  Business managers were interviewed and after the data charting from the 
questionnaires, which can be seen in figure 1, arrived at the following results:  
1 - Cost and profit are the most relevant to the organization's sustainability factors, 
both with 25.81% of the votes; 
 2 - Social Development is the least relevant to the company's sustainability factor, 
with 3.23%;  
3 - Environment with 6.45% of the indications is the seventh factor less weight to 
corporate sustainability among eight possible options. 
 

ENT 1 ENT 2 ENT 3 ENT 4 ENT 5 ENT 6 ENT 7 ENT 8 ENT 9 ENT 10 ENT 11 Total
environment 1 1 2 6,45%

cost 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8 25,81%
production 1 1 2 6,45%

productivity 1 1 1 1 4 12,90%
social development 1 1 3,23%
employee welfare 1 1 1 1 4 12,90%

profit 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8 25,81%
market stability 1 1 2 6,45%
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MONTES CLAROS - MG

 
Figure 1. Search results in Montes Claros – MG 
 

The figure 2 shows a graph to demonstrate easier to visualize search results 
form.  
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Figure 2. Result graph in the city of Montes Claros – MG 

 
In the city of Araxá, in the state of Minas Gerais, 18 companies that met the 

classification of companies understood as a source of research, micro, small and 
medium firms, and with different activities, services, commerce and industry were 
interviewed.  
  Business managers were interviewed and after the tabular data from the 
questionnaires, which can be seen in figure 3, arrived at the following results:  
1 - Social Development is the most relevant factor for the sustainability of the 
organization with 21.95% of the votes  
2 - Stability in the market is less relevant to the company's sustainability factor with 
no indication;  
3 - Environment with 14.63% of the votes is the fourth factor with less weight to 
corporate sustainability among eight possible options.  
 

ENT 1 ENT 2 ENT 3 ENT 4 ENT 5 ENT 6 ENT 7 ENT 8 ENT 9 ENT 10 ENT 11 ENT 12 ENT 13 ENT 14 ENT 15 ENT 16 ENT 17 ENT 18 Total Porc. (%)
environment 1 1 1 1 1 1 6 14,63%

cost 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8 19,51%
production 1 1 1 1 1 5 12,20%

productivity 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7 17,07%
social development 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 9 21,95%
employee welfare 1 1 2 4,88%

profit 1 1 1 1 4 9,76%
market stability 0 0,00%
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Figure 3. Search results in the city of Araxá – MG 
 



The Figure 4 shows a graph to demonstrate easier to visualize search results 
form.  
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Figure 4. Result graph in the city of Araxá – MG 
  
 In the city of Fortaleza, state of Ceará, 16 companies that met the 
classification of companies understood as a source of research, micro, small and 
medium firms, and with different activities, services, commerce and industry were 
interviewed.  
  Business managers were interviewed and after the tabular data from the 
questionnaires, which can be seen in figure 5, arrived at the following results:  
1 - Welfare is the most relevant factor for the sustainability of the organization with 
21.74% of the votes;  
2 - Production is less relevant to the company's sustainability factor with 1.45% of the 
votes;  
3 - Environment with 10.14% of the votes is the sixth factor less weight to corporate 
sustainability among eight possible options.  
 

ENT 1 ENT 2 ENT 3 ENT 4 ENT 5 ENT 6 ENT 7 ENT 8 ENT 9 ENT 10 ENT 11 ENT 12 ENT 13 ENT 14 ENT 15 ENT 16 Total Porc. (%)
environment 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7 10,14%

cost 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 10 14,49%
production 1 1 1,45%

productivity 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 9 13,04%
social development 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 11 15,94%
employee welfare 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 15 21,74%

profit 1 1 1 1 1 1 6 8,70%
market stability 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 10 14,49%
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Figure 5. Search results in Fortaleza – CE 
 

The figure 6 shows a graph to demonstrate easier to visualize search results 
form.  
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Figure 6. Result graph in Fortaleza – CE 
 

In the town of Juazeiro, in the state of Ceará, five companies that fell into the 
classification of companies understood as a source of research, micro, small and 
medium firms, and with different activities, services, commerce and industry were 
interviewed.  
  Business managers were interviewed and after the tabular data from the 
questionnaires, which can be seen in figure 7, arrived at the following results:  



1 - Environment and Social Development are the most relevant to the organization's 
sustainability factors, both with 21.43% of the votes;  
2 - Production and productivity are less relevant to the company's sustainability 
factors with no indication;  
 

ENT 1 ENT 2 ENT 3 ENT 4 ENT 5 Total Porc.(%)
environment 1 1 1 3 21,43%

cost 1 1 2 14,29%
production 0 0,00%
productivity 0 0,00%

social development 1 1 1 3 21,43%
employee welfare 1 1 2 14,29%

profit 1 1 2 14,29%
market stability 1 1 2 14,29%
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Figure 7. Search results in the town of Juazeiro – EC 
 

The Figure 8 shows a graph to demonstrate easier to visualize search results 
form.  
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Figure 8. Result graph in the town of Juazeiro – EC 
 

Analysis of consolidated results in Fortaleza and Juazeiro, representing the 
state of Ceará in the Northeast, the following results are presented in figure 9:  
1 - Welfare is the most relevant to the organization's sustainability factor with 20.48% 
of the votes;  
2 - Production is less relevant to the company's sustainability factor of 1.20% of the 
votes;  
3 - Environment with 12.05% of the indications is the fifth factor with less weight to 
corporate sustainability among eight possible options.  
 

Total Porc.(%)

10 12,05%

12 14,46%

1 1,20%

9 10,84%

14 16,87%

17 20,48%

8 9,64%

12 14,46%

CE - 21 Firms

fr
eq
ue
nc
y

12,05%

14,46%

1,20%

10,84%

16,87%

20,48%

9,64%

14,46%

environment

cost

production

productivity

social	  development

employee	  welfare

profit

market	  stability

CEARA
CEARA

 
Figure 9. Search results in the state of Ceará 
 

Analysis of consolidated results of the cities of Montes Claros and Araxá, 
representing the state of Minas Gerais in the Southeast region, the following results 
are shown in the Figure 10:  
1 - Cost is the most relevant to the organization's sustainability factor with 22.22% of 
the votes;  
2 - Stability of the market is less relevant to the company's sustainability factor with 
2.78% of the votes;  



3 - Environment with 11.11% of the votes is the fifth factor with less weight to 
corporate sustainability among eight possible options.  
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Figure 10. Search results in the state of Minas Gerais 
 

Analysis of consolidated results of all companies surveyed, representing 
organizations classified as micro, small and medium sized regions of the Northeast 
and Southeast, the following results are shown in the figure 11:  
1 - Cost is the most relevant to the organization's sustainability factor with 18.06% of 
the votes;  
2 - Production is less relevant to the company's sustainability factor with 5.16% of the 
votes;  
3 - Environment with 11.61% of the votes is the sixth factor less weight to corporate 
sustainability among eight possible options.  
 

MG CE MSMEs
Total Total Total

environment 8 10 18 11,61

cost 16 12 28 18,06

production 7 1 8 5,16

productivity 11 9 20 12,90

social development 10 14 24 15,48

employee welfare 6 17 23 14,84

profit 12 8 20 12,90

market stability 2 12 14 9,03
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Figure 11. General search results 
 
4 Conclusions 
 

Sustainability is an important topic in academia and nowadays. Even with 
the broad debate on what would be a sustainable company, this condition may result 
from better management practices, adjustments in operating procedures or the use of 
more efficient technology, the environmental factor stands out , which is related to the 
demands of the market and society to a company to be sustainable in the long term 
[1], [2], [5], [6], [17]. 
  Micro, small and medium companies have considerable impact on world 
economies, mainly by employing a significant number of hand labor with lower 
qualification is necessary to understand how to position in this segment before this 
new reality [8]. 
  Whereas only 10.7 % of companies are MSEs of the industrial sector and 89 
% of companies have activity as trade , service and construction sector it is an evident 
characteristic of the non-manufacturing sector , which resulted in the search result as 
that found factor of greatest relevance to the sustainability of the company "cost " and 
less relevant , "production " [8]. 
  Different than reported in the media and academic papers, highlighting the 
"environment " as the main factor for sustainability of companies, the survey found 
that this factor is not seen as a relevant for achieving sustainability in organizations 
[1], [2], [4], [5], [6], [17]. 
 Given the results presented, conclude that the factor in MSMEs that directly 
impacts the profitability of the company, such as cost, is considered as a major factor 



in ensuring the sustainability of the enterprise market. The characteristics of being 
faithful service and commerce sectors as representing most companies in these sizes.        
  Having the factors, social and environmental, not considered as important 
factors for achieving sustainability in the market even before new legislation and 
consumer requirements, leading to the conclusion that these entrepreneurs understand 
and plan their business in the short term. 

These findings open a gap for further research, enabling a better 
understanding of the characteristics of these factors, pointing the need of the 
development of public policies towards new strategies of business enterprises in these 
sizes. 
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